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This book is for Pierpaolo, Teo, and Lea, who taught
me to understand that line in Paradiso 5:

‘Ecco chi crescerà li nostri amori’.
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1
Introduction

DEFINING PERSONS IN DANTE

For the 750th anniversary of the birth of Dante Alighieri, Pope Francis
issued a statement in which he described the poet’s spiritual significance
for today’s readers:

Egli ci invita ancora una volta a ritrovare il senso perduto o offuscato del
nostro percorso umano e a sperare di rivedere l’orizzonte luminoso in cui
brilla in pienezza la dignità della persona umana.1

The central purpose of the Commedia, as Pope Francis sees it, is that the
poem allows us to discover, or to hope to discover, the dignity of the
human person. This is not a particularly controversial statement and is
one that may ring true for any reader, whether religious or otherwise. Why
is it, then, that Dante scholarship has never sought to delineate, in any sort
of comprehensive fashion, how this plenitude of human personhood
might be constituted in the poem and how it might present itself?

Perhaps it is the sort of question that we prefer to avoid. As Roberto
Esposito points out in his book, The Third Person, the bioethical debates of
the late twentieth century and early twenty-first century have hinged on
‘determining the exact moment when a living being—or on defining what
type of living being—can be considered a person, but never on the decisive
value that this attribution entails’.2 Societies are eager to argue and to
legislate the point at which an embryo can be considered a person, or
whether some animals should have some of the same rights as humans,
but rarely do we discuss precisely what we mean by the term ‘person’. The
omnipresent and often strident debates about abortion, animal rights, and
other bioethical issues often go forward as if ‘personhood’was a self-evident

1 ‘He invites us, once again, to discover anew the meaning that is hidden or lost in our
human path and to hope to see once again the luminous horizon from which our dignity as
human persons shines forth in fullness.’ The Italian statement is available here: <http://press.
vatican.va/content/salastampa/it/bollettino/pubblico/2015/05/04/0333/00726.html>

2 Roberto Esposito, Third Person: Politics of Life and Philosophy of the Impersonal, trans.
Zakiya Hanafi (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2012), p. 2.
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category, and the only challenges that face society are those of legislating its
boundaries.3 The present study intends to explore the concept of person-
hood as it appears in Dante’s Commedia, an inquiry that is, as the pope’s
comment suggests, a response to the way in which the poemmay be read by
any reader today. I begin with the term persona as it defines itself in the
text. I will not attempt here, or at any point in the book, to lay out a
comprehensive history of the term persona and its usage.4 My intent is
rather to pursue a phenomenology of persona as it appears in the Commedia
and to seek out what Dante indicates are the constituent ethical modes
necessary for attaining a fullness of persona as it comes to be conceived and
experienced over the course of the encounters that the poem relates.

THE PARTICULARITY OF THE LIVING BODY

Two critical iterations of the term appear at the centre of two of the great
love stories of Dante’s Commedia, the story of Francesca and Paolo and the
story of Statius and Virgil.5 Persona appears in both cases, but when it
reappears in the story of Virgil’s love for Statius, it opens onto a new
semantic world. Its infernal usage can in no way prepare us for what the
word subsequently enacts and for the reaction it comes to demand. The
redeployment of the term should, if we are properly attentive, prompt us
to rethink the way that we engage with the characters in the poem and to
reconfigure the way that we understand relations with the dead.

In three of the most well-known lines of the poem, Francesca declares
that:

Amor, ch’al cor gentil ratto s’apprende, 
prese costui de la bella persona 
che mi fu tolta; e ’l modo ancor m’offende. (Inf. 5, 100–2)6

3 For a discussion of the terms of the public debate of bioethical questions in the early
twenty-first century in Italy and how Dante’s thought might help nuance those terms, see
my ‘Dante’s Definition of Life’, Dante Studies, 129 (2011): 47–62.

4 I refer the interested reader to The Category of the Person: Anthropology, Philosophy,
History, ed. Michael Carrithers, Steven Collins, and Steven Lukes (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1999) as an excellent starting point. The volume begins with Marcel
Mauss’s ‘A Category of the Human Mind: The Notion of Person; the Notion of Self ’,
pp. 1–25. Throughout the book, I will sometimes translate persona as ‘person’ or ‘person-
hood’. The English terms are meant to point back to persona as Dante employs it.

5 I am aware that there are many ways to read the textual encounter between Virgil and
Statius in the Commedia. For a reading of this staged juxtaposition as one that is set up to
emphasize negative comparisons, see Teodolinda Barolini, Dante’s Poets: Textuality and
Truth in the ‘Comedy’ (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1984), pp. 259–69.

6 ‘Love, who so fast brings flame to generous hearts, / seized him with feeling for the
lovely form, / now torn from me. The harm of how still rankles.’
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Critics generally have agreed that persona here refers to the physical person,
to the body.7 Such usage aligns with the poetic tradition that weaves so
fluidly through Francesca’s words. The term is not infrequent in the poetic
texts of the Duecento, from Giacomo da Lentini’s description of how the
lady enters his heart ‘no la persona ma la sua figura’ (‘not her body but her
image’), to Guido Cavalcanti’s ‘distrutta già la mia persona’ (‘my body is
already destroyed’).8 Dante’s ‘Lo doloroso amor che mi conduce’ speaks of
being ‘magro / de la persona’ (‘having a thin body’).9 So the historical lyric
density of the term would suggest that Paolo loved the beautiful body that
has been taken from Francesca. As Anna Maria Chiavacci Leonardi puts it,
‘la bellezza del corpo [ . . . ] è tuttavia il termine a cui si ferma quell’amore
che qui è protagonista.’10

In the Vita nova, we find a similar category of usage of the term:

partissi della sua persona
piena di grazia l’anima gentile
ed èssi gloriosa in loco degno. (xxxi 11, 29–31)11

The persona here seems to indicate Beatrice’s living body. As in Francesca’s
speech, it is highlighted precisely as it is lost at the moment of death.

Francesca laments the fact that her persona was forcibly taken from her.
And in fact, in Inferno, the term persona occurs most frequently to describe
something that has been irrevocably lost.12 Dante describes the way in

7 Anna Maria Chiavacci Leonardi, gloss on Inf. 5, 101: ‘persona fisica, come spesso nella
Commedia’. Alessandro Niccoli, ‘persona’, in Enciclopedia dantesca, ed. Umberto Bosco, 6
vols. (Rome: Istituto della Enciclopedia Italiana, 1970–8), IV, p. 436, links this instance to
‘ “corpo”, specie come parola-emblema di una concezione cavalleresca e sensuale dell’amore e
della bellezza’. For a more complex reading of Francesca’s persona, see Elena Lombardi, The
Wings of the Doves: Love and Desire in Dante and Medieval Culture (Montreal and Kingston:
McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2012), pp. 133, 136, 137, and 161.

8 Giacomo da Lentini, vii, ‘Or come pote sì gran donna entrare’, v. 12; Guido
Cavalcanti, xvii, ‘Perch’i’ no spero di tornar giammai’, v. 21, both cited from Poesia italiana:
Il Duecento, ed. Piero Cudini (Milan: Garzanti, 1993), pp. 22, 347. On a divergent use of
persona in Cavalcanti, see Lombardi, Wings of the Doves, p. 161.

9 Dante’s Lyric Poetry: Poems of Youth and of the ‘Vita Nuova’, ed. Teodolinda Barolini,
trans. Richard Lansing (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2014), 31, vv. 18–19,
p. 169.

10 ‘The beauty of the body is the limit at which that love featured here finds its end
point.’ Chiavacci Leonardi, comment on Inf. 5, 101.

11 ‘Departed from her beautiful person is / this gentle soul full of grace, / and in a worthy
place dwells in glory.’

12 This is a key category for the purposes of this study; many of these cases will be
discussed in the following pages. Another category of usage is ‘come persona che’, in which
characters are described by comparing them to people in recognizable earthly situations, as
in Inf. 2, 132; 3, 13; 4, 1; 28, 111. On the category of the ‘pseudo-simile’, see Robert
Hollander’s glosses on Inf. 31, 136–41 and Purg. 27, 1–5. See also Eric Mallin, ‘The False
Simile in Dante’s Commedia’, Dante Studies, 102 (1984): 15–36.
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which the gluttons seem to have persone or to be persone, but in fact are
nothing but ‘vanità’:

Noi passavam su per l’ombre che adona
la greve pioggia, e ponavam le piante
sovra lor vanità che par persona. (Inf. 6, 34–6)13

Filippo Argenti, likewise, is described as someone who was a persona, and
is now an ombra:

Quei fu al mondo persona orgogliosa;
bontà non è che sua memoria fregi:
così s’è l’ombra sua qui furïosa. (Inf. 8, 46–8)14

In the wood of the suicides, Dante states that ‘io sentia d’ogni parte trarre
guai, / e non vedea persona che ‘l facesse’ (Inf. 13, 22–3).15 The usage of
persona here points up the lack of human-form bodies in this wood, but
also, particularly in this context, a lost union of body with soul.16 The
non-personhood of the suicides is crucial, as they have divided themselves
against themselves, turning soul against body, in Pier delle Vigne’s words:

L’animo mio, per disdegnoso gusto,
credendo col morir fuggir disdegno,
ingiusto fece me contra me giusto. (Inf. 13, 70–2)17

That last line’s chiastic balance shows the sundering of the self plainly; ‘me’
and ‘me’ are divided by the ‘contra’, each ‘me’ pulled away from the other
by the mirrored division of the ‘inguisto’ and the ‘giusto’ selves that frame
the line. This visual, aural, and textual performance of suicide reveals the
horror of what it means to wilfully deprive oneself of one’s own persona.

Pier has been given, in his afterlife, an inescapable vegetative body, one
that does not allow him even the faintest semblance of personhood:

Quando si parte l’anima feroce
dal corpo ond’ella stessa s’è disvelta,
[ . . . ]

13 ‘Over such shadows, flat in that hard rain, / we travelled onwards still. Our tread now
fell / on voided nothings only seeming men.’

14 ‘That man, alive, flaunted his arrogance, / and nothing good adorns his memory. / So
here his shadow is possessed with rage.’

15 ‘A wailing I heard, dragged out from every part, / and saw there no one who might
make these sounds.’

16 See La Commedia secondo l’antica vulgata, ed. Giorgio Petrocchi, 2nd edn, 4 vols.
(Florence: Casa Editrice Le Lettere, 1994), I, 192, on Purg. 2, 110 and persona in that case
as a union of body and soul.

17 ‘My mind—itself disdainful in its tastes— / believing it could flee disdain by dying, /
made me unjust against myself so just.’
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Cade in la selva [ . . . ]
quivi germoglia come gran di spelta.

Surge in vermena ed in pianta silvestra. (Inf. 13, 94–100)18

Whereas other souls in Inferno have shade bodies that parody personhood
(often in distorted forms), the suicides’ shade bodies do not resemble
human-form bodies at all.19 ‘Corpo’ is used here in a similar mode as the
uses for ‘persona’ noted above in Francesca’s speech, or the reference to
Beatrice’s death in the Vita nova. But here the use of ‘corpo’ rather than
‘persona’ takes us back not to the recollection of a lost integrity of
personhood, but to a dismal reference to the corpse, the body when it is
separated from the soul.20 The experience of the loss or parodic distortion
of the body is continually dramatized throughout Inferno; the serpentine
metamorphoses of the thieves provide one particularly vivid example (Inf.
24 and 25) as do the twisted forms of the diviners of Inferno 20.

Taking the preceding examples as our guide, then, we would not expect
to find any persone in the otherworlds of the Commedia apart from Dante,
as he is the only one present in these realms in body (apart from Christ and
the Virgin).21 Dante’s corporeal difference is imperceptible to many of the
damned; Guido da Montefeltro assumes that Dante, like all the others in
hell, must have lost his persona:

S’i’ credesse che mia risposta fosse
a persona che mai tornasse al mondo,
questa fiamma staria sanza più scosse. (Inf. 27, 61–3)22

That Dante’s persona is not lost is a fact that lies beyond Guido’s capacities
to comprehend.

But it is precisely Dante’s body that renders him visually recognizable to
those who knew him in life. I will discuss recognition as constitutive of
persona in Chapter 3; here it will suffice to take the single example of the

18 ‘When any soul abandons savagely / its body, rending self by self away, / [ . . . ] /
Falling, it finds this copse. / [ . . . ] / there (as spelt grains might) it germinates. / A sapling
sprouts, grows ligneous.’

19 On the death of the soul in the case of the suicides and the use of the term persona
there, see Howard Needler, ‘The Birth and Death of the Soul’, Dante Studies, 122 (2004):
71–93.

20 The damned are never located in a specific circle because of a sole act; Pier’s suicide is
only the final consummation of a division of self against self, or seeing the body as a corpse,
that has been Pier’s spiritual state for some time before his death. On persona as the union of
body and soul versus corpo as corpse, see Lombardi, Wings of the Doves, p. 137 and her
discussion of 8, I of the Vita nova and the end of Inferno 5.

21 See Niccoli, ‘persona’, on this point. On the other two bodies (and the fact that they
are only two), see Paradiso 25, 122–9.

22 ‘Should I suppose, in answering, I spoke / to any person who should ever see / the
world again, this flame would shake no more.’
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scene with Dante’s Florentine friend, Casella, in Purgatorio 2 to note the
importance of the living body for the recognition of personhood. Casella
recognizes Dante immediately, coming forward to embrace him: ‘io vidi una
di lor trarresi avante / per abbracciarmi’ (Purg. 2, 76–7).23 This recognition has
to dowith personal corporeal presence;Dantewill declare here that ‘l’animamia,
che, con la sua persona / venendo qui, è affannata tanto!’ (Purg. 2, 110–11).24

Casella does not have his earthly body; it ismost likely for this reason thatDante
does not recognize Casella at the moment in which his friend comes forward.

Aquinas defines that human persona that renders Dante recognizable as
follows:

Therefore ‘person’ in any nature signifies what is distinct in that nature: thus
in human nature it signifies this flesh, these bones, and this soul, which are
the individuating principles of a man.25

Without the flesh and bones that Dante knew, he cannot recognize
Casella. It is only when Casella speaks that Dante knows him as his friend,
distinct from all others. Only then can he see him as persona (if we go back
to the etymological root), ‘per se una’.26

If we read persona in Dante’sCommedia as the nexus of particularity that
resides in the union of the body with the soul, or in the way in which the
soul animates the body—a reading that seems to work in various places in
the Commedia to refer to Dante the pilgrim, such as the ‘salir persona viva’
(‘living bodies can ascend’) of Purgatorio 11, 51, or ‘dritto [ . . . ] con la
persona’ (‘stand up straight’) in Purgatorio 12, 7–8—we may understand
why Dante is recognizable but never manages to recognize the souls that he
meets until they speak. But as in the encounter with Casella, the corporeal

23 ‘And one drew forward now, I saw, to me / to take me in his arms.’
24 ‘my soul [ . . . ]. / For coming here with still its body’s shape, / it is so worn, and weary

of the way.’
25 St Thomas Aquinas, Summa theologiae, I, 29, 4. ‘Persona igitur in quacumque natura

significat id quod est distinctum in natura illa; sicut in humana natura significat has carnes,
haec ossa, et hanc animam, quae sunt principia individuantia hominem.’ Summa theologica,
trans. Fathers of the English Dominican Province, 5 vols. (Allen, TX: Christian Classics,
1948).

26 A standard definition in the Middle Ages, and the one upon which Aquinas relies, is
Boethius’s, ‘an individual substantia with a rational nature’. The substrate of the term’s
meaning, to indicate a mask worn by an actor (a definition that I will discuss in depth in
Chapter 5), was transferred in Cicero’s thought onto the citizen who plays a specific role in
a city. See Patrick Boyde, Dante Philomythes and Philosopher: Man in the Cosmos
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983), pp. 288–93, for a discussion of the
various definitions of persona in Dante’s sources and Laura Bossi, Histoire naturelle de l’âme
(Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 2003), p. 341, on the transition in Cicero. For a
more nuanced account of personhood in Cicero, see Timothy J. Reiss’s chapter ‘Cicero’s
Person’, in Mirages of the Selfe: Patterns of Personhood in Ancient and Early Modern Europe
(Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2003), pp. 120–38. Reiss’s book is a spectacular
tour through visions of self, person, and the human from Antiquity to Descartes.
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attribute of speech renders a soul recognizable as distinct. I will have more
to say further along about the ways in which the corporeal attributes that
the souls are given after death, throughDante’s concept of the ‘aerial body’,
or shade body, can foster a state that is similar to living persona.

THE TRINITARIAN PERSON

But before we come to Virgil’s statement of love for Statius, and before
entering into the question of shade bodies acting as bodies for the purposes of
personal presence, I would like to allude first to another entire category of
meaning for the term persona, beginning in Purgatoriowith two isolated uses
and then continuing throughout Paradiso, as reference to Christ and the
Persons of the Trinity.27 InPurgatorio 3, we find reference to ‘una sustanza in
tre persone’ (‘one true being in three persons’). In Purgatorio 31, we find
reference to ‘una persona in due nature’ (‘two natures and, in person, one’).
Paradiso 13 reformulates both of these occurrences into a single terzina:

Lì si cantò non Bacco, non Peana,
ma tre persone in divina natura,
e in una persona essa e l’umana. (Par. 13, 25–7)28

One of these divine persons has two natures, both the divine and the
human. In Paradiso 24, Dante’s credo reveals clearly that the essence of his
faith is in the simultaneously singular and plural essence of the divine, a
truth that can only be voiced by recourse to the term persone:

e credo in tre persone etterne, e queste
credo una essenza sì una e sì trina,
che soffera congiunto ‘sono’ ed ‘este’. (Par. 24, 139–41)29

These three persons, for Dante, are defined by their eternal nature and
their ability to withstand the application of both the plural and the
singular. Augustine writes that the term persone, when employed in the
Trinitarian sense, arose ‘so that we are not simply reduced to silence when
we are asked three what’.30 By the names ‘substances’ or ‘persons’, he
stresses, those who first employed the term:

27 Purg. 3, 36; 31, 81; Par. 13, 26; 13, 87; Par. 24, 139; Par. 7, 32; 7, 44; 13, 27.
28 ‘Those songs there praised not Bacchus nor Peana. / They sang three persons all

divine in kind, / and in one person human and divine.’
29 ‘And I believe in three eternal persons, / believing these one substance, one and three,

/ to whom, grammatically, apply both “is” and “are”.’
30 ‘ne omnino taceremus interrogati quid tres.’ Saint Augustine, De Trinitate, ed.

W. J. Mountain with Fr Glorie, Corpus Christianorum: Series Latina, 50–50A (Turnhout:
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did not wish to give any idea of diversity, but [ . . . ] wished to avoid any idea
of singleness; so that as well as understanding unity in God, whereby there is
said to be one being, we might also understand trinity, whereby there are also
said to be three substances or persons.31

Persona, thus, is a particular term that is intended to open a space between
singleness and diversity in order to speak of the Trinity. The terms that
name the persons of the Trinity are relational:

since the Father is only called so because he has a Son, and the Son is only
called so because he has a Father, these things are not said substance-wise, as
neither is said with reference to itself but only with reference to the other.
[ . . . ] Therefore, although being Father is different from being Son, there is
no difference of substance, because they are not called these things
substance-wise but relationship-wise.32

Put another way: ‘these names only declare their relationships. [ . . . ]
These are terms of relationship.’33

For Augustine, persona is a word like any other, one that serves a purely
functional purpose; it is ‘unum aliquod vocabulum’ (‘any one word’)
(7.6.11).34 Aquinas suggests instead that there is something to the choice
of persona as a term suited to purpose. Following Boethius’s definition,
Aquinas takes, as I have noted above, the standard meaning of persona to

Brepols, 1968), 7.6.11; The Trinity, trans. Edmund Hill (Brooklyn, NY: New City Press,
1991), VII, 3 (p. 232), see also p. 227. There is a broad and vastly complex discussion of the
use of the term persona to denote the threeness of the Trinity from the Church Fathers
through to medieval developments of the question. For a succinct and helpful overview of
the major players and issues, see Phillip Cary, ‘Historical Perspectives on Trinitarian
Doctrine’, Religious and Theological Studies Fellowship Bulletin (Nov./Dec. 1995): 2–9.

31 ‘non diuersitatem intelligi uoluit sed singularitatem noluit ut non solum ibi unitas
intellegatur ex eo quod dicitur una essentia, sed et trinitas ex eo quod dicuntur tres
substantiae uel personae.’ 7.4.9. Augustine, The Trinity, VII, 3 (p. 230).

32 ‘Sed quia et pater non dicitur pater nisi ex eo quod est ei filius et filius non dicitur nisi
ex eo quod habet patrem, non secundum substantiam haec dicuntur quia non quisque
eorum ad se ipsum sed ad inuicem atque ad alterutrum iste dicuntur [ . . . ]. Quamobrem
quamuis diuersum sit patrem esse et filium esse, non est tamen diuersa substantia quia hoc
non secundum substantiam dicuntur sed secundum relatiuum.’ 5.5.6. Augustine, The
Trinity, V, 1 (p. 192).

33 ‘his nominibus relatiua eorum ostenduntur. [ . . . ] ista relatiue dici.’ 7.2.3. Augustine,
The Trinity, VII, 1 (p. 223). Janet Martin Soskice, The Kindness of God: Metaphor, Gender,
and Religious Language (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), p. 117, explains: ‘Father is
a semantically dependent title—it is because there is a child that someone is called father. It
is, in the technical sense, a relational term.’ See also The Trinity, VII, 1 (p. 219): ‘It is clear,
of course, that he is only called the Father because he has a Son, since he is called Father not
with reference to himself but with reference to the Son.’

34 See Augustine, The Trinity, p. 232, for Hill’s version of this passage, which renders it
‘at least one word’. On person in Augustine, see Reiss, ‘Two-Timed Ipseities and Speaking
Their Mind’, in Mirages of the Selfe, pp. 241–66.
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refer to the distinct individual within a species or nature. But in the case of
the Trinity, the only distinctness between persons is in their relationships
to one another. Persona thus does not directly signify relationship, but
stands in for that meaning with respect to the divine.35

Relation is the key to the Trinity, imbuing all of the language that refers
to the Trinity with that meaning. God’s Being must be understood as
‘to-be-related ’: ‘the Son cannot be what the Son is except by relation to the
Father and the Spirit, and the Spirit cannot be what the Spirit is except by
relation to the Son and the Father, and the Father cannot be what the
Father is except by relation to the Son and the Spirit’.36 So Janet Soskice
delineates the meaning of Trinitarian persons. Such relatedness as Being
means that it is impossible to invoke one Person of the Trinity without
understanding also the other Persons of the Trinity.37

A NOTION OF PERSONA BETWEEN THE BODY
AND THE TRINITY

On the one hand, Dante employs persona in ways that would seem to align
with this very particular Trinitarian usage of the term; when employed in
reference to Christ, persona locates His dual nature within the relational
unity of the Trinity. And on the other hand, we have the usage of the term
in Inferno, in which persona refers to the animate body, irrevocably lost.
Aquinas states that ‘relation is contained in the signification of divine
person, but not in that of an angelic or of a human person’ (I, 29, 4).38

Relation is the only distinction in the Trinity and therefore must be read
within the term ‘person’, but humans have a wealth of differences from
one another, legible in body and in soul. Human personhood, or distinct-
ness, is thus not dependent on relation, but on flesh, bone, and soul.
Reading in this Thomist vein, persona is often understood as having two
utterly distinct meanings in the Commedia, as either a reference to the lost
human person in Dante’s hell or to the divine persons of the Trinity as
evoked in Purgatorio and Paradiso.

And yet, as scholars have noted in other contexts in Dante’s work, such
as his discussion of the formation of the embryo in Purgatorio 25, Dante

35 See Hill’s note, The Trinity, p. 230, n. 36.
36 Soskice, The Kindness of God, p. 119.
37 See De Trinitate 6.2.3, and 1.10.21. See Edward Morgan, The Incarnation of the

Word: The Theology of Language of Augustine of Hippo (London: Continuum, 2010), and
particularly ‘Book 7.6.11: persona and the failure of language?’ pp. 142–7 and p. 142, n. 34.

38 ‘in significatione personae divinae contineatur relatio, non autem in significatione
angelicae personae vel humanae’.
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does not always follow Aquinas’s clear and well-demarcated distinctions.39

John Rist notes that Augustine provides the possibilities for thinking
persona as pairing the human union of body and soul with the union of
God and man in Christ, offering inherent bridging capacities as a con-
cept.40 A usage of persona in Paradiso 14 is one example of the way in
which Dante seems to allow a sense of the term persona that moves beyond
the problem of the lost human body and points towards a fully Christic
vision of the blessed, even without their bodies. In Paradiso 14, Solomon
tells Dante that:

Come la carne glorïosa e santa
fia rivestita, la nostra persona
più grata fia per esser tutta quanta. (Par. 14, 43–5)41

The persona of the blessed would thus seem to be somehow present at the
moment in which Solomon speaks; Solomon claims that the persona of
each of the souls in heaven will be più grata (more pleasing) by being
clothed in their bodies, not that they will become persone when they are
reclothed in their flesh. They already are, and always have been, persone.
But in what sense can they be persone before the return of their resurrected
bodies?42

I will suggest in this study that a crucial difference between the damned
and the saved as Dante depicts them is that the saved have recognized that
persona cannot be taken away; it can only be renounced. To be renounced,
it must be understood as simply, exclusively, the fleshly body that is lost at
death. But of course, even that fleshly body will be returned at the Last
Judgement, so the double error of the damned lies in first identifying their
persona solely with their bodies, and, second, believing that those bodies
can be irrevocably lost.43 Pier delle Vigne’s illusion that his body is
disposable will be cruelly shown up at the Last Judgement:

39 See the notes to my discussion of Purgatorio 25 that follow.
40 John M. Rist, Augustine: Ancient Thought Baptized (Cambridge: Cambridge Univer-

sity Press, 1994), p. 94.
41 ‘But when the glorious and sacred flesh / is clothing us once more, our person then /

will be—complete and whole—more pleasing still.’
42 Vittorio Montemaggi, ‘ “La rosa in che il verbo divino carne si fece”: Human Bodies

and Truth in the Poetic Narrative of the Commedia’, in Dante and the Human Body: Eight
Essays, ed. John C. Barnes and Jennifer Petrie (Dublin and Portland, OR: Four Courts
Press, 2007), pp. 159–94 (p. 164), notes that human personhood is, for Dante, inextricably
linked to embodiment.

43 Christian Moevs, The Metaphysics of Dante’s ‘Comedy’ (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2005), p. 6, notes that: ‘If, hypnotized by their spatiotemporal form, humans
experience themselves only as ephemeral bodies and identities, they are lost in eternal
night and desire; if, following Christ, they turn their mind or awareness back on itself,
surrendering all worldly attachment and greed (cupidigia), they can come to experience
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Come l’altre verrem per nostre spoglie,
ma non però ch’alcuna sen rivesta,
ché non è giusto aver ciò ch’om si toglie.

Qui le strascineremo, e per la mesta
selva saranno i nostri corpi appesi,
ciascuno al prun de l’ombra sua molesta. (Inf. 13, 103–8)44

Pier’s body will hang from the thorns of his branches, forever present to
him.45

The souls in Purgatorio, I suggest, continue to understand themselves
and their neighbours as persone and work through their penance to fully
develop the potential of that personhood, conceived in terms that would
be utterly unrecognizable to the damned. Personhood that sees not only
beyond the body, but back to the (resurrected) body, is thus not contin-
gent upon the continuous presence of fleshly bodies; it can endure in
anticipation of the return of those bodies. To put it in Esposito’s terms,
personhood, although inextricably linked to the body, is not wholly
coextensive with the body.46

When Dante first sees the penitent prideful on the first terrace of
Purgatory proper, he says to Virgil, ‘Maestro, quel ch’io veggio / muovere
a noi, non mi sembian persone’ (Purg. 10, 112–13).47 But the text soon
reveals that this is Dante’s mistake. We read Dante’s error to understand
that the prideful are persons, bent so horribly under the profound weight
of the stones they bear and the penance that they wilfully submit to that
they appear to be purely physical matter, like caryatids. But unlike the
situation in Inferno 6, in which the shades ‘par persona’ (seem to be, or
show themselves as, persons), but in fact are not, here the potential for
error lies in the fact that the penitents do not seem to be persons, but are.
Dante will swiftly come to see that what seems to be only physical matter

themselves as (one with) the reality that spawns all possible experience, immune to birth
and death.’

44 ‘We (as shall all), come Judgement Day, shall seek / our cast-off spoil, yet not put on
this vestment. / Keeping what we tore off would not be fair. / Our bodies we shall drag back
here; and all / around this melancholy grove they’ll swing, / each on the thorn of shades that
wrought them harm.’

45 This solution is unorthodox, and worried early commentators. See, for example, the
Ottimo Commento (1338).

46 Esposito, Third Person, p. 8: ‘no matter how inextricably personhood is linked to a
living body, the two are not wholly coextensive; and indeed what is most intrinsic to the
person, that which allows it to pass into the afterlife, is precisely the fact that it is not
coextensive with the body’.

47 ‘ “Sir,” I began, “it seems that what I see, / moving towards us, are not human forms” ’
(emphasis in the original is mine).
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is instead a person, the reverse corrective for Francesca’s erroneous belief
that her person is physical matter. Again and again, the challenge to Dante
as he moves through Purgatory will be to learn to recognize personhood
even where it is hidden (and this is the particular focus of Chapter 3 in
this study).

There are at least six such cases of the use of persona or persone used to
describe the penitents as they are in Purgatorio, a usage that does not refer
to something lost, as in the infernal cases, or to the Trinity.48 Persona is
certainly not the only term in Dante’s Commedia that finds redefinition
outside the infernal frame. Simon Gilson has argued that any number of
terms ought to be redefined on a canticle to canticle basis.49 What, then, is
persona in Purgatorio?

TREATING SHADES AS PERSONS

Certainly one of the most striking uses of persona in Purgatorio can be
found in Virgil’s statement to Statius. Just as Dante’s mistake in Purgatorio
10 might prompt us to think back to our reading of Inferno 6 and
recalibrate our understanding of the term, here too, the close recall of
Francesca’s memorably misleading words offers us another opportunity to
redefine and to rethink what persona might have come to mean in
Purgatorio:

Amore,
acceso di virtù, sempre altro accese,
pur che la fiamma sua paresse fore;

onde da l’ora che tra noi discese
nel limbo de lo ’nferno Giovenale,
che la tua affezion mi fé palese,

mia benvoglienza inverso te fu quale
più strinse mai di non vista persona,
sì ch’or mi parran corte queste scale. (Purg. 22, 10–18)50

48 Persona: Purg. 20, 123; 22, 17; 22, 135; 24, 11. Persone: Purg. 4, 103 and 10, 113.
49 Simon Gilson, ‘Inferno 16’, in Lectura Dantis Andreapolitana, ed. Claudia Rossignoli

and Robert Wilson (Notre Dame, IN: Notre Dame University Press, forthcoming).
50 ‘Pure love, / provided that its flame shows outwardly, / kindled in virtue, kindles

answering love. / So, from the time that Juvenal came down / to dwell among us on the
fringe of Hell, / and made your feeling for me plain to see, / my own good will to you has
gripped me more / than any for a person yet unseen. / These stairs will seem, then, short for
me to climb.’
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The words echo Francesca’s:

Noi leggiavamo un giorno per diletto
di Lancialotto come amor lo strinse,
soli eravamo e sanza alcun sospetto. (Inf. 5, 127–9)51

In both cases, love grips the one who loves; the verb Dante uses is
‘stringere’. But in Francesca’s case, it is for the ‘bella persona / che mi fu
tolta’ and in Virgil’s case, it is for the ‘non vista persona’. The lines, ‘amor,
ch’al cor gentil ratto s’apprende’ (Inf. 5, 100) and ‘amor, ch’a nullo amato
amar perdona’ (103) of Francesca’s speech are here transmuted into
‘amore, acceso di virtù, sempre altro accese, / pur che la fiamma sua
paresse fore’, and into ‘benvoglienza’ that responds to ‘affezion’, a fresh
articulation of independent love in the terms of response, rather than
obligation.52

Love for the ‘non vista persona’ suggests the pure return of affection for
affection, love for love. It is mediated not only through books in this case,
but also through the personal intercession of another poet, Juvenal. It is in
such constructed relation, mediated and thus strengthened, that the body
is no longer a terminal point, but only another, albeit more complete
iteration of the persona. Virgil and Statius’s first virtual encounter through
Virgil’s text paves the way for their virtual encounter through Juvenal,
which in turn paves the way for an encounter in their aerial bodies.53

This is a love that is not love for the persona as body, as Francesca might
suggest, but love for the persona as loving being, a being characterized
precisely by its ‘affezion’ as articulated through texts, spoken words, and
the gestures accomplished through the aerial body.

Virgil and Statius’s encounter in their aerial bodies is, after all, a verbal
exchange that follows one of many entirely gestural exchanges staged in
the Commedia, in which responsiveness is played out through aerial bodies
standing in for corporeal bodies and thus providing the possibility for
relational, integrative persone. When Statius speaks of his devotion to
Virgil, Virgil looks at Dante ‘con viso che, tacendo, disse “Taci”’ (Purg.
21, 104),54 Dante’s face betrays him, and Statius quickly reads the effort

51 ‘One day we read together, for pure joy / how Lancelot was taken in Love’s palm. /
We were alone. We knew no suspicion.’

52 ‘Love, who so fast brings flame to generous hearts’; ‘Love, who no loved one pardons
love’s requite’.

53 I have written about Statius as reader of Virgil in ‘Deceit, Desire, and Conversion in
Girard and Dante’, Religion and Literature. Special issue: ‘Deceit, Desire and the Novel 50
Years Later: The Religious Dimension’, ed. Ann W. Astell and Justin Jackson, 43.3 (2011):
200–8.

54 ‘his look / saying, unspeakingly: “Be silent now!” ’
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to hide something. In this sequence, there lies the possibility of the most
‘human’ sort of interaction between the living and the dead, as Virgil’s
aerial body permits relational gesturality that feeds into Dante’s living
gesturality, and ultimately Statius’s reception of their combined meaning.
The aerial body permits the shades to act as persons, as if they had their
animate bodies, and as individuals that can love and be loved in return.

In fact, the depth of the encounter between Virgil and Statius comes
precisely from the drama of treating shades as persons to be loved, whether
seen or unseen (Figure 1.1):

Già s’inchinava ad abbracciar li piedi
al mio dottor, ma el li disse: ‘Frate,
non far, ché tu se’ ombra e ombra vedi’.

Ed ei surgendo: ‘Or puoi la quantitate
comprender de l’amor ch’a te mi scalda,
quand’io dismento nostra vanitate,

trattando l’ombre come cosa salda’. (Purg. 21, 130–6)55

That ‘nostra vanitate’ recalls the ‘vanità che par persona’ of Inferno 6, with
the difference that there, Dante must trample what seem to be persons
with his feet, and here, there is something entirely redeemed in the
generous action of forgetting that ‘vanitate’ in order to treat shades as
persons, whole and embraceable.56

Virgil’s troubled ontology is something that appears from the earliest
lines of the Commedia, when he is immediately at pains to explain what he
is and is not:

‘Miserere di me,’ gridai a lui,
‘qual che tu sii, od ombra od omo certo!’

Rispuosemi: ‘Non omo, omo già fui,
e li parenti miei furon lombardi,
mantoani per patrïa ambedui.’ (Inf. 1, 65–9)57

55 ‘He’d bowed at once to clasp my teacher’s feet. / But he, in that embrace, said:
“Brother, don’t! / You are a shadow and you see a shade.” / And he, in rising: “Now you
grasp how great / the love that warms my heart for you must be, / when I dismiss from mind
our emptiness, / treating a shadow as a thing of weight.” ’

56 Simone Marchesi suggests that another element of the ‘error’ in this embrace is the
potential for confusion between authors and texts. The encounter with Statius thus
becomes a locus for elaboration of questions about hermeneutics and authorial intent.
See Dante and Augustine: Linguistics, Poetics, Hermeneutics (Toronto: University of Toronto
Press, 2011), pp. 117–32 and 140–4.

57 ‘to him I screamed my “Miserere”: “Save me, / whatever—shadow or truly man—you
be.” / His answer came to me: “No man; a man / I was in times long gone. Of Lombard
stock, / my parents both by patria were Mantuan.” ’
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Figure 1.1 Egerton 943 f. 101v. Purgatory, Canto XXI, Terrace 5th: Statius pays
homage to Virgil.
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Virgil’s opening line to Dante, who is really most concerned at this
point with the more pressing issue of finding someone to help him
avoid certain death, is a clarification of his status as other than ‘omo’.
This early appearance of the issue makes it clear that the ontological status
of the souls that Dante meets is a central question in the Commedia as
a whole.58

Dante’s desperate plea sets up, if in passing, an initial distinction between
shades and men, between living humans and the dead. Virgil’s response fills
out a broader sense of how his lost human portion might be understood by
reference to his parents and their birthplace. Such an understanding of the
human aligns with Statius’s narrative in Purgatorio 25.59 This narrative is a
crucial one for this study, as I will investigate in the chapters that follow the
ways in which the shade body, or aerial body, envisioned in Dante’s after-
worlds can permit a continued sense of being persone and thus enduring the
state of being ‘ombre’ as a provisional one.

THE AERIAL BODY AS RELATIONAL BODY

Since so much of the analysis of personhood in this book depends on the
way in which the aerial body enables relationality amongst the penitents in
Purgatorio, between the penitents and Dante, and between the penitents
and the reader, it is necessary here to spend some time looking closely at
the ways in which Dante describes the formation of the aerial body as an
inverse analogue of the formation of the fleshly body and the inspiration of
the soul of the foetus. To put it another way: it is a challenge for Dante to

58 And of course Virgil has a particular status in the poem as an inhabitant of Limbo who
nonetheless travels with Dante into the developmental realm that is Purgatory. In my
discussion here, I have been treating Virgil as if he had all the same capacities as Statius, but
of course there is much that ought to be nuanced in this regard.

59 To list just a few of the most informative studies of this passage, see Manuele
Gragnolati, Experiencing the Afterlife: Soul and Body in Dante and Medieval Culture
(Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2005); Zygmunt G. Barański,
‘Canto XXV’, in Lectura Dantis Turicensis: Purgatorio, ed. Georges Güntert and
Michelangelo Picone (Florence: Cesati, 2001), pp. 389–406; Simon A. Gilson, ‘The
Anatomy and Physiology of the Human Body in the Commedia’, in Dante and the
Human Body, pp. 11–42; Joseph Ziegler, ‘The Scientific Context of Dante’s Embryology’,
in Dante and the Human Body, pp. 61–88; Rachel Jacoff, ‘ “Our Bodies, Our Selves”: The
Body in the Commedia’, in Sparks and Seeds: Medieval Literature and its Afterlife: Essays in
Honor of John Freccero, ed. Dana E. Stewart and Alison Cornish (Turnhout: Brepols, 2000),
pp. 119–37. These essays also discuss the previous scholarship. On a poetics of birth in
Dante more generally understood, see Giuseppe Mazzotta, ‘Dante’s Poetics of Births and
Foundations’, Dante Studies, 127 (2009): 129–46.
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think persona as deprived of the presence of the human body.60 This
challenge necessitates a lengthy theorization of the ombra, the aerial body,
within the text.61 Statius’s discourse on both the formation of the foetus
and the formation of the aerial body, long read by critics as something of a
bulky and unnecessary excursus, is fundamental not only for grasping
Dante’s poetics, as John Freccero has argued, but also for grasping the
central tenets of Dante’s ethics.62 How is it that Statius and Virgil come to
that ultimately not failed, but truly revelatory embrace (its ‘error’ shows
forth an ideal vision of affection between persons)? The aerial body is a
constitutive mechanism for our continued human personhood after death,
just as the embryonic body and infused soul are constitutive of our
humanity at birth. The possibility of the temporal and atemporal exten-
sion of persona into the afterworlds depends on the function of the aerial
body as enabling gestural, postural, and affective relation.

It must be Statius, who is so fully purged of vice and full of grace that he
is able to forget Virgil’s status as shade and his own status as shade, who
can adequately convey what the aerial body is and how it relates to the
foetal body and soul. He begins by describing the joining of the male and
the female blood in procreation and what ensues as follows:

Ivi s’accoglie l’uno e l’altro insieme,
l’un disposto a patire, e l’altro a fare
per lo perfetto loco onde si preme;
e, giunto lui, comincia ad operare

coagulando prima, e poi avviva
ciò che per sua matera fé constare. (Purg. 25, 46–51)63

Dante divides blood into two varieties, that which is consumed by the
veins and that which continues to be refined within the heart. This
perfect, or perfected, blood, imbued with formative power, will be trans-
formed into semen so that it may shape another body. In conception, the

60 Medieval philosophers, writes Caroline Walker Bynum, ‘tend to require embodiment
for person’. The Resurrection of the Body in Western Christianity, 200–1336 (New York:
Columbia University Press, 1995), pp. 3 and 341.

61 On mid-thirteenth-century doctrines of hylomorphism as the context for Dante’s
vision of the ‘embodied’ nature of the souls, see Bynum, Resurrection of the Body, particu-
larly p. 257. See also Peter Dinzelbacher, ‘Il corpo nelle visioni dell’aldilà’, Micrologus,
1 (1993): 301–26, and the discussion in Barański, ‘Canto XXV’.

62 John Freccero, ‘Manfred’s Wounds and the Poetics of the Purgatorio’, in his Dante:
The Poetics of Conversion, ed. Rachel Jacoff (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press,
1988), pp. 195–208. On the diverse critical history of this canto, see Barański, ‘Canto
XXV’.

63 ‘These two bloods meet and gather, each with each. / Menstrum is passive. But the
other acts— / the perfect place it’s pressed from causes that— / and, once arrived, begins to
do its work, / first to coagulate, and then to bring / the matter that it first made dense to life.’
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semen begins to act on the mother’s blood in the womb, and the shape of
the body begins to emerge.

Anima fatta la virtute attiva
qual d’una pianta, in tanto differente,
che questa è in via e quella è già a riva,

tanto ovra poi, che già si move e sente,
come spugno marino; e indi imprende
ad organar le posse ond’è semente.

Or si spiega, figliuolo, or si distende
la virtù ch’è dal cor del generante,
dove natura a tutte membra intende. (Purg. 25, 52–60)64

Statius describes how the active virtue, or the force that quickens and gives
form to the passive blood in the womb, becomes first a vegetative (plant-
like) soul and then a sensitive (or animal-like) soul.

Ma come d’animal divegna fante,
non vedi tu ancor: quest’ è tal punto,
che più savio di te fé già errante,

sì che per sua dottrina fé disgiunto
da l’anima il possibile intelletto,
perché da lui non vide organo assunto. (Purg. 25, 61–6)65

This passage, introduced with a ‘ma’, constitutes a dramatic pause before
Statius describes ‘come d’animal divegna fante’ (‘how this creature will
become a speaking child’). It is speech that makes the human, according to
Dante, a distinction that recalls his depiction of the creation of Adam in
the De Vulgari Eloquentia.66 In Book One he states that God gave Adam
the power of speech immediately after creating him, and that the first
word Adam spoke was the name of God, El, as an expression of love for his
Creator. Humanity is encapsulated in the spoken expression of love
and thus the capacity for speech is crucially featured in the description

64 ‘The active virtue, which is now a soul, / much like a plant (though differing in this
point, / that plant souls stay as plants while this moves on), / continues in its work, to move
and feel, / as do aquatic sponges, then begins / to form the organs for the powers it seeds. /
And now, my dearest son, the power that flows / out of the father’s heart (where nature
plans / for every organ) stretching, spreads to all.’

65 ‘This creature will become a speaking child. / Yet how, you don’t yet see. And this
same point / led someone far more wise than you astray, / who in his teachings set the soul
apart / from intellectus as possibilis, / finding no organ taken up by that.’

66 See De Vulgari Eloquentia, I, iv and v and Steven Botterill’s introduction in his
translation (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996). See Jennifer Fraser, ‘Dante/
Fante: Embryology in Purgatory and Paradise’, in Dante and the Unorthodox: The Aesthetics
of Transgression, ed. James L. Miller (Waterloo, Ont.: Wilfrid Laurier University Press,
2005), pp. 290–309.
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of the formation of the human soul in the womb and the formation of the
aerial body.

The transition from animality to humanity is the ‘punto’ (‘point’) that
has caused others to err, Statius warns his listeners.67 He forcefully rejects
the error of Averroës, who interpreted Aristotle as maintaining that the
possible and the active intellect were separate from the individual human
soul. Averroës’s error lies in making ‘disgiunto’ that which is in fact
copresent; he fails to understand because he does not see a corporeal
organ for the possible intellect. Statius’s discourse on the transformations
before and after death will instead stress the union or conjoining of diverse
elements that are corporeal, non-corporeal, and something in between.
But Statius is aware that such union is hard to conceive of rationally, and
thus he asks his listener to adopt a certain mode in listening that will be
particularly adapted to this difficult but fundamental truth:

Apri a la verità che viene il petto;
e sappi che, sì tosto come al feto
l’articular del cerebro è perfetto,

lo motor primo a lui si volge lieto
sovra tant’ arte di natura, e spira
spirito novo, di vertù repleto,

che ciò che trova attivo quivi, tira
in sua sustanzia, e fassi un’alma sola,
che vive e sente e sé in sé rigira.

E perché meno ammiri la parola,
guarda il calor del sol che si fa vino,
giunto a l’omor che de la vite cola. (Purg. 25, 67–78)68

The truth that Dante and his reader must come to know here (by opening
the heart to the revelation) is one that defies human comprehension. In
fact, Dante is not told to open his mind or his eyes to the truth, but rather,
his ‘petto’, just as the final unfolded vision of God at the end of Paradiso
will be retained in the heart: ‘ancor mi distilla / nel core il dolce che nacque

67 On the importance of the ‘punto’ in the Commedia, see Christian Moevs ‘ “Il punto
che mi vinse”: Incarnation, Revelation and Self-Knowledge in Dante’s Commedia’, in
Dante’s ‘Commedia’: Theology as Poetry, ed. Vittorio Montemaggi and Matthew Treherne
(Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2010), pp. 267–85 and Moevs, The
Metaphysics of Dante’s ‘Comedy’, p. 126.

68 ‘Open your heart. Receive the coming truth. / Know this: when once the foetal brain
is brought / to full articulation in the womb, / the Primal Cause of Motion turns in joy / to
see so much of Nature’s art, and breathes / new breath of spirit filled with power within, /
which draws all active elements it finds / into its being and thus forms one soul / which lives
and feels and turns as conscious self. / And—so you’ll wonder less at what I say— / look at
how solar warmth transforms to wine / when joined with juices flowing from the grape.’
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da essa’ (Par. 33, 62–3).69 As Zygmunt Barański points out, it is this
aspect of revelation that is missing in the discussion of the same issues in
the Convivio, where the poet laments the fact that this process ‘non è cosa
da manifestare a lingua, lingua, dico, veramente volgare’ (IV, xxi, 6).70

Statius will make use of the language of Scripture as well as metaphoric
language to convey a truth that is otherwise inaccessible.

For Dante, as for Aquinas, the intellectual or rational soul is breathed into
the body by God himself; it is a ‘spirito novo’.71 It is new and it is
unmediated; it arrives directly from joyful contact with the creator of all.
But for Dante, it is at this moment that a crucial unification takes place: the
soul infused by God pulls the pre-existing souls into itself and becomes a
single unified soul. Aquinas states that the generation of a new soul entails the
corruption of the previous one.72 Dante, instead, emphasizes the copresence
and conjoined nature of mediated and unmediated elements in the soul of
the foetus.73 There are two creative forces here, the ‘cor del generante, / dove
natura a tutte membra intende’ and ‘lo motor primo’. God takes joy in what
nature has created (nature is conceived as God’s child), being ‘lieto / sovra
tant’arte di natura’ as He breathes in a ‘spirito novo’. Nature’s work, which is
God’s workmediated through human parents, is pulled into the substance of
the inspired, unmediated divine soul. Thus biological identity is transformed
into personal presence, the union of nature’s art and God’s breath within.
The product is three souls made one and three parents made into one human
individual, a perfected unification, modelled on the Trinity: the foetus only
becomes a person when all three entities merge into one.74 Its circular
motion, ‘che vive e sente e sé in sé rigira’, both celebrates and participates
in the plural and singular nature of the Trinity, described as ‘tre giri’ (Par. 33,
116), and as the ‘luce etterna che sola in te sidi, / sola t’intendi, e da te
intelletta / e intendente te ami e arridi’ (Par. 33, 124–6).75

69 ‘still, within my heart, / there drops the sweetness that was born from that’.
70 ‘It is something that cannot be expressed in words—words, I mean, in the vernacular’

(Conv. IV, xxi, 6). For a comparison of the two accounts, see Barański, ‘Canto XXV’.
71 For Aquinas’s view, see, for example, Contra Gentiles, lib. 2, cap. 89, n. 19. For an

expanded discussion of the mediated and the non-mediated in the formation of the human
foetus, see my ‘Dante’s Definition of Life’.

72 Contra Gentiles, lib. 2, cap. 89, n. 18.
73 See Gragnolati, Experiencing the Afterlife, particularly pp. 70–4, on howDante’s account

differs from Aquinas’s and in what ways it is indebted to Aquinas’s concepts. Gragnolati
also analyses the critical debate on Dante’s debt to or departure from Aquinas.

74 I say unification and not unicity (unicity, as in Aquinas, holds that no substance can
have two substantial forms at the same time—evolution of the embryo is thus discontinuous).
See Gragnolati, Experiencing the Afterlife, pp. 67–76, for a full discussion of these issues.

75 ‘three circling spheres’; ‘Eternal light, you sojourn in yourself alone. / Alone, you
know yourself. Known to yourself, / you, knowing, love and smile on your own being.’
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As is often the case, we find that Dante’s ‘Trinitarian thought’, as Olivia
Holmes calls it, breaks down binary oppositions.76 Dante insists that the
preceding vegetative and animal souls are pulled into and made one with
the divinely inspired soul, stipulating continuity between the vegetative
soul, the sensitive soul, and the final human soul of the ‘fante’. The
rational soul comes, as Aquinas also notes, from outside, directly from
God Himself, and therefore is of another order than the liquid substances
of human generation. At the same time, it nonetheless finds union with
the more material souls that precede it. Dante compares the process to the
development of the grape, destined to make wine, in which the divinely
inspired soul is likened to the heat of the sun, and the vegetative and
animal souls are likened to the sap that flows within the vine. The souls are
thus originally of different natures, but together become yet another
entity, each entirely transformed by the interaction. This is how Dante
understands the living human being, a being in which the material and the
spiritual are infused within one another in a Trinitarian state of union.

At death, the process is partially reversed:

Quando Làchesis non ha più del lino,
solvesi da la carne, e in virtute
ne porta seco e l’umano e ’l divino:

l’altre potenze tutte quante mute;
memoria, intelligenza e volontade
in atto molto più che prima agute.

Sanza restarsi, per sé stessa cade
mirabilmente a l’una de le rive;
quivi conosce prima le sue strade.

Tosto che loco lì la circunscrive,
la virtù formativa raggia intorno
così e quanto ne le membra vive.

In this articulation, the divinely infused soul, still bearing its human
components, pre-exists the aerial body:

E come l’aere, quand’ è ben pïorno,
per l’altrui raggio che ’n sé si riflette,
di diversi color diventa addorno;

così l’aere vicin quivi si mette
in quella forma che in lui suggella
virtüalmente l’alma che ristette;

76 Olivia Holmes, Dante’s Two Beloveds: Ethics and Erotics in the ‘Divine Comedy’ (New
Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2008). For an examination of the way in which Dante
defies the ‘either/or’, see Guy P. Raffa, Divine Dialectic: Dante’s Incarnational Poetry
(Toronto and Buffalo: University of Toronto Press, Scholarly Publishing Division, 2000).
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e simigliante poi a la fiammella
che segue il foco là ’vunque si muta,
segue lo spirto sua forma novella.

Però che quindi ha poscia sua paruta,
è chiamata ombra; e quindi organa poi
ciascun sentire infino a la veduta.

Quindi parliamo e quindi ridiam noi;
quindi facciam le lagrime e ’sospiri
che per lo monte aver sentiti puoi.

Secondo che ci affliggono i disiri
e li altri affetti, l’ombra si figura;
e quest’ è la cagion di che tu miri. (Purg. 25, 79–108)77

The aerial body thus takes on the shape of desires and affections, the fully
relational shape of the adult soul that is, has always been, and cannot be
other than, embodied. The divine and natural humanness that is given
before birth is with us in death. At the moment of death, the painstakingly
described unity of the foetus is maintained, as the soul carries with it both
the human and the divine powers that, once united, can no longer be
sundered. Given Statius’s discussion in the preceding lines, the ‘umano’
may be correlated with the vegetative and sensitive powers of the soul,
provided to us by our parents, and distinguished from the ‘divino’, or the
God-infused intellect.

The ‘ombra’, or aerial body, does not intend to recreate the physical
body in a direct way (and certainly not in any recognizable way). It does
not demarcate distinctness through physicality; its function is rather to
allow the sociality and relationality of speech, laughter, tears, and sighs.78

77 ‘And when Lachesis cannot spin more thread, / the soul leaves flesh and carries, by its
power, / both human and divine along with it. / But memory, intelligence and will, / since
all the other powers are silent now, / become, in act, much keener than before. /
Unrestingly, it falls, by its own will? / a miracle! ? on one of these two shores, / and here
first knows the paths it has to take. / As soon as it is circumscribed by place, / the power that
forms it radiates around / in size and shape as in its living limbs. / And as the air, when
drenched with vaporous rain, / is soon adorned with many different hues, / from other rays
reflected in the haze, / so when the soul has reached this point of rest, / the air around it
gathers in the form / that virtual powers of soul impress on it. / And, as some little flame
pursues the fire / and follows where its changing heat may lead, / so this new form will go
where spirit goes. / And since in this way soul appears to view, / that’s called soul’s shade.
And from this there will form / the organs of all sense, including sight. / And that is how we
speak and how we laugh, / and how we form our tears and all those sighs / that you may well
have heard around this hill. / As our desires and other feelings form, / the shade accordingly
configures them. / And that’s the cause of what you wonder at.’

78 Mikko Yrjönsuuri goes so far as to claim that in medieval thought there are ‘no
emotions without body’. In ‘The Soul as an Entity: Dante, Aquinas and Olivi’, in Forming
the Mind: Essays on the Internal Senses and the Mind/Body Problem from Avicenna to the
Medical Enlightenment, ed. H. Lagerlund (Dordrecht: Springer, 2007), pp. 59–92.
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The aerial body shows forth desires and affections to other neighbouring
souls. In one sense, what Aquinas suggests about the Trinity is true for the
souls in Purgatorio and Paradiso; the distinctness between persons is to be
found in relationship, in this case, in their relationships with those still
living and those who surround them. Cacciaguida, Dante’s ancestor,
originally appears as a bright light like any of the others in paradise. But
his affection for Dante brings him forth and marks him out as a particular
person with a particular history and specific relational ties. While the
Persons of the Trinity have no need of bodies to be relational, human
persons do; it is for this reason that the souls of the dead must have such
carefully articulated aerial bodies in Dante’s vision. They can thus remain
persons even in the afterlife through the specific use of those bodies,
through gesture, posture, and expression. The second and third chapters
of this book will particularly explore the ways in which personhood is
fostered, recognized, and celebrated through the gestures and postures of
the characters we encounter in the Commedia.

From this vantage point, if we return to that moment at the opening of
the Commedia in which Virgil is at pains to tell Dante that he is a shade
and not a man, we may note that his assessment is one that will be
challenged repeatedly in Purgatorio, not only in Statius’s discourse, but
also, for example, when we see the word ‘OMO’ inscribed in the faces of
the penitent gluttons. In fact, the Convivio tells us that the soul that has
left the body ‘perpetualmente dura in natura più che umana’ (Conv.
II. viii. 6).79 Some faculties, such as memory, intelligence, and will, are
stronger than they were in the living individual, while other human
faculties are silenced (Purg. 25, 82–4). So the souls that we meet in the
Commedia are something more than human, or, in the case of those
confined to hell, something less.80 If the souls of the dead are not
human in precisely the same way that the living are, they nonetheless
show forth and thus better reveal the limits, boundaries, and modes of
exchange of our earthly humanity, whether verging on the bestial in
Inferno, or revealing vices and virtues as elements of the human condition
in Purgatorio, or allowing a vision of what I will discuss as ‘transhuman’ in
Paradiso. Above all, Purgatorio is, the poet tells us, the place where ‘l’umano
spirito si purga’ (‘human spirits purge themselves from stain’, Purg. 1, 5). In
Purgatory, the souls understand their being as still somehow human, as
continuing in their development as persons. Purgatory becomes, in this

79 ‘endures perpetually in a nature which is more than human’ (Conv. II. viii. 6).
80 On the state of being of the damned after the Last Judgement, Virgil explains that:

‘Tutto che questa gente maladetta / in vera perfezion già mai non vada, / di là più che di qua
essere aspetta’ (Inf. 6, 109–11).
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analysis, a laboratory of relationality, in which penitents work out ways of
living in the aerial body in order to allow themselves to reconfigure,
nurture, and develop their persone.

PERSONA AS AN ACHIEVEMENT WORD

While Statius’s description of the formation of the foetus constructs a
vision of its relation to three parents, two human and one divine, the
formation of the aerial body is constructed based on the vast network of
relationality that the soul has acquired throughout her life. The desires and
affections that shape it are the vectors that have led it towards and away
from myriad other human persons. This rebirth into a plurality of rela-
tions necessitates reacquiring, through effort, what is God-given through
grace in the womb. The souls work towards the plenitude of human
personhood by means of learning to see that humanity in their neighbour.
Soskice writes that:

The idea that the human person, like the Deity, is in some sense holy
mystery is implicit in the doctrine of the imago Dei and is what, for us, as
for the Church Fathers, keeps the human being from ‘being finally dissected
by reason’. When we meet another person, however poor, lowly, diseased, or
dumb, we stand before something which holds the divine—we stand before
someone who is mystery and must be reverenced as such, someone who, like
Buber’s God, is a ‘You that in accordance with its nature cannot become an
it’. Of course, we can, and do, treat other people like ‘its’, as mere objects,
but always to the loss of our own humanity.81

When Dante diagnoses the ills of his age, he suggests that he lives in a time
in which cupidity reigns, a madness that drives individuals to a frenzy of
consumption, the apotheosis of which we find in the horrific scenes of
cannibalism in the base of hell, where Ugolino and Satan gnaw like
animals at shades that have been reduced from persons to objects to be
consumed.82 The entrance into Purgatory is the entrance into a place
where persons are once again presented as, and met as, mystery, exempli-
fied first in Cato’s appearance and then reiterated again and again in the
penitents who one might expect to be damned and are, instead, saved.
Roman law made a crucial distinction between persons and things, a
definition that presumed set categories, but Dante’s text shows that our

81 Soskice, The Kindness of God, p. 62.
82 See Inferno 32, 126–9 and Inferno 34, 55–6.
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own personhood must never be regarded as a given and must be brought
to development through our ability to see others as persons.83 Avishai
Margalit notes that:

In the context of morality, it [person] means a bare human being, the subject
of morality. But in ethical theory, a person (or an individual) is an achieve-
ment word, not an assumption word as it is in moral theory. In an ethical
context, a person is someone with personality, and the personality is consti-
tuted by memory.84

For Dante, the personality of a person is constituted not only by memory,
but also by ongoing present relation with the dead and the living, a
community that is one, not two. Persona does become an achievement
word as we come to understand it in Purgatorio. It is no longer simply
given and taken away, as its infernal usage might suggest. The non-
symmetry of the creation of the aerial body against the creation of the
human foetus lies in the emphasis on the formative powers of desires and
affections in the aerial body. If the human is given to the embryo as it
forms, the fullness of personhood that is potentially available after death
must instead be attained, and it must be attained through re-entrance into,
and re-engagement with, a network of desires and affections for particular
others. The baptismal poetics of Purgatorio work to reveal afresh new
possibilities for what Cacciaguida describes as the miracle of his birth into
personhood: ‘ne l’antico vostro Batisteo / insieme fui cristiano e Caccia-
guida’ (Par. 15, 134–5).85 In the open-air baptistery of Mount Purgatory,
the souls are reborn into a new community, reconfigured by the recon-
struction of their relations, each to each, their links to relatives and loved
ones living and dead, and each to the persons of Mary and Christ.

In this book, I will suggest that the souls we meet in Purgatorio are
working towards a state of being ‘transhuman’, a state that souls in
Paradiso have already achieved.86 For Dante, the transhuman has little
or nothing to do with the integration of the human subject into animal,

83 Bossi, Histoire naturelle de l’âme, p. 13. James T. Chiampi, ‘Dante’s Paradiso from
Number to Mysterium’, Dante Studies, 110 (1992): 255–78 (p. 260), says that ‘ideal
personhood’ is the poet’s aim, whether grasped through Christ, the resurrected person, or
the life of Mary. But, he asks, ‘how can personhood be both ours yet incomparably
superior?’

84 Avishai Margalit, The Ethics of Memory (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press,
2002), p. 46.

85 ‘in your ancient Baptistery, I was / Christian, and was Cacciaguida, too’.
86 John Took, Ethics and Existence in Dante: A New Theological Perspective (London:

University College London, Centre for Italian Studies, 1998), p. 3, states that ‘Human
being, properly speaking, is a transhuman order of being [ . . . ] forever called on to affirm
itself over and beyond itself in point of knowing and loving.’
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plant, mechanical, or mineral entities that many of our contemporary
trans- and post-humanisms currently promote.87 As I discuss more fully
throughout the book, but particularly in Chapter 5, Dante’s trasumanar
suggests instead the possibility of fully integrating the human person into
an ethically grounded copresence with other individuals in a network
of relations based on mutual recognition and interpersonal attention
that transcends the boundary that separates the living from the dead.88

Trasumanar, or so I argue, means achieving a transmortal community in
which the plenitude of each individual’s person is realized in and through
recognition of the personhood of other individuals who constitute that
community.89

Statius’s ‘mistake’ then, in treating Virgil’s shade as a person, might
better be read as an attitude that marks him out as one of the blessed. His
capacity to love another shade as a person, to see a shade as a person, is the
central relational quality of the saved. Unlike the opposition that the
Inferno sets out so starkly between shades and persons, here we see that
persons are defined by their ability to recognize others as persons and to
engage with others as persons. It is perhaps for this reason that Dante only
recognizes the souls that he meets when they begin to speak with him,
when they begin to relate to him. In a sense of the term that points
towards its Trinitarian inflection, the persona or distinctness of the souls in
the realms beyond is found not in their bones and flesh, but in the way the
aerial body, standing in for those bones and that flesh in a different way,
enacts relation.

So when we ask ourselves what are the souls that we meet in Dante’s
Inferno, Purgatorio, and Paradiso, we must take care to provide an
adequately complex answer. Each possesses a different level of articulation

87 On today’s transhumanisms, see Dan Burstein and Arne de Keijzer, ‘Transhumanism
and the Promise of the Future: An Interview with Natasha Vita-More’, in Secrets of Inferno:
In the Footsteps of Dante and Dan Brown (Stamford, CT: The Story Plant, 2013),
pp. 151–60.

88 On the modes of cohabitation between the living and the dead from anthropological,
philosophical, and literary perspectives, see Robert Pogue Harrison, The Dominion of the
Dead (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 2003). Bettina Bildhauer has written on
the way in which we tend to treat the dead as no longer human, depriving them of presence
and face. She explores what it might mean to recognize the copresence of the dead
(including the long dead) in ‘The Co-presence of the Dead’, postmedieval: a journal of
medieval cultural studies, 1.1/2 (2010): 32–8.

89 On the community of the faithful in Purgatorio that includes both living and dead,
see Erminia Ardissino, ‘ “Pregar pur ch’altri prieghi” (Purg. VI 26): Richieste di suffragio nel
Purgatorio’, in Preghiera e liturgia nella ‘Commedia’: Atti del Convegno internazionale di
Studi, Ravenna, 12 novembre 2011, ed. Giuseppe Ledda (Ravenna: Centro dantesca dei
Frati minori conventuali, 2013), pp. 45–66; and Francesco Santi, ‘Il sorriso di Beatrice:
Dante e la preghiera di intercessione’, in Preghiera e liturgia, pp. 31–43.
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of personhood and a different understanding of that personhood.
Purgatorio is the place in which we see relational distinctness under
continued construction for all the penitents; Dante’s relational construc-
tion as persona on the Christic model is what we witness throughout the
Commedia, dramatized through his interactions with souls in each of the
realms. The Commedia draws the reader from the experience of the
infernal misconception of persons as lost self-enclosed bodies to an under-
standing of the individual person as fundamentally and fully relational, an
understanding that is first fostered in Purgatory and eventually celebrated
in Paradise. Trasumanar as the achievement of the plenitude of persona is
not thus associated with overcoming or superseding the human, but rather
the process of attending, laterally, to interactions with other individuals
that find their place within that humanity.

REGENERATING DEAD PERSONS:
THE READER ’S RESPONSIBILITY

The Commedia, and particularly the Purgatorio, traces out a highly indi-
vidualized process of attaining the fullness of personhood. In the
Purgatorio, we observe Dante learning to recognize persons as such, as
he strives to see beyond the given biological species-sameness to embrace a
neighbour in all her particularity as a person. The teachings of the Gospel
narratives in this respect are actualized in, to give just one example, the
exquisitely uncomfortable appeals of the envious as they beg, through
sutured eyelids, for Dante’s recognition. At the end of his journey through
Purgatory, Dante’s arduous reconstruction of his community of interlocu-
tors will result in a moment when he himself is named and symbolically
baptized as a renewed or regenerated person. Personhood is something
that must be tended and maintained with utmost care, Dante suggests,
offering the Commedia as a powerful locus of reconstruction for the reader;
it engages us, through the example of Dante’s journey and the countless
interactions it stages along that journey, in the act of thinking beyond our
identity in humanity to the multiple one-to-one relationships constituted
between persons. It is in attuning ourselves to the particularities of those
relationships and to our modes of maintaining those relationships that we
articulate our own personhood. For this reason, the Commedia must tell
an entirely singular story; Dante achieves his personhood through
exchange and mutual recognition with his own relational network of
neighbouring persons.

But at the same time, as the poem recognizes, names, and gives space to
the constituent individuals for Dante’s person, it regenerates those named
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persons not only in relation to the poet, but also in relation to the reader.
Erich Auerbach’s enthusiasms, ‘he [Farinata] is still the same man he was
in his lifetime’ and ‘the impression that they [Farinata and Cavalcante]
produce is not that they are dead—though that is what they are—but
alive’, respond to the way in which Dante’s poetry actively generates and
regenerates persons.90 Auerbach notes that each soul, ‘in gesture and
word, completely reveals the nature proper to each, which can be and is
none other than that which each possessed in his life upon earth’, but is
present in a heightened concentration.91 It is certainly true that the souls
in hell are none other than that which they were in life. But the souls in
Purgatorio are in development; their persona is still under construction,
given that that which they must work on and through is precisely their
mode of relating to others. Furthermore, it might be argued, this sense of
relational development is precisely what conveys a life-like quality to the
characters.

From within the frame of the afterworlds of the Commedia, earthly
personhood presents itself as figural, potential, and requiring fulfilment, to
use Auerbach’s terms. Auerbach permits such a reading when he suggests
that figural reading ‘also applies to the individual souls of the dead: it is
only here, in the beyond, that they attain fulfillment and the true reality of
their being.’92 He cites Étienne Gilson: ‘une sorte de marge nous tient
quelque peu en deçà de notre propre définition; aucun de nous ne réalise
plénièrement l’essence humaine ni même la notion complète de sa propre
individualité’.93 Purgatorio and Paradiso offer the possibility of a continu-
ation of that realization, a realization of our humanity that is ultimately
not about properness or individuality, but about a purely relational
existence. And it is in the way in which the text dwells on the fine-
grained detail of gesture and speech that the developing relational exist-
ence of the characters comes forth so fully.

Despite the memorable, caricatural quality of the damned, this quality
of the life-like that Auerbach so appreciates in Dante is all the more

90 Erich Auerbach, Mimesis: The Representation of Reality in Western Literature, trans.
Willard Ropes Trask (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1991), pp. 177 and 191.
David Miller, ‘Auerbach’s Purgatory: Dante, Ethics and Prepon’, in Rethinking Mimesis:
Concepts and Practices of Literary Representation, ed. Saija Isomaa, Sari Kivisto, and others
(Newcastle upon Tyne: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2012), pp. 307–18, suggests that
for Auerbach, Dante configures a space where relations with the dead take on a human
quality and ethics becomes possible.

91 Auerbach, Mimesis, p. 192. 92 Auerbach, Mimesis, p. 196.
93 Auerbach, Mimesis, p. 196, citing Étienne Gilson, Le thomisme: Introduction au

système de Saint Thomas d’Aquin, 3rd edn (Paris: Librairie philosophique, 1927), p. 300.
‘A sort of margin holds us a bit back from our own definition; none of us fully realises our
human essence, nor the complete notion of our own individuality.’
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evident in those we meet in Purgatorio and Paradiso. There is no depth of
persona in hell because Dante’s Inferno is the one place where souls do exist
in a fully ‘changeless existence’.94 Relationality, as Dante describes it, is
always dynamic; the souls in Purgatorio are working together to reshape
themselves and their neighbours. Fulfilment in Purgatorio is revealed to
the reader as in process. And even the souls in Paradiso are in a state of
ever-increasing glory; when Dante arrives in the sphere of Mercury, the
souls proclaim joyfully: ‘Ecco chi crescerà li nostri amori’ (Par. 5, 105).95

The blessed souls’ focus on Dante’s development and fulfilment as some-
how reinforcing their own plenitude and perfection in love renders the
reader’s experience of Paradiso highly dynamic. As individual as the souls
in hell may seem, they are ultimately subsumed by their categories; they
will never escape those categories, nor develop within them.96 Farinata’s
torments may serve to touch us, but for his character, torments are only
the infinite sameness of his own blind prison. Those in Purgatory, on the
other hand, are in motion, in the process of moving as ever more
completely relational individuals beyond the terraces where Dante
encounters them. Those in Paradise are replete with a different sort of
motion, one that is firmly emplaced and yet rendered endlessly dynamic
by the dance of ardour towards one another, towards Dante, and always
towards God, that animates each of the souls.

As readers of the poem, we are immersed in a series of relational
economies constituted by tears, sighs, songs, smiles, embraces, and speech.
We are called to engage with the development of personhood, by means of
examining the ways in which the penitent and the blessed make space for
their neighbour within themselves and the ways in which they unfold
themselves to their neighbour.97 Words are not descriptive of the object-
ive; they are the very enactment of relation and person-building.

Rowan Williams, writing on 1 Corinthians 12, suggests that: ‘the social
reality of early Christianity—at least as idealized by Paul—was of a wholly
collaborative process, aimed at creating “analogues” of Jesus’.98 This is an
apt summary of what we see ongoing in Purgatorio; the goal is that the

94 Auerbach, Mimesis, p. 191.
95 ‘Look there! He’ll make our many loves grow more.’
96 Auerbach, Mimesis, p. 192, states that their position is a category, but their utter-

ances are individual.
97 Robin Kirkpatrick and George Corbett, ‘ “E lascia pur grattar . . . ”: Language,

Narrative and Ethics in the Commedia’, in Dante the Lyric and Ethical Poet: Dante lirico e
etico, ed. Zygmunt G. Barański and Martin McLaughlin (London: Legenda, 2010),
pp. 56–69 (p. 69), write that for Dante ‘ethics is not—as it might be for many of his
contemporaries—a matter merely of moral instruction but rather the exemplification of a
practice’.

98 Rowan Williams, On Christian Theology (Oxford: Blackwell, 2000), p. 172.
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personhood of each penitent soul becomes analogous to the Person of
Jesus. And there is no doubt that the process must be collaborative, taking
place within ‘a new unit in which the process of the shared creation of free
persons, adult children of God, could go forward’, to use the terms that
Williams ascribes to the new people of the covenant.99 It is this shared
creation that Purgatorio seeks to show. Purgatorio exhibits, in fact, what
Williams describes as ‘a hopeful and creative pluralism, [an] affirmation of
the irreducible importance of history, of human difference and human
converse’.100 Dante’s otherworlds are ultimately filled not with characters,
but with historical individuals who live on in a display of difference and
converse. The sense that they live on, particularly in Purgatorio and
Paradiso, comes from the perceivable development, or unfolding towards
the neighbour, that comes forth as a product of relation amongst them-
selves and with Dante. The poem regenerates named persons in Purgatorio
and Paradiso as persons, as decidedly something more than characters as
we are accustomed to thinking of them.

These regenerated persons appeal for our prayers, for our acts of
memory and naming, and for our engagement with them. Throughout
the book, I will point out some of the many ways in which Dante appeals
to his readers to act, and to act in relation to the characters that we meet in
his otherworlds. As Virgil explains in Limbo, the way in which the names
of the dead resound amongst the living is critically important, ‘L’onrata
nominanza / che di lor suona sù ne la tua vita, / grazïa acquista in ciel che sì
li avanza’ (Inf. 4, 76–8).101 The Commedia calls us to collaborate in the
reciprocal construction of the person. As we engage with the dead that
inhabit its pages, we continue to maintain the personhood of those dead.
And in so doing, we accomplish the work of ‘in-futuring’, to use Dante’s
coinage, that the Commedia promotes. It is in the work of creating and
tending such communities of the living and the dead that we transhuma-
nize and fully personalize our biological identities.

THE STRUCTURE OF THIS STUDY

As will by now have become clear, this book focuses on Purgatorio as the
realm in which we see persona in development. The Inferno appears in this

99 Williams, On Christian Theology, p. 172.
100 Williams, On Christian Theology, p. 177.
101 ‘The honour of their name / rings clear for those, like you, who live above, / and here

gains favour out of Heaven’s grace.’
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study only by way of comparison, recollection, and contrast. This is
simply because there is no development of persona to be seen there. The
second, third, and fourth chapters of the book examine the ways in which
persona is redefined as a concept in Purgatorio. Moving through the
various encounters of that canticle, from Ante-Purgatory to the Earthly
Paradise, I investigate the ways in which characters are presented as persone
in development and the ways in which the reader is called to engage with
those characters as persone. Paradiso, the central focus of the final chapter,
is different in that the souls are no longer in the process of developing their
persone. Dante allows us a glimpse of what plenitude of personamight look
like in our encounters with the souls who are first presented as luminous
forms without their resurrected bodies, and then subsequently provides us
with the fullest possible examples of persona in Mary, who figures so
prominently in Purgatorio and Paradiso, Christ, and the vision in the
Empyrean, in which Dante is granted the immense privilege of seeing
the souls as they will appear in their resurrected bodies.102 It is there,
I suggest, that we truly see what the fullness of personamight look like, and
it is for this reason that the final chapter dwells on those last encounters in
the Celestial Rose with Beatrice, Bernard, and Mary.

The second chapter examines the entrance into Purgatory as the place
in which souls are given the chance to continue the work begun in life but
that is as yet incomplete. In Ante-Purgatory, I suggest, gestures take on a
primary importance in opening dialogic relations between individuals and
thus building the foundations upon which personhood can be properly
reconstructed. By reference to cognitive literary theory, I suggest ways in
which the text presents description of gesture as juxtaposed with more
abstract concepts in order to develop the reader’s sense of the personal
presence of the character. The chapter works towards an excavation of
Dante’s understanding of gesture as communicative of person, or the
soul’s relation to other souls through the aerial body, by examination of
some gestural encounters in Ante-Purgatory: Manfred’s revelation of his
wounds and of his identity; Belacqua’s slow lift of his head; Buonconte da
Montefeltro’s act of making his body into a cross; and the prayer gestures
of an anonymous soul in Purgatorio 8.

In the third chapter, I focus on Dante’s continued journey through
Purgatory proper. Purgatory teaches that sin is always due to some
disorder in our modes of loving people and things outside ourselves.

102 On the significance of Dante’s decision to populate his highest sphere with bodies,
see Tamara Pollack, ‘Light, Love and Joy in Dante’s Doctrine of Beatitude’, in Reviewing
Dante’s Theology, ed. Claire E. Honess and Matthew Treherne, 2 vols. (Oxford: Lang,
2013), I, pp. 263–319.
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Even pride is reconceived as a disordered way of loving others, rather
than excessive self-love. As sin infects relations with others, it deterior-
ates personhood. Dante’s friend Forese Donati initially appears to
Dante as a statement of the dire state of the human race: Forese is so
emaciated that ‘OMO’ or ‘man’ can be read across his circular eye
sockets and sunken nose. Such disfiguration is a challenge in the task of
identification and recognition of persons as co-sufferers within the
human species. Forese’s unmistakable voice compels Dante, and, by
extension, his reader, to navigate an oscillation between the general and
the individual, between a broader perspective of the human condition
and personal relation with particular suffering persons. Similar effects
are achieved through the acrostic of Purgatorio 12, in which the reader
is required to alternate attention between the greater fall of man and the
individual cases of suffering embedded therein. The chapter investigates
the process of learning to recognize persons amongst the prideful, the
envious, and the gluttonous, penitents who have obscured their own
personhood.

Beyond the act of recognition, the painstaking work of the construc-
tion of reciprocal persons requires sustained attention to one’s neigh-
bour. The fourth chapter focuses on the ardour that is modelled in the
canti of the sodomites in Inferno and the homosexual and heterosexual
lustful in Purgatorio. The interactions in these contrasting canti perform
various modes of desirous relation to others, often enacted through
intergenerational literary influence or borrowings and the anxieties and
potential aggressions surrounding this transmission of poetic authority
from fathers to sons. Ardour is revealed to have the redemptive poten-
tial to make and maintain space within the person for others, I suggest,
but in order for this to occur, traditional power differentials must be
overturned. Taking the contrast between the interviews with Brunetto
Latini and Guido Guinizzelli as its central fulcrum, the chapter inves-
tigates Dante’s notions of ardour and attention, as together they con-
stitute a mode of coming to be attuned to the distinct voice of one’s
neighbour.

The final chapter turns to the celebration of transhuman persons in
Paradiso. I suggest that the text creates a particular site of participatory
action around the evocation of Christ’s face as it appears on the
Veronica veil in Rome (Par. 31). Readers who accept Dante’s invitation
to that site of pilgrimage (whether embodied in geographical or visual
terms) have the capacity to instantiate the sort of conjoined vision that,
for Dante, is the mode of persona that is revealed in Paradiso. The
chapter investigates the distillation of persona in the animate beheld
and beholding faces of the blessed and the conjoined vision that
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characterizes this transhuman beholding as that which constitutes per-
sona itself. I argue that a number of long-standing critical habitual
vocabularies and paradigms that stress overcoming or surpassing indi-
vidual relationships in Dante’s trajectory through Paradiso and his
relationship with Beatrice are ultimately limiting if we seek to under-
stand this new conjoined vision that Paradiso celebrates.
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2
Gestural Persons

READING GESTURE

Tear-stained and darkened by his journey through hell, Dante is unpre-
pared to meet and properly attend to the first soul he encounters on the
shores of Mount Purgatory:

Lo duca mio allor mi diè di piglio,
e con parole e con mani e con cenni
reverenti mi fé le gambe e ’l ciglio. (Purg. 1, 49–51)1

Virgil employs words, his hands, and signs or gestures, ‘cenni’, to fold
Dante into a posture of reverence.2 Freshly emerged from the bowels of
hell, Dante must work to reacquire attitudes of openness upon arrival on
the ‘nova terra’. Virgil’s efforts reveal that words, or, the ‘parola ornata’
that Beatrice invoked in her commission to the pagan poet, are not
adequate to help Dante in his transition to a purgatorial posture. The
text focuses our attention on the gestures Virgil uses to show Dante how to
make his body show forth signs of reverence.3

In Ante-Purgatory, I will suggest, gestures take on a primary import-
ance in opening dialogic relations between individuals and thus building
the foundations upon which personhood can be properly reconstructed.
Gestures precede and accompany words, offering signs that can be intui-
tively and viscerally grasped at the same time as they provide a holistic
sense of the individual gesturing in all of her corporeality and intention-
ality. In the Convivio (III, vii, 8–13), Dante describes the way in which the

1 ‘My leader took me firmly in his grip, / and—urging me with gestures, hands and
words / to bend my brow and knee in reverence.’

2 In Purgatorio 27, when Virgil declares Dante free to move of his own accord, he
characterizes what he has done for Dante as follows: ‘Non aspettar mio dir più né mio
cenno’ (‘No longer look to me for signs or word’, 139). Words and gestures hold equal
weight in this formulation.

3 On signs in Dante in a broad sense, see Zygmunt G. Barański,Dante e i segni: Saggi per
una storia intellettuale di Dante Alighieri (Naples: Liguori, 2000). For a survey of gestures in
Dante, see J. A. Burrow, Gestures and Looks in Medieval Narrative (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2002), pp. 156–79.
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divine light that radiates into the lady is shown forth in both her words
and her gestures (‘atti’ and ‘reggimenti’), and that it is both words and
gestures that cause her interlocutor to be filled with love.4 The intercor-
poreal connection that the creation and reception of gesture fosters is a
precondition for verbal communication and for the recognition of, and
love of, one’s neighbour as person.

Erich Auerbach has claimed that the gestures of figures in the
Commedia are never ‘an idle display of naturalistic observation; they have
their ground and limits in the event being narrated, and though at the same
time they manifest the person’s physical being, such a concordance must
follow inevitably from the concordance between the personality and the
event’.5 One could argue that events in the Commedia, in every case, must
be understood as an intersection of agents that brings the individual person
into varied forms of conflict, contact, or copresence with the group that
surrounds her. In Purgatorio, one might argue that the main events are
precisely the making of personhood. I would suggest, further, that the
gestures of persons as narrated in theCommedia are intended not only to be
shown to act upon and together with the group that surrounds them
within the frame of the narration; the gestures are intended to act upon
us as readers in particularly compelling ways, bringing us into the space of
the event. We thus become witnesses to the personhood of the agent that
performs the gesture and become members of a community in which
characters (who are also historical individuals) engage those who are still
living, claiming the attention of their relations, and, at the same time, the
attention of the reader as well.6 These claims on the world of the living are
strengthened by the ways in which gestures speak.

When we read about someone performing a specific gesture, our
‘kinaesic intelligence’, to use Ellen Spolsky’s term, is triggered, just as it
is when we see someone performing the gesture.7 If the text presents a

4 Dante also notes that only humans are capable of rational gesture (Convivio III, vii, 9).
5 Erich Auerbach, Dante: Poet of the Secular World, trans. Ralph Manheim (Chicago, IL:

University of Chicago Press, 1961), p. 152.
6 Dante’s language and images are ‘essential for elucidating the state, condition or

potential for being a witness’, Robert Harvey, Witnessness: Beckett, Dante, Levi and the
Foundations of Responsibility (New York: Continuum, 2010), p. x.

7 Guillemette Bolens, The Style of Gestures: Embodiment and Cognition in Literary
Narrative (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2012), p. 1, discusses Ellen
Spolsky’s definition of kinaesic intelligence as ‘our human capacity to discern and interpret
body movements, body postures, gestures, and facial expressions in both real situations as
well as in our reception of visual art’ and extends this to the reception of literature. Spolsky
uses the term in ‘Elaborated Knowledge: Reading Kinesis in Pictures’, Poetics Today, 17
(1996): 157–80 (p. 157). On mirror neurons, the mirror mechanism, and embodied
simulation, see Massimo Ammaniti and Vittorio Gallese, The Birth of Intersubjectivity:
Psychodynamics, Neurobiology, and the Self (New York: Norton, 2014), pp. 10–20. They
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description of a gesture juxtaposed with an abstract concept, the reader
may be led to correlate concrete sensorimotor ideas and sensations with
those abstract concepts. As we navigate this freshly forged connection
between the abstract concept and a familiar sensation, we may develop a
sense of the personal presence of the character that gestures. It is in the
gesture, and our apprehension of it, that the described other may become
something more than a disembodied abstraction.8 This cognitive process
may lead us into relation with the character that inhabits the page, to the
degree that this character may seem to bridge the space between the page
and the reader, between the dead and the living, and may become, in our
activation of this possibility, a person.

But none of this can be accomplished without active attention on the
part of the reader. Such attention is a crucial first component of the sort of
engaged collaboration that Dante seems to expect from his reader from the
very beginning of his career. Dante tells us that he sends out the sonnet
that is later placed as first in the Vita nova for comment by a community of
contemporary readers, asking his readers to interpret his dream, as the third
line of the sonnet suggests (‘in ciò che mi riscriva ’n suo parvente’ [‘so that
they in return may inscribe their views’] (Vn 1.21, l.3)).9 His subsequent
challenge to the readers of the Vita nova forces us to work further, to see
beyond the limitations of his contemporaries: ‘Lo verace iudizio del detto
sogno non fu veduto allora per alcuno, ma ora è manifestissimo alli più
semplici’ (Vn 2.2).10

Dante’s demands on his readers are multiplied in the Commedia. We
might think, to begin with, of the various addresses to the reader, in which
we are explicitly called to perform different interpretative tasks.11 For

explain that ‘[w]atching someone grasping a cup of coffee, biting an apple, or kicking a
football activates in our brain the same cortical regions that would be activated if we were
doing the same’ (p. 12).

8 For discussion of the connection between gestures and abstractions in the literary text,
see Bolens, The Style of Gestures, p. 9.

9 Vittorio Gallese and Hannah Wojciehowski have argued that, in the first sonnet of
the Vita nova, ‘Dante represents a somewhat abstract experience—passionate love from a
distance enflamed by the gaze and the greeting of the beloved—as a paradoxically embodied
one: Love’s feeding Beatrice the burning heart of Dante.’ This representation allows for a
range of embodied responses on the part of the reader. Hannah C. Wojciehowski and
Vittorio Gallese, ‘How Stories Make Us Feel: Toward an Embodied Narratology’, Califor-
nia Italian Studies, 2.1 (2011). On the hermeneutics of the embodied qualities of the
dream, see Robert Pogue Harrison, The Body of Beatrice (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins
University Press, 1988), pp. 17–30.

10 ‘The true meaning of the said dream was not seen by anyone then, but now it is
perfectly clear to the simplest’, p. 53.

11 See Simone Marchesi, Dante and Augustine: Linguistics, Poetics, Hermeneutics
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2011), pp. 107–53, for a discussion of Dante’s
‘construction of an active hermeneutics for his text’ (p. 125); Erich Auerbach, ‘Dante’s
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Albert Ascoli, the collective performance of ‘In exitu Israel de Aegypto’ in
Purgatorio 2 models active readership, ‘to the extent that [the souls] not
only interpret but in fact instantiate, fulfil, the divinely inspired text they
recite. In other words, they are the meaning of what they sing, actively,
allegorically interpreted.’12 The souls are doing much more than what
Dante asked of the readers of his first sonnet; they not only interpret, they
perform, they become a new instantiation of the text.

In the light of this example, what does Dante ask of us as readers of the
Commedia?13 It is not enough that we read the text and interpret it. We
must identify moments within the text that offer us opportunities to
physically act, to interact, to inhabit the network of relation that the
text makes available to us. By actively reading in order to recognize the
personhood of the characters of Purgatorio, we enter into mutual respon-
sibility with them. We instantiate the mutual process of becoming persons
that Purgatorio promotes and fosters. As we read of the healing of the
penitents, we are called to join in this penance through the force of our
work as readers and implicit members of the purgatorial community.

HOW GESTURES COMMUNICATE

Some crucial debates about what constitutes personhood today centre on
the boundaries between animals and humans, a boundary that has some-
times been defined by gesture. In making a case for the personhood of
gorillas, Francine Patterson and Wendy Gordon base their argument on
the capacity to communicate through gesture.14 As Patterson and Gordon
seek to push at the boundaries of what we understand as human, they
define a common feature of human interaction as, simply, taking turns;
even before infants have begun to speak, caregivers are attuned to and
responsive to the gestures of the infant.15 Caregivers will ‘pretend’ that the

Addresses to the Reader’, Romance Philology, 7 (1954): 268–78; Leo Spitzer, ‘The Addresses
to the Reader in the Commedia’, Italica, 32 (1955): 143–65; and my ‘Deceit, Desire, and
Conversion in Girard and Dante’, 200–8.

12 Albert R. Ascoli, ‘Poetry and Theology’, in Reviewing Dante’s Theology, ed. Claire
E. Honess and Matthew Treherne, 2 vols. (Oxford: Lang, 2013), II, pp. 3–42 (p. 37).

13 On invitations to the reader that centre around song in the Commedia and liturgical
practice, see Helena Phillips-Robins, ‘ “Cantavan tutti insieme ad una voce”: Singing and
Community in the Commedia’, Italian Studies, 71 (2016): 1–17.

14 Francine Patterson andWendy Gordon, ‘The Case for the Personhood of Gorillas’, in
The Great Ape Project: Equality Beyond Humanity, ed. Paola Cavalieri and Peter Singer
(London: Fourth Estate, 1993), pp. 58–77.

15 Ralph D. Stacey, Complexity and Group Processes: A Radically Social Understanding of
Individuals (Hove: Brunner-Routledge, 2003), p. 137.

OUP CORRECTED PROOF – FINAL, 6/4/2016, SPi

Gestural Persons 37



infant’s sounds and gestures are purposeful and meaningful, responding in
turn to them as such. This pretence fosters the infant’s ability to eventually
interact in a purposeful and meaningful way. In order for all of this to occur,
the caregivers must reflect a belief in the personhood of the infant, relating
to it not as an object, but as a person.16 Clifford Grobstein claims contro-
versially that the central criterion of personhood is that it can be recognized
by others, noting that people who have difficulty communicating their
personhood (e.g. newborn infants, people in the last stage of dementia,
and people who are unconscious) are dependent on others to recognize it on
their behalf.17 We might extend this to say that if personhood truly hinges
upon the recognition of others, then we are all dependent on others.
No matter how eloquent we feel that we are in the gestures that would
express our personhood, that personhood cannot be affirmed unless some-
one else recognizes those gestures as such. If we understand the reception of
gesture as key to recognizing personhood, then gesture must succeed in
communicating, by dint of efforts on both sides.

Gestures are pervasive throughout the Commedia, but they do not
always work to construct dialogic communication, and they do not always
work to foster the recognition of personhood. If we consider some of
the memorable gestures in Inferno, such as Vanni Fucci’s obscene fiche
(Inf. 25, 2) or Ugolino biting his own hands (Inf. 33, 58), we may note
that gestures in hell are forms of aggression, whether externalized or
turned back towards the self. In some cases, it is the complete lack of
gesture that expresses disdain, a passive state of aggression. As his neigh-
bour, Cavalcante de’ Cavalcanti, collapses and falls back in despair,
Farinata is unmoved: ‘Ma quell’ altro magnanimo, a cui posta / restato
m’era, non mutò aspetto, / né mosse collo, né piegò sua costa’ (Inf. 10,
73–5).18 Farinata’s upright immobility scorns his neighbour’s suffering.
He is, in the solitary elevation of his chest and forehead, ‘ed el s’ergea col
petto e con la fronte / com’ avesse l’inferno a gran dispitto’ (Inf. 10, 35–6),
utterly isolated.19

Infernal gesturality does not recognize its dependence upon neighbours;
whether striking out or withholding itself, it does not elicit or expect
reciprocity of communication. The violence or absence of infernal gestures
contribute to our visceral comprehension of Inferno as Dante’s vision of

16 Stacey, Complexity and Group Processes, p. 137.
17 Clifford Grobstein, From Chance to Purpose: An Appraisal of External Human Fertil-

ization (Reading, MA: Addison-Wesley, 1981), pp. 75–106.
18 ‘The other noble soul (at whose command / I’d come to rest) in no way changed

expression. / He neither moved his neck nor bent his waist.’
19 ‘while he, brow raised, was thrusting out his chest, / as though he held all Hell in high

disdain.’
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his own society, one that he understood to be spiritually, politically, and
intellectually degraded, fundamentally isolating individuals from one
another and thus rendering them capable of the worst aggressions towards
neighbours. We may view infernal gesture and be repulsed or fascinated,
but we do not and indeed cannot enter into community with these
individuals for the simple reason that they perceive their would-be inter-
locutors as objects. Simone Weil notes that might’s ‘power to transform a
man into a thing is double and it cuts both ways’.20 In treating others as
objects, the denizens of hell preclude the possibility of being recognized as
persons themselves.

In Paradiso, on the other hand, gesture is entirely and utterly in service
of, and in celebration of, the other. The souls ‘enheavened’ there, to use
Dante’s neologism (Par. 3, 97), are enveloped in such luminosity that no
human gesture, traditionally understood, would be visible. But the souls
do engage in various different sorts of display, from an increase in
brightness as an indication of pleasure to those glorious pageants of
motion and sound which function as communal gestures. In unison, the
group as a whole performs for the viewer, shining in the shape of a cross, or
the imperial eagle.

The gestures of Purgatory are, instead, individual gestures in a quotid-
ian register, and, while some of these individuals may gesture from within
a group, they each display a unique person; they include embraces,
pointing, smiles, and the extension of the hands in prayer.21 Their primary
goal is to engage and to communicate through the human mechanisms of
turn-taking and conversation. In the humble and poignant gestures of
Ante-Purgatory, I will suggest, we can discern the beginnings of the
process of re-establishing the relational humanity (the persona) that the
constant conflict of earthly life could so easily strip away.

In Purgatory proper, the penitents work through their penance not only
through speech, but also by physical means. In scholarly studies of the
penitential mechanisms of Purgatory, critics have focused largely on the
verbal aspect of what goes on there, analysing the speeches of the penitents
as well as their prayers and songs. The recitation of prayer, as a means of
correcting the disposition towards vice through repetition, is an example of
one such verbal recuperative experience that has recently received significant

20 Simone Weil, ‘The Iliad, Poem of Might’, cited from Simone Weil, Imitations of
Christianity among the Ancient Greeks, ed. and trans. Elizabeth Chase Geissbuhler (London:
Routledge, 1957), pp. 24–55 (pp. 44–5).

21 On smiles as gestures, see Peter S. Hawkins, ‘All Smiles: Poetry and Theology in
Dante’s Commedia’, in Dante’s ‘Commedia’: Theology as Poetry, ed. Vittorio Montemaggi
and Matthew Treherne (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2010),
pp. 36–59.
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critical attention. Matthew Treherne, for example, has observed that
‘prayers either remind the penitent souls of the vice being purged—and
thereby introduce a confessional element—or inculcate an opposing
virtue’.22 A parallel kind of work goes on by means of physical performance,
as some penitents, in groups, adopt postures that enact, in exaggerated form,
their previous condition of vice. Such postures cause the souls to experience
the consequences of that vice in its most totalizing form. In other cases,
penitents adopt postures that, like the spoken words of prayer, inculcate an
opposing virtue by means of physical training and intensive practice.23

In Ante-Purgatory, before this work through posture can take place, we
encounter souls who are simply beginning the process of creating the sorts
of communities that will be necessary for this practice of group penitence.
It is possible to track the first steps in the process through the gestures that
subtly and effectively link the individuals found there into networks of
relation that extend both within and beyond this realm.

But before beginning that work, we must ask ourselves why gesture
would be such a fundamental indicator of these early stages of the creation
or recreation of relational persona. Jean-Claude Schmitt notes that the long
tradition of reflection on gesture is an ethical tradition.24 The relationship
between body and soul may be understood to be ‘sealed by gesture’;
by consequence, a discipline of gesture would constitute influence on
the soul.25 Chapter XII of Hugh of Saint Victor’s De institutione novi-
tiorum stresses all that must be avoided in terms of gesture, emphasizing
discipline of the body in the interest of the discipline of the soul. Hugh
reviews only the negative connotations of gesture; one must, for example,
avoid softness and wantonness of gesture.26 As Norbert Elias points out,
the rules of courtesy promoted a very similar notion of moderation in
gestures.27

22 Matthew Treherne, ‘Liturgical Personhood: Creation, Penitence, and Praise in the
Commedia’, in Dante’s ‘Commedia’: Theology as Poetry, pp. 131–60 (p. 135). On the role of
prayer in the Commedia as a whole, see Giuseppe Mazzotta, ‘The Book of Questions: Prayer
and Poetry’, Dante Studies, 129 (2011): 25–46.

23 See my article, ‘Postures of Penitence in Dante’s Purgatorio’, Dante Studies, 131
(2013): 219–36.

24 Jean-Claude Schmitt, ‘The Ethics of Gesture’, in Fragments for a History of the Human
Body, ed. Michel Feher with Ramona Naddaff and Nadia Tazi, 3 vols. (New York: Zone,
1989), II, pp. 128–47 (p. 129). For a comprehensive history of gesture, see Jean-Claude
Schmitt, La raison des gestes dans l’Occident médiéval (Paris: Gallimard, 1990).

25 Schmitt, ‘Ethics’, p. 130.
26 For an analysis of Hugh of Saint Victor’s definitions of and prescriptions for gesture,

see Schmitt, La raison des gestes, pp. 174–200.
27 Norbert Elias, The Civilizing Process: The History of Manners (New York: Urizen,

1978), p. 16.
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But a more positive evaluation of gesture was also emerging at this time.
For Boncompagno da Signa, gestures work in the same ways as writing,
addressing people in a way that is immediately comprehensible.28 Roger
Bacon suggests that preachers should make their gestures congruous to
their speech in order to better entice their audiences to the love of good.29

Schmitt notes that mendicant preaching in the thirteenth and fourteenth
centuries worked as a synthesis between ancient rhetoric enforced through
university study and the gesticulation and spectacle of the giullari who
performed in town squares and streets.30 The gestures employed in
judicial courts, in ecclesiastical ritual, in theatrical performance, and in
murals at this time were also increasingly codified.31 A certain language of
gesture was developing, a language to which we may have only partial
access today.

This chapter works towards an excavation of Dante’s understanding of
gesture as communicative of person, or the soul’s relation to other souls
through the aerial body, by examination of some gestural encounters in
Ante-Purgatory: Manfred’s revelation of his wounds and of his identity;
Belacqua’s slow lift of his head; Buonconte da Montefeltro’s act of making
his body into a cross; and the prayer gestures of the anonymous soul of
Purgatorio 8.

AERIAL GESTURES

The earliest cantos of Ante-Purgatory engage in a reconception of the
gesturing persona. In canto 2, Dante asks his friend Casella to ‘consolare
alquanto / l’anima mia, che, con la sua persona / venendo qui, è affannata
tanto!’ (2, 109–11).32 As in the first mention of persona in the poem,
Francesca’s evocation of the ‘bella persona / che mi fu tolta’ (Inf. 5,
101–2),33 persona here references the body; Benvenuto da Imola glosses
persona in these lines as ‘carne humana’ (human flesh). But very shortly
thereafter, Virgil, addressing Dante’s fear that he has been abandoned

28 Schmitt, La raison des gestes, p. 287.
29 Roger Bacon, Opus tertium, 75, cited from Fr. Rogeri Bacon opera quaedam hactenus

inedita, ed. J. S. Brewer (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012).
30 Schmitt, La raison des gestes, p. 281.
31 Moshe Barasch, Giotto and the Language of Gesture (Cambridge: Cambridge Univer-

sity Press, 1987), pp. 10–11.
32 ‘then, if you’d care to, ease my soul a while. / For coming here with still its body’s shape,

/ it is so worn, and weary of the way.’
33 ‘the lovely form, / now torn from me.’
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when he does not see Virgil’s shadow, contrasts Dante’s persona with a
different usage:

‘Perché pur diffidi?’
a dir mi cominciò tutto rivolto;
‘non credi tu me teco e ch’io ti guidi?

Vespero è già colà dov’ è sepolto
lo corpo dentro al quale io facea ombra;
Napoli l’ha, e da Brandizio è tolto. [ . . . ]

A sofferir tormenti, caldi e geli
simili corpi la Virtù dispone
che, come fa, non vuol ch’a noi si sveli.

Matto è chi spera che nostra ragione
possa trascorrer la infinita via
che tiene una sustanza in tre persone.

State contenti, umana gente, al quia;
ché se potuto aveste veder tutto,
mestier non era parturir Maria.’ (Purg. 3, 22–7, 31–9)34

The substance of this discourse is a fundamental distinction between the
carne humana and the person. Between Dante’s weary body and one
substance in three Persons, Virgil presents the mystery of his own mode
of being with Dante. Virgil’s lack of his fleshly human body does not
prevent him from being fully present with Dante and fully dialogically
communicative. ‘Tutto rivolto’ towards Dante, Virgil emphasizes this
point with his chiastic first- and second-person structures: ‘Non credi tu
me teco e ch’io ti guidi?’

Virgil considers here how the aerial body permits such possibilities of
personal presence. It is painfully clear, however, that Virgil does not fully
understand the nature of the aerial body, nor the fullness of its potenti-
alities. He describes it as providing the possibilities for physical suffering,
and as unknowable in its nature by the mechanisms of reason. This
truthful but limited view is revised by Statius in canto 25. Statius, with
the benefit of Christian revelation to assist him, gives a better account of
the capacities of the aerial body:35

34 ‘And he, my strength, swung straight around to say: / “Why so dismayed and
faithless? Don’t you know / that I am with you and still guide your steps? / The evening
falls where now, within its grave / that body lies in which I cast a shade, / Napoli has it,
borne from Brindisi. / [ . . . ] / To suffer torments both of heat and chill, / the Utmost Power
gives bodies, fit for that, / not wishing how it does to be revealed. / It’s madness if we hope
that rational minds / should ever follow to its end the road / that one true being in three
persons takes. / Content yourselves with quia, human kind. / Had you been able to see
everything, / Mary need not have laboured to give birth”.’

35 On the complexities of this passage, see my discussion and notes in the Introduction,
and see particularly Zygmunt G. Barański, ‘Canto XXV’, in Lectura Dantis Turicensis:
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Quindi parliamo e quindi ridiam noi;
quindi facciam le lagrime e ’sospiri
che per lo monte aver sentiti puoi. (Purg. 25, 103–5)36

While Virgil has an infernal understanding of the potentialities of aerial
bodies; they are intended to permit physical suffering: ‘sofferir tormenti,
caldi e geli’, Statius depicts the matter quite differently, speaking from a
purgatorial context and as someone who has completed his penance. In his
account, aerial bodies permit speech and gesture. They enable communi-
cation. Through words, smiles, tears, and sighs, they relate to others.37

Aerial bodies are not intended principally to effect suffering, rather, their
principal purpose is to share suffering as joy, as the process of purgation
reveals that suffering in a penitential mode does not isolate sufferers, but
rather brings them into concert with their neighbours.38

Virgil is right to relate the mystery of the aerial bodies to the mystery of
the Trinity and the necessity of the Incarnation; what he has not perceived
is the mode of this relation.39 When we speak of the three persone of the
Trinity, we indicate their relation one to the other. The aerial body
provides the possibility for a recreation or new creation of the person,
not by replacing the body in itself as a self-contained object, but by
providing the mechanisms for personal modes of relationality and rela-
tional existence. As Vittorio Montemaggi puts it:

a right comprehension of God does not require or entail full comprehension
of the workings of divine life and its creative activity, but does require and
entail full recognition of the createdness of the human person (body-and-
soul) as seen in relation to divine being, as well as a humble intellectual and
ethical openness to the encounter with the individual and communal par-
ticularity of other human beings.40

Purgatorio, ed. Georges Güntert and Michelangelo Picone (Florence: Cesati, 2001),
pp. 389–422.

36 ‘And that is how we speak and how we laugh, / and how we form our tears and all
those sighs / that you may well have heard around this hill.’

37 Peter S. Hawkins, Dante: A Brief History (Oxford: Blackwell, 2006), pp. 98–130 and
Hawkins, ‘All Smiles’.

38 On the aerial body and suffering, see Manuele Gragnolati, ‘Gluttony and the
Anthropology of Pain in Dante’s Inferno and Purgatorio’, in History in the Comic Mode:
Medieval Communities and the Matter of Person, ed. Rachel Fulton and Bruce W. Holsinger
(New York: Columbia University Press, 2007), pp. 238–50.

39 See Vittorio Montemaggi, ‘ “La rosa in che il verbo divino carne si fece”: Human
Bodies and Truth in the Poetic Narrative of the Commedia’, in Dante and the Human
Body: Eight Essays, ed. John C. Barnes and Jennifer Petrie (Dublin: Four Courts, 2007),
pp. 159–94.

40 Vittorio Montemaggi, ‘Charity, Contemplation and Creation ex nihilo in Dante’s
Commedia’, Modern Theology, 29.2 (April 2013): 62–82 (p. 75).
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The aerial body enables this encounter to the fullest possible extent; the
particularity of other human beings is to be found in the way in which
smile responds to smile. The co-presence of the aerial bodies of the dead
and Dante’s living body is something that must be reconsidered afresh in
Ante-Purgatory; the experience of hell will not suffice here. It is in this
liminal realm that the gesturing aerial body is reconceived, even in Virgil’s
partial articulation, as permitting copresence and relationality in a mode
that refers to the unity and plurality of the Trinitarian persons.

MANFRED ’S SMILE

When Dante and Virgil encounter the group of excommunicates in
Purgatorio 3, the group is distinguished by its communal nature (they
are likened, in their movements and reactions to the evidence of Dante’s
human body, to a herd of sheep) and its gesturality. Virgil asks them to
indicate where a ‘corpo uman’, a human body (Purg. 3, 95), might ascend
and they respond with both words and gestures:

e quella gente degna
‘Tornate,’ disse, ‘intrate innanzi dunque,’
coi dossi de le man faccendo insegna. (Purg. 3, 100–2)41

It is a gesture that is comfortingly ordinary for Dante, if perhaps unfamil-
iar to many non-Italian readers. Robert Hollander glosses the gesture by
explaining:

The gesture that they make is puzzling to American readers, who give the
sign for ‘stop!’ or ‘go back!’ by extending their palms outward. As Lombardi
(comm. to verse 102) calmly points out, ‘The gesture referred to here by the
poet is exactly the one with which we signal to others that they should turn
and retrace their steps.’ Experience on Tuscan streets and paths even today
will verify this.42

The described gesture provides an immediate possibility for embodied
simulation that would allow the culturally initiated reader intercorporeal
knowledge of the group.43 If it is the gesture with which ‘we’ signal to
others that they should turn, as Lombardi puts it, then in reading the
description of the gesture, the reader should viscerally recognize, or indeed

41 ‘And these honoured folk / replied: “Turn back! Go on ahead of us”, / and signalled
this to us with hands reversed.’

42 Robert Hollander, gloss on Purgatorio 3, 101–2.
43 On embodied simulation and intercorporeal knowledge, see Ammaniti and Gallese,

The Birth of Intersubjectivity, pp. 15–16.
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feel, the sensation of generous solicitude these souls have to Dante’s
disorientation. Dante offers the possibility for the reader to be attuned
to this group from the outset. But as we see in this case, some historical or
cultural reconstruction may be necessary on our part in order to appreciate
what effects might have been available to a late medieval Italian reader.

One soul emerges from the now generically personified, but still
anonymous, group to ask if Dante recognizes him:

Quand’ io mi fui umilmente disdetto
d’averlo visto mai, el disse: ‘Or vedi’;
e mostrommi una piaga a sommo ’l petto.

Poi sorridendo disse: ‘Io son Manfredi,
nepote di Costanza imperadrice;
ond’ io priego che, quando tu riedi,

vadi a mia bella figlia, genitrice
de l’onor di Cicilia e d’Aragona,
e dichi ’l vero a lei, s’altro si dice’. (Purg. 3, 109–17)44

From the group that gestures together, Manfred emerges to indicate his
personal wounds and to smile (Figure 2.1).45 It is only subsequent to the
indication of the wound and the smile that Manfred names himself: ‘io
son Manfredi’.46 Through this drawn-out embodied description, we come
to meet, to know, and to recognize Manfred as person.

To think through the ways in which Manfred emerges through his
gestures, I will turn here to Guillemette Bolens’s cognitive analysis of a
similarly structured passage in Marcel Proust’s Remembrance of Things
Past: ‘No sooner had we arrived in my aunt’s dark hall than we saw in the

44 ‘In all humility, I then denied / that I, till then, had seen him. “Look!” he said, / and
pointed out a wound high on his chest. / Then, smiling: “I am Manfred,” he declared,
/ “grandson to Constance, holy empress. / I pray you, therefore, when you’ve once returned,
/ seek out my lovely daughter, who has borne / the honoured crowns of Sicily and Aragon.
/ Tell her the truth, whatever else is said”.’

45 See also John Freccero, ‘Manfred’s Wounds and the Poetics of the Purgatorio’, in his
Dante: The Poetics of Conversion, ed. Rachel Jacoff (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press, 1986), pp. 195–208. St Augustine, Enchiridion ad Laurentium, de fide et spe et
caritate, ed. M. P. J. van den Hout, Corpus Christianorum: Series Latina, 46 (Turnhout:
Brepols, 1969), pp. 23–9; De civitate Dei, ed. B. Dombart and A. Kalb, Corpus
Christianorum: Series Latina, 47–8 (Turnhout: Brepols, 1955), pp. 13, 19–22; when
resurrected we will have scars as traces of our individual histories.

46 Montemaggi has noted how Dante pays particular attention to bodily appearance and
expressions and to the ways in which bodily expressions such as the smile may bring persons
into relation with one another: Vittorio Montemaggi, ‘In Unknowability as Love: The
Theology of Dante’s Commedia’, in Dante’s ‘Commedia’: Theology as Poetry, pp. 60–94
(pp. 81–2). For Dante’s own ‘physiological’ account of smiles, see Conv. III, viii, 5–12. See
also Patrick Boyde, Perception and Passion in Dante’s ‘Comedy’ (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1993), pp. 159–62, 165–7.
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gloom [ . . . ] the concentric waves of an anticipated smile of gratitude and
recognition. It was Françoise.’47 Bolens’s book The Style of Gestures:
Embodiment and Cognition in Literary Narrative begins with this citation
as an emblematic example for her project, one in which the character’s
presence emerges precisely from her smile. First the smile is described,
then the name is offered. Her identity is conferred in the wake of, and by
means of, the gesture.

Bolens notes that the text renders the possibility of making a connec-
tion between our sense of the corporeal as evoked in the ‘concentric waves’
of a smile and our sense of the abstract notion of ‘recognition’. We locate
the presence of Françoise between these two forms of input, the sensory
and the abstract: ‘a perspective alert to kinesis wards off the body’s liability
to be reduced either to its organicity or to disembodied abstractions’.48

Our perception of Françoise depends on joint effort between the author
and the reader; the author has encoded both sensory and abstract concepts

Figure 2.1 Egerton 943 f. 67v. King Manfred.

47 Marcel Proust, Swann’s Way, vol. 1 of Remembrance of Things Past, trans. Charles
Kenneth Scott Moncrieff (Mineola, NY: Dover, 2002), p. 45. This is Bolens’s modification
of Moncrieff ’s translation, p. 7. Note that the anticipation is Françoise’s: ‘À peine arrivions-
nous dans l’obscure antichambre de ma tante que nouse apercevions dans l’ombre [ . . . ] les
remous concentriques d’un sourire de reconnaissance anticipé. C’était Françoise.’Du côté de
chez Swann (Paris: Gallimard, 1988) p. 52.

48 Bolens, The Style of Gestures, p. 9.
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in his description, providing us with the necessary tools to locate presence,
but we must read with a perspective alert to kinesis in order to activate that
potentiality in the text. The issue of reading bodies and the responsibilities
of readers in this regard are brought up explicitly in Manfred’s speech:

Se ’l pastor di Cosenza, che a la caccia
di me fu messo per Clemente allora,
avesse in Dio ben letta questa faccia,

l’ossa del corpo mio sarieno ancora
in co del ponte presso a Benevento,
sotto la guardia de la grave mora. (Purg. 3, 124–9)49

Against this example of bad reading, of an authoritarian reader who
presumes to know the content of the face as text and therefore does not
read attentively, humbly, and openly, we must actively work to see, to read
Manfred as person, above and beyond any preconceptions, and thus to
catch a glimpse of his salvation.

After moving from his series of gestures to naming himself, Manfred
provides a pair of twinned concepts that articulate the promise of salvation
even for the most damaged sinner:

Poscia ch’io ebbi rotta la persona
di due punte mortali, io mi rendei,
piangendo, a quei che volontier perdona. (Purg. 3, 118–20)50

Here, the text confronts us with the challenge of thinking what it means to
fully give oneself over, even at the very last minute, to divine grace and
forgiveness, along with the challenge of imagining such immensity of
forgiveness. Manfred comes to this giving of himself precisely when his
persona (understood as body) is broken. Benvenuto da Imola glosses
‘poscia ch’io ebbi rotta la persona’, with ‘idest corpus vulneratum’.
What does Manfred give over to God, then? As his body is broken, he
enters into a new form of personhood constituted by a new relation with
God and figured through the aerial body, scars and all. This form of
relation has terms that surpass the infernal (or earthly) understanding that
sees the body as the limit of the person: ‘la bontà infinita ha sì gran braccia,
/ che prende ciò che si rivolge a lei’ (Purg. 3, 122–3).51

49 ‘And if Cosenza’s pastor, who was sent / to hunt me down by Clement (then our
pope), / had read aright the face God turned to mine, / my body’s bones would still be
where they were, / near Benevento where the bridge head falls, / guarded by that great cairn
of heavy stones.’

50 ‘I, broken in my person, had received / two mortal wounds and, weeping, gave myself
/ to Him who, freely, cares to pardon us.’

51 ‘God, though, unendingly is good. His arms / enfold and grasp all those who turn to
Him.’

OUP CORRECTED PROOF – FINAL, 6/4/2016, SPi

Gestural Persons 47



The new person is ‘ciò che si rivolge a lei’, it is that which turns to,
towards, and turns itself over to God. Its very constitution is this relational
turning. The text figures this turn for us in a sequence of embodied terms;
Dante’s literal, embodied turning towards Manfred as Christ figure is
visually drawn out in the text, in Manfred’s request, and in Dante’s
response:52

‘Chiunque
tu se’, così andando, volgi ’l viso:
pon mente se di là mi vedesti unque’.

Io mi volsi ver’ lui e guardail fiso. (Purg. 3, 103–6, emphasis mine)53

Manfred, through his ostentation of his wounds, becomes a Christ figure
in the poem;54 Dante re-enacts Manfred’s turning in openness towards
God in his own encounter with Manfred as Christ. Dante will not
recognize Manfred as a historical individual by looking at him, nor is it
necessarily clear that he recognizes him as such by his wounds; Manfred
will need to eventually declare his name. But there is nonetheless value in
this turning towards Manfred in openness, something that must be
performed as Dante interacts with this new group. The turning of one’s
face towards a stranger’s request is a gestural, kinaesthetic first step towards
a sense of the radical turning to God that Manfred will describe. The
concept of turn and return is reiterated again in Manfred’s speech, to
evoke the notions of hope and charity:

per lor maladizion sì non si perde,
che non possa tornar, l’etterno amore,
mentre che la speranza ha fior del verde. (Purg. 3, 133–5, emphasis mine)55

In the story of Manfred’s repentance in extremis, we are placed face to face
with the concepts of the infinite welcome and openness of God, His
eternal love, and the nature of hope. Each of these concepts is immense,
and yet they are rendered somehow accessible through the person of
Manfred and are mediated through Dante’s embodied reaction to
Manfred’s presence.

52 See Montemaggi, ‘ “La rosa”: ‘Once again the human body is the main focus of
narrative attention. It is by a slight flexion of the hand that Dante and Virgil are shown
which way to move, and it is only by responding to the request to turn his face round that
Dante is able to enter into conversation with Frederick II’s illegitimate son Manfred’
(p. 175).

53 ‘ “Whoever, you, / thus going on your way, may be, turn round / and say if you have
ever seen me there.” / I turned to him and fixed him with my gaze.’

54 See, for example, Freccero, ‘Manfred’s Wounds’.
55 ‘No one, while hope shows any hint of green, / is lost beyond return to love eternal /

merely because the Church has voiced its curse.’
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Hannah Wojciehowski and Vittorio Gallese, working from Spolsky’s
insights and Gallese’s research, suggest that:

Through techniques of embodied representation, the artist enables readers
(or viewers) to find partial matches between their own sensory experiences or
memories on the one hand and, on the other, the abstract concepts that the
artist also wishes to convey; the audience, in turn, produces representations
within their own minds of things that might otherwise seem impossible to
imagine.56

Thus hope, forgiveness, and the possibility of giving oneself up fully to
God are correlated with Dante’s turning, Manfred’s pointing to his
wounds, and Manfred’s ‘radiant smile’, as John Freccero retells it.57 It is
interesting to note, in this respect, that Dante doesn’t mention that
Manfred’s smile is ‘radiant’; the connection that Freccero makes as reader
between that smile and the grace instantiated in that smile leads him to
represent it as such. Manfred is the green of hope, against all odds, and no
longer only the veteran of war and victim of betrayal.

For Spolsky, such an authorial or artistic technique of correlating
sensory experience with abstract concepts is one that may allow us to
somehow make sense of the Incarnation:

The brain’s ability to move between the evidence of sense perception and
introspected abstractions can clearly bridge the gap needed to represent and
credit the story of God becoming man.58

Manfred’s indication of his wounds is meant to indicate both his personal
identity and his identity as figura Christi; his aerial body points to the
Incarnation. The reader is likely to visualize not only the historical
Manfred, ‘biondo era e bello e di gentile aspetto’ (Purg. 3, 107), pointing
to his wounds, but also to correlate that image with familiar representa-
tions of Christ showing His wounds to Thomas or to the viewer.59

Manfred’s gesture is both Christ’s and his own. He becomes, in this
way, a universal example of salvation, of the hope of resurrection through
Christ, but at the same time is entirely himself as historical individual,

56 Wojciehowski and Gallese, ‘How Stories Make Us Feel’.
57 Freccero, ‘Manfred’s Wounds’, p. 197.
58 Ellen Spolsky, Word vs Image: Cognitive Hunger in Shakespeare’s England

(New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007), p. 79.
59 ‘Fair-haired and handsome, with a noble look.’ We might think of the depiction in

Duccio’sMaestà, for example. On the contrast set up in the text between Manfred’s gesture
towards his wounds and Mohammed’s gesture towards his wounds and issues of fallibility,
see Justin Steinberg, Dante and the Limits of the Law (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago
Press, 2013), pp. 49–52.
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with specific ties to living and dead relations. As Robin Kirkpatrick points
out, Manfred is a revelation of Dante’s recognition of the

surprising and mysteriously irreducible presence of another being. The
marks on Manfred’s body are the marks of a particularity which persists
despite the determined efforts of the Church to erase Manfred from human
(or, through excommunication, divine) memory.60

Manfred’s person, as it emerges in his speech, is manifested for our active
recognition between his concrete gestures (the showing of wounds and his
smile) and their more abstract referents (resurrection through Christ), but
is also genealogically situated, establishing itself within the coordinates of a
matrilinear line. He does not mention his father, Frederick II, but calls
himself ‘nepote di Costanza imperadrice’ and will appeal to Dante for
assistance in further connecting him with his daughter, also named
Costanza. Manfred is thus ‘inquadrato tra due figure femminili, tra due
Costanze’, one in heaven and one on earth, as Georges Güntert puts it.61

Against our expectations, Dante does not give us Manfred, son of
Frederick; he gives us instead Manfred, one of the group of ‘pecore’ in
Ante-Purgatory, grandson of Constance, father of Constance, and a bodily
image of the body of Christ. This is a newly situated, relationally thick-
ened view of Manfred. And it is these bonds of relation that Manfred will
stress to Dante in his final appeal:

Vedi oggimai se tu mi puoi far lieto,
revelando a la mia buona Costanza
come m’hai visto, e anco esto divieto;

ché qui per quei di là molto s’avanza. (Purg. 3, 142–5)62

Dante is meant to act as facilitator of relation between Manfred and
his daughter, but by extension, between Manfred and ourselves. As
Kirkpatrick puts it: ‘Purgatorio 3 is an attempt, as it were, to re-erect
[Manfred’s] cairn so that Manfred can return to the reader in all his
historical particularity.’63 Manfred is the man that he was in life, but he
also surpasses those limits. He has placed himself into a network of
relation, with Christ, with his female relatives, with Dante, and ultimately,
with us. Within this transmortal network, he finds his new persona.

60 Robin Kirkpatrick, ‘Dante and the Body’, in Framing Medieval Bodies, ed. Sarah Kay
and Miri Rubin (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1994), pp. 236–53 (p. 247).

61 Georges Güntert, ‘Canto III’, in Lectura Dantis Turicensis: Purgatorio, pp. 43–57
(p. 53), ‘framed between two female figures, between two Constances’.

62 ‘Now see if you can bring me happiness, / revealing to my Constance that you’ve seen
/ where I am now, and understood this ban. / For here we greatly gain from those down
there.’

63 Kirkpatrick, ‘Dante and the Body’, p. 247.
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BELACQUA SITS

Purgatorio 4 is dense with opportunities for embodied simulation. A long
section is dedicated to visceral descriptions of climbing and the climb’s
effects on Dante’s body and will. Another extended section focuses on
orientation in relation to the perception of the sun’s movement. Such
careful grounding in bodily sensation culminates with a description of a
gesture that must be read from within a fully corporeal sense of weight and
tempo, Belacqua’s famously indolent turn.

As Dante and Virgil ascend the mountain following their encounter
with Manfred, the climb becomes arduous:

Noi salavam per entro ’l sasso rotto,
e d’ogne lato ne stringea lo stremo,
e piedi e man volea il suol di sotto. (Purg. 4, 31–3)64

Dante proceeds only with intense physical effort, using both hands and
feet to climb as he is hemmed in on both sides by the rock. With child-like
expressions, he admits exhaustion and begs Virgil to wait:

Io era lasso, quando cominciai:
‘O dolce padre, volgiti, e rimira
com’ io rimango sol, se non restai.’ (Purg. 4, 43–5)65

Virgil must urge him on by pointing to the next ledge, entreating him with
small goals.Dante arrives ‘carpando’ (Purg. 4, 50), on all fours, and is granted a
rest. Perhaps already a bit discouraged, and again rather infantile, he asks how
much farther they must go: ‘volontier saprei / quanto avemo ad andar’ (‘I’d
really like toknow /how farwe’ve yet to travel’,Purg. 4, 85–6).Virgil responds:

Questa montagna è tale,
che sempre al cominciar di sotto è grave;
e quant’ om più va sù, e men fa male.

Però, quand’ ella ti parrà soave
tanto, che sù andar ti fia leggero
com’ a seconda giù andar per nave,

allor sarai al fin d’esto sentiero;
quivi di riposar l’affanno aspetta.
Più non rispondo, e questo so per vero. (Purg. 4, 88–96)66

64 ‘We scrambled through the bore of shattered rock. / On every side its edges tightened
round. / The ground beneath us called for feet and hands.’

65 ‘I was all in, and so began to say: / “Look round, my dearest father. Turn and see, / if
you don’t stop, I’m stuck here all alone”.’

66 ‘This mountain is by nature such / that, down below, the start is always hard, / yet
hurts far less the more one rises up. / And so when you will find the going smooth, / floating
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In a marked shift from Dante’s bent posture on hands and knees, and
from the saturation of visions of encounter with rock that have dominated
the canto thus far, Virgil’s speech lifts the gaze to a broader view, somehow
suggesting that the pair will climb the mountain in one continuous sprint
and that it will only be appropriate to rest at the end of the path.

The contrast is such that the effect is rather ridiculous, and is not the
first expression of Virgil’s overly optimistic attitude towards the physical
difficulties of Purgatory. In canto 2 he states: ‘Dianzi venimmo, innanzi a
voi un poco, / per altra via, che fu sì aspra e forte, / che lo salire omai ne
parrà gioco’ (Purg. 2, 64–6).67 While Virgil is right that they have left
behind what is truly aspro, or replete with the harshness of sin, climbing
the mountain of Purgatory is no game. And of course Virgil is responding
as well to Cato’s earlier admonishment to the souls who had stopped
searching for the way to ascend the mountain in order to listen to Casella’s
song in Purgatorio 2:

Che è ciò, spiriti lenti?
qual negligenza, quale stare è questo?

Correte al monte a spogliarvi lo scoglio
ch’esser non lascia a voi Dio manifesto. (Purg. 2, 120–3)68

Virgil has learned from this encounter that one must run to the mountain.
Anything else is ‘negligenza’. But this is precisely where we find ourselves at
this point in the text: we are in amongst the negligent souls, although they
have not yet been revealed. As in Inferno, Dante reflects the state of the
souls he encounters in his bodily attitudes and in his speech, often even
before he comes directly into contact with them.69 It is perhaps in this way
that it is possible to make sense of the postures and the verbal posturing of
the canto that we have noted thus far. All of this, we will see shortly, sets
the scene for our encounter with the negligent soul of Belacqua.70

In response to Virgil’s underestimation of the mountain, a voice
remarks: ‘Forse / che di sedere in pria avrai distretta!’ (Purg. 4, 98–9).71

as lightly upwards in ascent / as boats that travel down a flowing stream, / you’ll then have
reached the end of this rough path. / Await that point to rest your weariness. / I’ll say no
more. I know the truth of this.’

67 ‘We came a little while before yourselves, / taking a different, hard and bitter road. /
So now the climb will seem to us a game.’

68 ‘What’s this, malingering souls? / What’s this neglect, this simply-standing here? / Go
run towards the mountain. Shed that skin / which won’t let God be manifest to you.’

69 I have discussed this effect in my article, ‘Power Differentials, Unreliable Models, and
Homoerotic Desire in the Comedy’, Italian Studies, 68.1 (2013): 17–35.

70 Alessandro Ghisalberti notes that Dante is ‘pigro tra i pigri’ (a lazy man among the lazy),
‘Canto IV’, in Lectura Dantis Turicensis: Purgatorio, pp. 59–69 (p. 68).

71 ‘Well, perhaps / you’ll need a good sit-down before you do.’
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The voice is, of course, entirely correct in its assertion. Virgil and Dante
are already seated and they will need rest again before they reach the
summit. The teasing tone and phrasing (forse) contrasts with Virgil’s
earnest and unintentionally misleading ‘questo so per vero’. The realm
of Purgatory and its modes will, time and again, challenge Virgil’s solemn
and reasoned certainties. The first surprise for Virgil is that the ascent of
the mountain is not a constant and continuous process. It is, instead,
marked out in liturgical time, a measure entirely unfamiliar to a pagan.72

It is, furthermore, a journey punctuated by and, we might even say,
constituted by, encounters, encounters that stage and facilitate the mutual
dependencies of the re-establishment of personhood in the light of grace
(and this is perhaps a point that is lost on Cato as well).

Virgil and Dante seem to have been strikingly unaware of their surround-
ings; this too is a reflection of the condition of negligence that they are on
the point of fully encountering in the person of Belacqua. So absorbed are
they in their own struggle to ascend that they presume they are alone, but in
fact their conversation has been overheard from the beginning:

Al suon di lei ciascun di noi si torse,
e vedemmo a mancina un gran petrone,
del qual né io né ei prima s’accorse.

Là ci traemmo; e ivi eran persone
che si stavano a l’ombra dietro al sasso
come l’uom per negghienza a star si pone.

E un di lor, che mi sembiava lasso,
sedeva e abbracciava le ginocchia,
tenendo ’l viso giù tra esse basso. (Purg. 4, 100–8, emphasis mine)73

In their own state of negligence, Dante and Virgil manage to miss the
presence of a very large rock and do not notice the group of souls
sheltering in its shade.

72 On liturgical time in the Commedia, see Matthew Treherne, ‘La Commedia di Dante e
l’immaginario liturgico’, in Preghiera e liturgia nella ‘Commedia’: Atti del Convegno inter-
nazionale di Studi, Ravenna, 12 novembre 2011, ed. Giuseppe Ledda (Ravenna: Centro
dantesca dei Frati minori conventuali, 2013), pp. 11–30; Erminia Ardissino, Tempo
liturgico e tempo storico nella ‘Commedia’ di Dante (Vatican City: Libreria editrice Vaticana,
2009); Louis M. La Favia, ‘ . . . “chè quivi per canti . . . ” (Purg., XII, 113): Dante’s
Programmatic Use of Psalms and Hymns in the Purgatorio’, Studies in Iconography, 10
(1986): 53–65; and Ronald L. Martinez, ‘ “L’amoroso canto”: Liturgy and Vernacular Lyric
in Dante’s Purgatorio’, Dante Studies, 127 (2009): 93–127.

73 ‘On hearing this, we both of us turned round, / and saw, towards our left, a bulky
rock / of which, at first, we’d neither been aware. / We drew ourselves across. Some persons
there / were sitting in the shadow of that stone, / in postures, one might say, of negligence. /
And one of those, who seemed to me worn out, / was sitting with his arms around his knees,
/ holding his face bowed heavily between.’
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Those souls are described as ‘persone’. Clearly, this use of the term does
not refer to the earthly body, nor directly to the Trinity. In what way can
these souls be referred to as persone?74 While the negligent have not yet
attained a perfect plenitude of personhood, in that they are not yet
adequately attentive to the presence of others, they are nonetheless rela-
tional persons, ‘in via’ if not yet ‘in riva’, to use the terms of Purgatorio 25.
Belacqua will demand Dante’s recognition and will enter into renewed
relations with him, alluding to the possibility of prayer on his behalf.
While he will reveal to us the meaning of negligence and its detrimental
effect on reciprocal personhood, he is not confined, nor entirely defined,
by negligence. His relation to Dante allows his person to exceed the
boundaries of his vice.

This first description of the negligent is dense with signifiers that give us
a sense of the condition of the souls here. Francesco da Buti’s 1385–95
commentary points out that Dante signals their alterity by placing them to
the left. The rule in Purgatory is that souls must advance towards the right,
or towards the good (unlike in Inferno, where movement is always to the
left). When Dante goes to speak with Belacqua, he is thus ‘wasting’ his
time by proceeding in the wrong direction: ‘però finge che fusse ad man
sinistra, et perch’elli non fu di loro conditione; et andare a lloro, quanto a
lui, era perdere lo tempo, et però finge che fusse ad man sinistra’ (gloss on
Purg. 4, 100–11).75 And yet Dante is not so distant, spiritually, from
Belacqua at this point; earlier, fatigued by the climb, he described himself
as ‘lasso’ (43), the same term that is used to describe Belacqua here (106).

The souls are located not in the sunlight, where Virgil and Dante have
seated themselves and are observing and commenting on the sun’s move-
ment, but rather in the shade of their rock. Buti comments as follows:

Che si stavano all’ombra: chi è negligente èt freddo della gratia di Dio, et però
finge l’autore che si stia all’ombra, dietro al sasso; cioè per farsi riparo del sole;

74 Niccoli, in his entry for the Enciclopedia dantesca, puts this usage of persone in the
category of ‘il caso in cui ha significato, per così dire, neutro, di “uomo”, “individuo” (al
singolare) e di “gente”, “moltitudine” (al plurale)’, ‘the category in which it has the, so to
speak, neutral meaning of “man”, “individual” (in the singular) and of “people”, “multi-
tude” (in the plural)’ (p. 437). It is certainly possible that this is a ‘generic’ usage of the term.
However, when taken in the context of other uses of the term here in the first cantos of
Purgatorio, it can be argued that this case as well is part of a new deployment of the term in
this canticle to indicate new spiritual possibilities and thus new ontological possibilities for
the souls present here.

75 ‘so he says that he [Belacqua] is on the left-hand side because he [Dante] did not share
in their state and so going to meet them was, for him, a waste of time. And so he says that he
was on the left-hand side.’ I am using, with gratitude, Claudia Tardelli Terry’s new edition
of Buti, ‘Francesco da Buti’s Commentary on Dante’s Commedia; New Critical Edition
based on MS Nap. XIII C1, Purgatorio and Paradiso’, PhD dissertation, 2015.
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et allegoricamente cioè per farsi co lla dureçça del cuore riparo dalla gratia di
Dio. (gloss on Purg. 4, 100–11)76

As the warmth and light of the sun is, as well as represents, the grace of
God, these souls continue to hide themselves away from that grace. The
slothful of Inferno characterize themselves in the same terms of sun and
darkness:

Tristi fummo
ne l’aere dolce che dal sol s’allegra,
portando dentro accidïoso fummo:

or ci attristiam ne la belletta negra. (Inf. 7, 121–4)77

These slothful make and inhabit their own darkness; their very being, the
equivocal rhyme ‘fummo/fummo’ suggests, is smoke. On the other hand,
while the purgatorial negligent have confined themselves to the shade,
they are still persons; their being is not defined by the darkness. Buti’s
description stresses the notion that the negligent souls are actively shelter-
ing themselves away from God’s grace; they deliberately seek to avoid the
light that might call them to participate. Belacqua hides himself away from
God’s light and grace by a double protection against that joy: not only
does he sit in the shade, but he hides his face between his knees and
contemplates only the patch of ground beneath him. Negligence is not
lack of action; it involves active and consistent self-enclosure.

The Trecento and Quattrocento commentators make much of this
posture, and devote lines of interpretation to the meaning of this pose.
It is, as they note, key to Dante’s deft illustration of what negligence really
means. Robert Durling speaks of Dante’s use of ‘personification allegory:
he connects it with the representation of bodily appearance and gesture, as
in the pilgrim’s description of Belacqua who “appears more negligent than
if Laziness were his sister” ’.78 And yet, as in the case of Manfred, whose
textual persona is historical and yet also functions as a way to show the

76 ‘Who were sitting in the shadow: those who are negligent are cold and unreceptive of
God’s grace and so the author says that he [Belacqua] is in the shade, behind the stone, in
order to shelter himself from the sun and, in an allegorical reading, through his hardness of
heart to shelter himself from God’s grace.’

77 ‘Mournful / we were. Sunlight rejoices the balmy air. / We, though, within ourselves
nursed sullen fumes, / and come to misery in this black ooze.’ On defining the sin of these
souls, see John Thorp, ‘Fuming Accidie: The Sin of Dante’s Gurglers’, in Dante and the
Unorthodox: The Aesthetics of Transgression, ed. James Miller (Waterloo, Ont.: Wilfrid
Laurier University Press, 2005), pp. 151–69.

78 Robert M. Durling, ‘Additional Note 7: The Terrace of Price: ii. The Theme of Art
(cantos 10–12)’, in The Divine Comedy of Dante Alighieri, ed. Robert M. Durling and
Ronald L. Martinez, 3 vols. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996–2011), II, pp. 606–7
(p. 607).
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limitless nature of grace, or Beatrice, who is both a specific, historical
woman and the showing forth of a miracle, Belacqua’s pose reveals to us
the full significance of negligence even as it will reveal the personal
characteristics of Dante’s old friend.79 The bond between Dante and
Belacqua, eminently visible in the text, shows us that Belacqua is not
merely an allegory. He is dear to Dante as Dante is to him and, by means
of his gestures and dialogue, becomes known to us as person even as he
prompts a deepened understanding of negligence.

Belacqua’s posture and gesture are the hinge upon which this double
identity (the essence of negligence and the historical individual with
specific affective ties) of the person is revealed in the text. Although the
early commentaries focus intensely on Belacqua’s posture and its mean-
ings, the posture is subsequently taken for granted in later discussions of
Belacqua up to the present day. By returning to focus on the static pose
and the slow gestures Belacqua makes in response to Dante, we may see
how this hinge between the abstract and the concrete, the universal and
the individual, manages to engage and to shape the reader’s experience.

In Benvenuto da Imola’s 1375–80 commentary, we find the following:

Unde audi si bene sedebat; dicit enim: et abbracciava le ginocchia, tenendo il
viso giù basso tra esse, idest, inter illa genua. Dignum ergo est quod diu tardet
videre coelum, qui diu non cessavit respicere terram. (gloss on Purg. 4,
106–11)80

For Benvenuto, this posture constitutes a sort of contrapasso: just as these
souls were late to look to the heavens in life, they must wait at length
before they are freed to do anything other than gaze upon the earth in
Ante-Purgatory. Buti offers a particularly elaborate reading of the pose:

Sedeva et abbracciava le ginochia; ecco l’acto de’ negligenti che abracciano et
stringeno l’affetco, acciò che non vegna a llor voglia di fare, Tenendo il viso;
cioè la ragione e lo ’ntellecto, giù tra (e)sse; cioè tra lle ginochia, che
significano li affecti inferiori, basso; cioè inchinato: ché la ragione et lo
’ntellecto sta inchinato giù alli affecti mondani in coloro che sono negligenti
alle virtù. (gloss on Purg. 4, 100–11)81

79 See Erich Auerbach, ‘Figura’, in Time, History, and Literature: Selected Essays of Erich
Auerbach, ed. James I. Porter, trans. Jane O. Newman (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University
Press, 2013), p. 111. Auerbach notes that ‘the literal meaning and historical reality of a
character do not contradict that figure’s deeper meaning. Rather, they figure it.’

80 ‘So hear if he was sitting in a suitable fashion: with his arms around his knees, holding
his face bowed heavily between them, that is, between those knees. It is fitting that he—who
for a long time did not stop looking at the earth—should be prevented for a long time from
seeing the heavens.’

81 ‘He was sitting with his arms around his knees: here is the attitude of the negligent, who
clasp and restrain their affections in order that they are not tempted to act. Holding his face:
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The posture suggests a total enclosure upon the self; the negligent indi-
vidual restrains his affections or his propensity to be moved to feel or to do
something. He takes care that he not be tempted to act. His lowered head
shows how he lowers his reason and his intellect, keeping these specifically
grounded or literally hemmed in between the knees, at the lower levels of
affect.

The Anonimo Fiorentino’s commentary puts it more simply, but
maintains the same lines of reading:

Questo è propriamente l’atto del pigro; et ancora moralmente si può in-
tendere che ’l viso era tra le ginocchia et guardava la terra, ciò è era fisso alle
cose terrene, et delle celestiali poco curava. (gloss on Purg. 4, 106–8)82

Such fixation on earthly things at the expense of the celestial is emphasized
across commentaries.83 For Augustine, that which distinguishes the
human from the beast is specifically posture:

In all these things the only way we differ from animals is that we are upright,
not horizontal, in posture. This is a reminder to us from him who made us
that in our better part, that is our consciousness, we should not be like the
beasts we differ from in our upright posture.84

Belacqua’s pose folds in upon itself, curving the upright down towards the
ground. The very goal of the pilgrimage through Purgatory is to reach the
point of becoming ‘libero, dritto e sano’ (Purg. 27, 140) in judgement.85

As we learn throughout Purgatorio, the body reflects but also fosters,
permits, or renders possible such spiritual states. Belacqua does not and
cannot straighten his back because he is not yet prepared to contemplate

that is, his reason and intellect, bowed between them: that is, between his knees, which
signify the lower affections; low: that is, bent down, since in those who are negligent of
virtue reason and intellect are bent down towards earthly affections.’

82 ‘This is truly the attitude of the lazy man. And we can also understand this in an
allegorical sense—his face was between his knees and he was looking at the ground, that is,
he was fixated on earthly things and cared little for heavenly things.’

83 For Johannis de Serravalle, fixation of this sort is a denial of our fundamental
humanity: ‘Iste Bivilaqua tenebat visum ad terram; et tamen homo fuit creatus, ut respiceret
celum et Deum contemplaretur, et tunc homines statuerunt oculos suos declinare ad
terram’ (gloss on Purg. 4, 106–8). Such notions of the contemplation of the heavens and
thus by extension of the nature of God as the particular vocation of the human resonate
throughout Dante’s time.

84 ‘Atque in his omnibus non distamus a pecore nisi quod figura corporis non proni sed
erecti sumus. Qua in re admonemur ab eo qui nos fecit ne meliore nostri parte, id est animo,
similes pecoribus simus a quibus corporis erectione distamus’, St Augustine, De Trinitate, ed.
byW. J. Mountain with Fr Glorie, Corpus Christianorum: Series Latina, 50–50A (Turnhout:
Brepols, 1968), XII, 1. Translation from Saint Augustine, The Trinity, ed. John E. Rotelle,
trans. Edmund Hill (Brooklyn, NY: New City Press, 1991).

85 ‘healthy, upright, free and whole’ (emphasis mine).
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the divine or to fully engage with those around him. He will not allow the
joy or the anger stimulated by his surroundings to move him to action.

The story that the Anonimo Fiorentino relates of Belacqua’s life points
up the play that Dante constructs around the cultural associations between
sitting and contemplation: ‘era il più pigro uomo che fosse mai [ . . . ] venia
la mattina a bottega, e ponevasi a sedere, e mai non si levava se non
quando egli volea ire a desinare e a dormire’.86 When teased, Belacqua
responds by quoting Aristotle: ‘Sedendo et quiescendo anima efficitur
sapiens’ (‘Sitting in stillness makes the soul wise’). Dante retorts: ‘Per
certo, se per sedere si diventa savio, niuno fu mai più savio di te.’87

Durling and Martinez offer the explanation that Belacqua’s seated pose
in Purgatory ‘suggests a burlesque of philosophical leisure and of the
solemn ancient philosophers in Limbo’.88 Aristotle is in fact located in
that dignified group in Limbo: ‘vidi ’l maestro di color che sanno / seder tra
filosofica famiglia’ (Inf. 4, 131–2).89 Or we might think of the Empyrean,
in which the blessed are seated in eternal contemplation. But in both
Limbo and the Empyrean, the seated posture enables relation. In Limbo,
we are told that ‘Genti v’eran con occhi tardi e gravi, / di grande autorità
ne’ lor sembianti: / parlavan rado, con voci soavi’ (Inf. 4, 112–14).90 The
souls in Limbo do converse with one another, using slow and measured
gestures and voices; the souls in the Empyrean gaze together upon God,
and at one another.91 The seated posture suggests that the souls have
reached their destination; they are no longer striving. But Belacqua is not
at his destination, and, above all, his head is lowered between his knees.
His seated body is thus self-enclosed and sealed to others. Cristoforo

86 ‘He was the laziest man there ever was [ . . . ] he would come in the morning to the
workshop and would sit himself down and would only get up when he wanted to go to eat
or sleep.’

87 ‘If sitting makes one wise, then surely no one has ever been wiser than you.’
Benvenuto’s commentary (on Purg. 4, 106–11), first tells the tale that is most fully unfolded
in Anonimo Fiorentino’s account (gloss on Purg. 4, 123–6). The citation from Aristotle is
from the seventh chapter of the Physics, a passage also found in Mon. I.iv.2.

88 Durling and Martinez, II, 77.
89 ‘I saw, / seated among his family of philosophers, / the master of all those who think

and know’ (emphasis is mine).
90 ‘Here there were some whose eyes were firm and grave— / all, in demeanour, of

authority— / who seldom spoke; their tones were calm and gentle.’ See Georges Güntert,
‘Canto IV’, in Lectura Dantis Turicensis: Inferno, ed. Georges Güntert and Michelangelo
Picone (Florence: Cesati, 2000), pp. 61–74 (p. 64). Compare with Anna Maria Chiavacci
Leonardi who in her introduction to, and commentary on, Inferno 4 emphasizes tragedy.

On the nobile castello topos in the ars philosophiae and the image of the ‘fortezza
protettrice dell’animo munito del sapere’ in Cicero, Augustine, and Boethius, see
K. Reichenberger, ‘Zum “nobile castello” und seinen antiken Vorbildern’, Germanisch-
Romanische Monatsschrift, 36 (1955): 337–45.

91 See Chapter 5 for more on this.
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Landino’s commentary from the late fifteenth century explains the sur-
prising extremity of his laziness:

Non poteva meglo exprimere un negligente ponendo a sedere in terra con le
gambe raccolte, in forma che volendo guatare in su, driza la mira su per le
cosce. Et benchè gli sia disagio sedere a quel modo, nientedimeno la pigritia ve lo
tiene. (gloss on Purg. 4, 106–11, emphasis mine)92

Ultimately, all of these medieval readings of the posture suggest that it is
somehow unnatural. The posture, if one physically tries it, does turn
out to be uncomfortable, and grows more uncomfortable the longer one
holds it.93 This realization goes against preconceived ideas of what negli-
gence or a minor form of sloth might look like. But as ever, Dante’s
perception of the root of a spiritual condition is often surprising and, at
the same time, surprisingly revealing; a slothful person would stay in an
uncomfortable position. This is the most exasperated state of laziness or of
negligence. Although the position of the body is uncomfortable, the truly
negligent individual will maintain that position rather than take action or
enact change. The literal, etymological definition is precisely this: to not
[neg-] choose [legere]. The fullness of negligence is the pretence of the
absence of choice (and as the commentators would note, even the avoid-
ance of the potential impulse to choose), even if such choice is only to opt
for the simplest containment of discomfort.94

Before recognizing his friend, Dante sees Belacqua, locked in that pose,
as inert. He assumes that he can speak about this curled-up, perhaps not
entirely human, entity as if it was an allegory, a symbol, or some sort of
statue. Dante at first gazes on Belacqua in the way that a viewer might gaze
on one of Giotto’s depictions of the vices in the Scrovegni Chapel, as if he
were a purely illustrative or didactic figure. Like the ‘caryatids’ of
Purgatorio 10, Belacqua’s form is first perceived as an object to be looked
at. Dante jeers with Virgil, as if he was speaking about someone who could

92 ‘He could not have expressed a negligent person in a more fitting way than having
him sit on the ground with his knees drawn up, in such a manner that when he wants to
look up he directs his gaze up along his thighs. And although it is uncomfortable for him to sit
in that way, nonetheless his laziness keeps him there’ (emphasis mine).

93 On 16 July 2013, Vladimir Mirodan directed a performance of Canto IV that was
followed by discussion with the actor. That event, and subsequent discussions with
Mirodan, have been crucial to my thinking on these issues.

94 Does Belacqua’s pose mimic and in some way continue his state in life, as Umberto
Bosco and Giovanni Reggio maintain, or, to put it another way, as Alessandro Ghisalberti
suggests, is this some form of contrapasso, in which the souls are obliged to wait when they
would wish to move swiftly towards purification? Is the discomfort of the posture to be
understood as purgatorial contrapasso or is it not yet that? The text allows for both
possibilities. See Umberto Bosco and Giovanni Reggio, gloss on Purg. 4, 123–35;
Ghisalberti, ‘Canto IV’, p. 68.
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not hear him or understand him, rather than a person to be treated as an
interlocutor. But Belacqua does respond:

‘O dolce segnor mio’, diss’io, ‘adocchia
colui che mostra sé più negligente
che se pigrizia fosse sua serocchia’.

Allor si volse a noi e puose mente,
movendo ’l viso pur su per la coscia,
e disse: ‘Or va tu sù, che se’ valente!’ (Purg. 4, 109–14)95

And it is here that the person of Belacqua emerges, in the space of this
gesture, that movement of his face upwards along his thigh. His motion
transitions him from something to be talked about to someone to speak
with. The movement from objectified inertia is difficult; his head is as if
weighed down, as if he could not lift it above his body. But he does turn
towards Dante and Virgil. In the play on the word ‘valente’ (strong) that
could also sound, after that string of six monosyllables (‘Or va tu sù, che
se’ valente!’) like ‘va-lente’ (slow-going), he teeters on the brink between
the personification of negligence reinforced in this performance of the
slow and laconic on the one hand, and the personally teasing tone that
links him to Dante on the other. It is this latter category that will
eventually impel him beyond any potential fixity of characterization in
the reader’s mind and into the dynamism of purgatorial action.

The emphasis on turning towards one’s neighbour in the encounter
with Manfred is revisited here in slow motion and muted tones. Belacqua
does turn towards Dante and Virgil, although he does not even fully lift
his head. His posture stages self-enclosure even as it moves towards an
opening to his neighbour. If his pose shows us quite intuitively what social
isolation looks like, his turning (‘movendo ’l viso pur su per la coscia’) is
hard to visualize on a literal level; from his pose with his head hanging
between his knees, he would have to turn his chin to his thigh until his
cheek is parallel with that thigh and run his cheek up his thigh. It’s an
awkward and uncomfortable set of bodily configurations; one appreciates
how awkward only in an attempt to recreate Belacqua’s described move-
ments.96 I would suggest that in the physical attempt to embody
Belacqua’s turn, we may come to fully feel the difficulty of the gesture of

95 ‘ “My dearest lord,” I said, “just look at him— / at that one there who seems more
negligent / than if his sister were Pure Indolence.” / At this he turned a bit, to pay us heed, /
moving his cheek to look along his thigh. “All right,” he said. “Head up, you big, strong
lad!”.’

96 Here too, my thinking on this question is indebted to Vladimir Mirodan’s staging and
experiments.

OUP CORRECTED PROOF – FINAL, 6/4/2016, SPi

60 Dante’s Persons



the soul that is balanced just at the tipping point between self-enclosure
and attachment to others.

But even if the reader has not tried it, or even thought about it
explicitly, the bodily disorientation that Dante introduces in his descrip-
tion of Belacqua’s body, curved downwards, inverted, uncomfortable,
awkward, with the dislocated jumble of ‘ginocchia’, ‘abbracciava’, ‘viso’,
and ‘coscia’, in which words denoting the face are juxtaposed with
descriptors for the lower parts of the body, constitutes a sticking point
in the text. Such misconfiguration of posture and gesture must act upon
readers, even if only subliminally. Our processes of embodied simulation
are jarred. The challenge, whether embraced or skipped over, makes us
work harder to fit Belacqua into our reading; his odd gesture, paired with
the concept of negligence, becomes the texture of the character as person.
It is no wonder that Belacqua boasts such an afterlife in Beckett and
elsewhere; he has much more to teach us than any allegory of vice would.

Once we are alert to his presence and ready to listen, Belacqua imparts a
sense of proper bodily limit:

O frate, andar in sù che porta?
ché non mi lascerebbe ire a’ martìri
l’angel di Dio che siede in su la porta.

Prima convien che tanto il ciel m’aggiri
di fuor da essa, quanto fece in vita,
perch’io ’ndugiai al fine i buon sospiri,

se orazïone in prima non m’aita
che surga sù di cuor che in grazia viva;
l’altra che val, che ’n ciel non è udita? (Purg. 4, 127–35, emphasis mine)97

The description of the sort of prayer that could help Belacqua is presented
in embodied terms, ‘che surga sù’. Such vigorous upward motion is
precisely the sort of movement that Belacqua does not engage in; his
speech, in tension with his heavy head, shows his awareness of another
modality. Belacqua’s is thus a latent dynamism; he is so alive as a persona
precisely because he engages, provokes, intervenes, and reveals inertia on
the brink of springing into movement. Does he continue to suffer from
deficiency of will or does this explanation show us his clear understanding
of limits, those limits that are, after all, so fundamental to Purgatory, and
fundamental, even, to the construction and maintenance of personhood?

97 ‘ “Brother” he said, “what point in going up? / God’s angel, sitting at the gate up there,
/ would not admit me to the Penances. / The heavens must circle first around me here / the
length of time they did around my life / (since I delayed good sighs until the end) / unless,
before that, prayer has brought me aid, / rising on high from hearts that live in grace. / What
else—since Heaven won’t hear—is any use?”.’
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Such questions may remain unanswered, and may stay with us as we
continue to weigh them. But one thing does emerge unequivocally
from this encounter: the affection between two friends. Dante explains
precisely how it is that he recognizes Belacqua: ‘Li atti suoi pigri
e le corte parole / mosser le labbra mie un poco a riso’,98 together, his
gestures and his words reveal his identity. As in the case of Manfred,
Belacqua’s name is conferred only in the wake of these memorable
gestures. The recognition scene is described with the same dense refer-
ence to bodily activity:

Conobbi allor chi era, e quella angoscia
che m’avacciava un poco ancor la lena,
non m’impedì l’andare a lui; e poscia

ch’a lui fu’ giunto, alzò la testa a pena,
dicendo: ‘Hai ben veduto come ’l sole
da l’omero sinistro il carro mena?’.

Li atti suoi pigri e le corte parole
mosser le labbra mie un poco a riso;
poi cominciai: ‘Belacqua, a me non dole

di te omai; ma dimmi: perché assiso
quiritto se’? attendi tu iscorta,
o pur lo modo usato t’ha’ ripriso?’ (Purg. 4, 115–26)99

While Buti notes that in going left to go towards Belacqua, Dante is going
in the wrong direction and thus apparently wasting time, there is certainly
something to be redeemed in the way in which Dante rushes to his old
friend, despite his panting exhaustion. And at this point, Belacqua finally
lifts his head (a little). As in the encounter with Casella, the reconstruction
of simply celebrating the presence of one’s friends is presented in mixed
terms. But Dante’s individual upward-spiralling trajectory need not be set
against these lateral impulses. If we think of Statius, who has achieved
freedom and thus speaks from wholeness of will, but still says he would
gladly extend his time in Purgatory simply to meet Virgil, ‘e per esser
vivuto di là quando / visse Virgilio, assentirei un sole / più che non deggio
al mio uscir di bando’ (Purg. 21, 100–2), it becomes clear that these

98 ‘His curt expressions and his sluggish turns / had brought my lips, a little, to a smile.’
99 ‘I knew then who he was. And all the aches / that made my breath still come a little

fast / could not prevent me from approaching him. / I reached him and he hardly raised his
head, / saying: “You’ve seen now, have you, how the sun / leads to the left its chariot at your
back?” / His curt expressions and his sluggish turns / had brought my lips, a little, to a smile.
/ “Belacqua,” I began, “I need not now / grieve for you any longer. But say why / you’re sat
down here. You’re waiting for a guide? / Or are you back again to your old ways?”.’
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movements towards friends and earthly connections are not a waste of
time; they are, rather, the ethical core of Purgatorio.100

BUONCONTE ’S MARIAN ATTITUDE

Buonconte da Montefeltro’s dramatic narrative of his conversion at the
moment of his violent death contains within it a profound meditation on
the relationships between personhood, names, and gestures. Buonconte
identifies himself as follows:

Deh, se quel disio
si compia che ti tragge a l’alto monte,
con buona pïetate aiuta il mio!
Io fui di Montefeltro, io son Bonconte;

Giovanna o altri non ha di me cura;
per ch’io vo tra costor con bassa fronte. (Purg. 5, 85–90)101

There is a three-fold sequence of modes of identity and personhood in this
address to Dante. First, Buonconte and Dante are established as united by
a single desire. Both seek to ascend the mountain of Purgatory and
therefore ‘quel disio’ is identical to ‘il mio’. Second, he asserts that he is
Buonconte, but no longer of Montefeltro. His name remains, but his
father’s title and his military identity are no longer relevant. He disowns
his father, Guido da Montefeltro, whose fraudulent tongue burns on in
hell (Inf. 27, 58–132). Third, his currently relevant context within the
group of penitents is diminished by the fact that he no longer holds a place
within his family network in the world of the living. Giovanna, his wife,
does not pray for him and nor do any of his other relations. This lack of
place amongst the living makes him suffer a corresponding lack of place in
Purgatorio; he walks in shame.

Avishai Margalit’s The Ethics of Memory discusses the importance of
names as constitutive of memory in a way that may help parse the complex
categories of identity that Buonconte introduces here:

The idea that the essence of a person is referred to and expressed by a
personal name gives the name a particular role in memory. And I believe
that the quasi-magical thought of the survival of the name, as the survival of

100 ‘And could I live back then when Virgil lived, / I would agree to pass, beyond the due
/ that brought me out of exile, one year’s sun.’

101 ‘ “May your desires be met” (another spoke) / “that draw you to the mountain
height. Then, please, / take pity. In your goodness, aid my own. / I am—once
Montefeltran—now Buonconte. / Giovanna does not pray for me. None cares. / And so,
among all these, I walk, brow lowered”.’
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the essence, is what lies behind the doctrine of the double killing: killing the
body and killing the name.102

Buonconte attaches his personhood to the name Buonconte; his title was
instead killed with his body. Giovanna, along with Dante (and the reader
as witness), holds the promise of the survival of his personhood as
Buonconte. A double death in Dantean terms would consist of the
death of the body and the damnation of the soul. In Dante’s conception,
Buonconte’s immortal soul is already saved, but something is still lacking,
and this lack has to do with the survival of his name as maintained by
relations in the world of the living. While, as Margalit points out, God is
the ultimate guarantor of the survival of one’s name, the resounding of
that name amongst the network of living relations is crucial to one’s
movement through Purgatory.

The reflection on the importance of names continues throughout
Buonconte’s speech:

‘Oh!’, rispuos’ elli, ‘a piè del Casentino
traversa un’acqua c’ha nome l’Archiano,
che sovra l’Ermo nasce in Apennino.

Là ’ve ’l vocabol suo diventa vano,
arriva’ io forato ne la gola,
fuggendo a piede e sanguinando il piano.

Quivi perdei la vista e la parola;
nel nome di Maria fini’, e quivi
caddi, e rimase la mia carne sola.’ (Purg. 5, 94–102)103

The torrent Archiano loses its name as it empties itself into the Arno. And
so Buonconte loses all that is his father’s, his title, his propensity for
violence, as sight and words themselves fail him. If Dante elsewhere
defines the state of being human with the word ‘fante’, to designate a
speaking subject (Purg. 25, 61), here, it is clear that at death, Buonconte
ceases to be human as he was before, ceases to be of Montefeltro, but as his
fleshly body tumbles away from his soul, he empties all of what will endure
into the pronunciation of the single word, the single name that remains to
him, sealing it with a gesture that will only be revealed later in his speech.
And this first new word, ‘Maria’, is the initiatory word of a new human

102 Avishai Margalit, The Ethics of Memory (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press,
2002), p. 23.

103 ‘ “Ah!” he replied. “A stream—the Archiano—runs / across the lower Casentino hills,
/ born above Hermitage-in-Apennine. / I’d got to where this river’s title fails, / fleeing on
foot, and wounded in my throat, / a line of blood behind me on the plain. / And now I lost
my sight. And all my words / ended in uttering Maria’s name. / I fell—my flesh alone
remaining there”.’
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personhood based in a new form of speech. As he speaks the name of the
embodiment of caritas, he folds his arms over himself in the shape of a
cross. He initiates himself into the body of Christ by baptism in Mary’s
name.

A mini-drama is staged over Buonconte’s soul, in which a demon
complains to the angel that carries the soul away that he has been saved
for only a ‘lagrimetta’. The drama recalls the parallel one that takes place
over the soul of Buonconte’s father, Guido da Montefeltro. In the case of
the father, all calculations, plans, and promised papal pardons are inad-
equate for the salvation of a man who has willingly sinned, even as he
claims repentance:

ch’assolver non si può chi non si pente,
né pentere e volere insieme puossi
per la contradizion che nol consente. (Inf. 27, 118–20)104

But Buonconte’s entire will is instead poured into his repentance, just as
the torrent Archiano pours into the Arno. It is a plunge into the divine
caritas that is offered, into the ‘infinite goodness’ of which Manfred
speaks. Guido’s misunderstanding and self-deception in this respect are
shown to centre on a misconception of what personhood might mean. He
describes his human life as the time in which ‘io forma fui d’ossa e di
polpe / che la madre mi diè’ (‘while I was still, in form, such pulp and bone
/ as, first, my mother gave to me’, Inf. 27, 73–4). Just like Francesca, who
speaks of the ‘bella persona / che mi fu tolta’ (‘the lovely form, / now torn
from me’, Inf. 5, 101–2), Guido understands his earthly existence to be
entirely material and utterly beyond his control. Against the common
medieval notion that the soul was the form and the body the matter of the
human person, Guido’s notion that his form was bone and pulp should be
disturbingly problematic for the reader. In Dante’s conservative view as
expressed in Purgatorio 25, the father provides the active form for the
embryo while the mother provides only the passive matter, or that which is
prepared to undergo (‘l’un disposto a patire, e l’altro a fare’, Purg. 25, 47).105

As Guido would have it, his whole earthly humanity was nothing more than
that passive, material portion.106 And, just like Francesca, Guido casts
himself as subjected, a helpless pawn in the pope’s hands:

104 ‘Repentance fails? There can’t be absolution, / nor penitence when willing ill goes
on. / That is, by contradiction, impossibile.’

105 ‘Menstrum is passive. But the other acts.’
106 On Guido’s various lines of self-defence, see Christiana Purdy Moudarres, ‘Legends

of the Fall: Generation and Corruption in Inferno 27’, Dante Studies, 131 (2013): 171–95.
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Allor mi pinser li argomenti gravi
là ’ve ’l tacer mi fu avviso ’l peggio,
e dissi: ‘Padre, da che tu mi lavi

di quel peccato ov’io mo cader deggio,
lunga promessa con l’attender corto
ti farà trïunfar ne l’alto seggio.’ (Inf. 27, 106–11)107

In a grammatical construction in which the pope’s threats actively squeeze
Guido as object, ‘mi pinser li argomenti gravi’, Guido seeks to abdicate
responsibility. The grammatical gesture is similar to Francesca’s, who
makes herself the passive object of a force exerted by the book, ‘per più
fïate li occhi ci sospinse / quella lettura’ (‘the words we read would lift / our
eyes’, Inf. 5, 130–1). Guido’s responsibility is ultimately asserted by the
devil that carries him off in the moment in which his agency has truly
ended. His help for the pope was an act of will, ‘volere’, and as such
cancels any formal declaration of repentance.

Buonconte’s appearance in Ante-Purgatory is visible proof of Guido’s
wilful self-deception; excommunication can only condemn a person to
time in Ante-Purgatory but can never lock a truly penitent person outside
Purgatory forever. Buonconte’s subsequent description of the storm that
torments his body after his death is a further revelation of the misunder-
standing of the nature of persona that pervades the speeches of his father
and of Francesca. Durling and Martinez note the comparison between the
storms of Inferno 5 and Purgatorio 5.108 Such comparison reveals that any
external force, no matter how intense or even diabolical it may be, has only
limited power over the human person, when that person recognizes the
strength of her own will. The wildness of the storm transports
Buonconte’s body, and eventually robs it of the form of its final pose:

Lo corpo mio gelato in su la foce
trovò l’Archian rubesto; e quel sospinse
ne l’Arno, e sciolse al mio petto la croce

ch’i’ fe’ di me quando ’l dolor mi vinse;
voltòmmi per le ripe e per lo fondo,
poi di sua preda mi coperse e cinse. (Purg. 5, 124–9)109

107 ‘Such points—all weighty—drove me to the view / that silence now was worse than
quick assent. / “Father,” I answered, “since you wash away / the sin that I must now be
guilty of, / some promise—generous though of mean extent— / assures you triumph from
your lofty throne”.’

108 Durling and Martinez, II, 91.
109 ‘The Archiano—furious, in spate—had found / my body at its outlet, rigid, chill. / It

drove this to the Arno, loosing there / the cross that, lost in agony, my arms had formed.
/ From bank to riverbed, it swirled me round, / then wrapped and hid me in its muddy
spoil.’ Literally, ‘the cross that I made of myself ’.
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The rhyme ‘sospinse’ and ‘vinse’ echoes identically from Inferno 5 and
Francesca’s description of the moment in which she and Paolo are
overcome:

Per più fïate li occhi ci sospinse
quella lettura, e scolorocci il viso;
ma solo un punto fu quel che ci vinse. (Inf. 5, 130–2)110

But in this case, ‘sospinse’ and ‘vinse’ frame the word ‘croce’. When pain
overcomes Buonconte, he retains the will to make of himself a cross. As his
body is pushed into the Archiano and from there into the Arno, that cross
is undone, but the gesture remains.111 The echo of Francesca’s fallacy
serves to highlight the contrast between the false passivity of the sinners
and the potentiality of the penitential act. Even as he loses his body, that
which Francesca would define as person in her limited terms, Buonconte
establishes a new persona by taking on the cross and calling out to Mary.

The willed nature of this establishment of person is rendered vividly in
the metaphorics of rivers. Francesca alludes to the desire for peace as the
Po enters into the sea:

Siede la terra dove nata fui
su la marina dove ’l Po discende
per aver pace co’ seguaci sui. (Inf. 5, 97–9)112

Buonconte meets his death at the place where the Archiano loses its proper
name within the Arno. But lest the fluvial metaphors give a sense of
inevitability, of flow that cannot be controlled, or of abandon, as
Francesca would have it, we are reminded here of the potency of
Buonconte’s gesture as assertion that he is giving himself actively, wilfully,
to the community of the saved. Manfred’s speech illuminates what it
means to repent, shedding light on Buonconte’s narrative, just as Buon-
conte’s narrative retrospectively sheds light on Manfred’s. When Manfred
recounts ‘io mi rendei’, he gives himself actively to the peace that is God.
Such active surrender will be further illuminated by the words of Piccarda
Donati in Paradiso:

a tutto il regno piace
com’ a lo re che ’n suo voler ne ’nvoglia.

110 ‘Time after time, the words we read would lift / our eyes and drain all colour from
our faces. / A single point, however, vanquished us.’

111 On the distance between the fate of the body and the fate of the soul, see
Michelangelo Picone’s discussion of the rewriting of the story of Palinurus in this canto:
‘Canto V’, in Lectura Dantis Turicensis: Purgatorio, pp. 71–83.

112 ‘My native place is set along those shores / through which the river Po comes down,
to be / at last at peace with all its tributaries.’

OUP CORRECTED PROOF – FINAL, 6/4/2016, SPi

Gestural Persons 67



E ’n la sua volontade è nostra pace:
ell’ è quel mare al qual tutto si move
ciò ch’ella crïa o che natura face. (Par. 3, 83–7)113

More extreme discussions of the will follow Piccarda’s, including
Beatrice’s discussion of Murzio and Saint Laurence. But Piccarda’s
description works subtly to shift our understanding of Francesca’s meta-
phors of rivers, motion, desire, the sea, and the nature of peace. God’s will
is that sea towards which we all move; recognition of this truth means that
a soul is actively giving herself entirely to the pacific inhabitation of the
community of God.

I would like, here, to reflect on the meaning of Buonconte’s gesture of
‘making of himself a cross’. Buonconte’s salvation is a mystery, his
presence in Purgatory a surprise. His body was never recovered after his
death and defeat at the battle of Campaldino, but in Dante’s text,
Buonconte’s body becomes the key to this mystery. Buonconte’s narration
offers a visible, kinaesically accessible trace of what salvation looks like.

For Benvenuto da Imola, the meaning is perfectly clear: ‘sciolse al mio
petto la croce, ch’io fei di me, idest, quam crucem ego feci de brachiis meis in
memoriam passionis Christi’ (gloss on Purg. 5, 115–29).114 The gesture is
certainly reminiscent of Christ’s Passion, but what precisely does
Buonconte show of himself in this moment? He is not simply making
the sign of the cross; he is ‘making of himself a cross’. What precisely does
he do? And is memory the best way of thinking of this act?

We may find valuable resources to address these issues in two medieval
treatises on prayer posture and gesture that, although they have both been
acknowledged in passing as potential points of reference for Dante, have
only just begun to be studied in terms of the ways they may impact our
understanding of Dante’s texts.115 The treatises are the De modo orandi
corporaliter sancti Dominici, or the Nine Ways of Prayer of Saint Dominic
and Peter Chanter’s De penitentia et partibus eius. Both treatises make it
clear that each gesture and posture of prayer was associated with specific
kinds of prayer, as well as with specific situations, places, and persons. If
we can, using these as yet untapped resources, discern a portion of the
encoded cultural specificity that Dante understands as inherent in the

113 ‘delighting all /—our king as well in-willing us in will. / In His volition is the peace
we have. / That is the sea to which all being moves, / be it what that creates or Nature
blends.’

114 ‘loosed from my chest the cross that I made of myself, that is, the cross which I made with
my arms in memory of Christ’s Passion’.

115 Durling and Martinez, II, 134. See my ‘Postures of Penitence’ for discussion of the
correlation between postures in theNine Ways of Prayer and the penitential postures of souls
in Purgatorio.
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gestures that he describes, then it can become possible to better under-
stand what role the use of posture and gesture has in the ongoing project of
the construction of relational personhood.

On some level, of course, Buonconte’s gesture speaks to us intuitively
without the benefit of these contextual resources. As Gallese and
Wojciehowski note, ‘Our interpersonal relations—both in daily life as
well as with fictional characters—are marked by our bodily involvement
[ . . . ] with the actions, emotions and sensations acted and expressed by
others.’116 If we pause, attend to the gesture, and imagine Buonconte
‘making of himself a cross’, embodied simulation may be triggered. In
some way, we do not feel the need to articulate the meaning of the gesture
because a bodily sense of the gesture can be immediately available to us.
But at the same time, without some historical inquiry into what may have
been known associations with gestures in Dante’s time, we lack part of the
picture. The gestures may form part of a codified ritual that is no longer
familiar to us.117 While we can rely on our innate abilities of embodied
simulation to enter into texts, any sense that we can garner of Dante’s own
corporeal and visual vocabularies may offer concrete assistance in this
endeavour. A brief foray into some possible contexts for this gesture may
allow us to test how historical resonances may enhance our potential to
more fully receive the corporeal cues that Dante has embedded in his text.

The first of the treatises that have the potential to illuminate the
meanings associated with the postures and gestures of penitents that we
encounter in Purgatorio, the De modo orandi corporaliter sancti Dominici,
was written by an anonymous friar, probably in Bologna, between 1260
and 1288.118 The second, Peter Chanter’s De penitentia et partibus eius,
has a subsection on prayer gestures entitled De oratione et partibus eius.119

116 Wojciehowski and Gallese, ‘How Stories Make Us Feel’.
117 Bolens, The Style of Gestures, pp. 10–11, notes that although research often seeks

cultural and epistemological conventions for non-verbal communication, she is more
interested in kinaesic intelligence and kinaesthetic knowledge as they are activated in the
understanding of narrated gestures and movements. For the purposes of my study, I believe
that knowledge of cultural conventions, to the degree that that is possible, is hugely helpful.

118 I will refer to Simon Tugwell’s critical edition of the Nine Ways of Prayer: ‘The Nine
Ways of Prayer of St. Dominic: A Textual Study and Critical Edition’, Mediaeval Studies,
47 (1985): 1–124. Translations are taken from The Nine Ways of Prayer of Saint Dominic,
ed. and trans. Simon Tugwell, O.P. (Dublin: Dominican Publications, 1978). Durling
notes that the Modi orandi Sancti Dominici offers an example of the medieval practice of
adopting specific bodily positions for different kinds of prayer (in Durling and Martinez, II,
605), but does not explore the correlations between the postures described there and those
in Purgatorio. On Dominican contexts for Piers Plowman, see Mary Clemente Davlin,
‘Devotional Postures in Piers Plowman B, with an Appendix on Divine Postures’, The
Chaucer Review, 42 (2007): 161–79.

119 I will refer to Richard Trexler’s edition: Richard C. Trexler, The Christian at Prayer:
An Illustrated Prayer Manual Attributed to Peter the Chanter (Binghamton, NY: Center for
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It is not my intention to attempt to prove Dante’s direct knowledge of the
Nine Ways or the De oratione.120 For my purposes, it is enough to note
that such prayer practices could have been known points of reference
and that at least some of these practices would be common.121 At the very
least, we might simply say that the postures for prayer described in these
treatises are often explicitly framed by the goal of seeking to physically
experience the language of the Psalms, and that in a similar way many of
Dante’s purgatorial postures and gestures share a common source with
these treatises as they too embody the language of prayer.122

The Nine Ways of Prayer dedicates itself to the saint’s postures of prayer
outside the liturgical context, when, as Schmitt puts it, ‘Dominic was
alone face to face with God.’123 But Schmitt also admits that Dominic is
never really alone; his brothers always seem to be watching him, whether
secretly or openly.124 The similarly double aspect of postures and gestures
in Purgatorio is particularly significant; postures and gestures constitute
various forms of direct relation between the individual and God, but also
between the individual and the surrounding group. The relation with the
group may be one of direct communication, of modelling, or of move-
ment in unison. In Purgatorio, the realm in which the intensity of relation
is of primary focus, there is ultimately no privacy. Making a gesture is an
act that must turn towards the others in the group even as it works to
relate the individual to God.

Medieval and Early Renaissance Studies, State University of New York at Binghamton,
1987). Translations are mine.

120 Nine manuscripts of the De oratione have survived, dating from 1220–1400. Two of
the earliest manuscripts were produced in Padua and Venice in 1220. See Tugwell and
Trexler for further detail on the diffusion of the two texts.

121 On the role of mendicants in Dante’s Florence and some notes on Dante’s interaction
with the Dominican and Franciscan orders, see John Tolan, ‘Mendicants and Muslims in
Dante’s Florence’, Dante Studies, 125 (2007): 227–48. The article gives greater emphasis to
the Franciscans.

122 The Commedia may give us reason to think that Dante does associate Dominic, the
protagonist of the Nine Ways, with particular postures of prayer, for in Paradiso 12, the
saint’s pious childhood is described by the anecdote that: ‘spesse fiate fu tacito e desto /
trovato in terra da la sua nutrice, / come dicesse: “Io son venuto a questo” ’ (Par. 12, 76–8)
(‘And many times his nurse discovered him, / awake, unspeaking, stretched out on the
ground, / as though he meant to say: “For this I came” ’). The prone position described here
is one found in the Nine Ways. The fact that Dante employs this anecdote indicates that he
understands Dominic’s spirituality to be particularly constituted by notable physical
performances of prayer. Chiavacci Leonardi (commentary on Par. 12, 76–8) notes that
this story is found in the Legenda Aurea, cap. 113.

123 Jean-Claude Schmitt, ‘Between Text and Image: The Prayer Gestures of Saint
Dominic’, History and Anthropology, 1 (1984): 127–62 (p. 129).

124 Schmitt, ‘Between Text and Image’, p. 130.
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At the opening of the treatise on Dominic’s modes of prayer, the author
explains that prayer ‘so kindled the fervour of his good will that he could
not contain it: his devotion showed quite plainly in his bodily mem-
bers’.125 Dominic’s private conversation with God is thus also a visible
manifestation of what prayer should look like for the benefit of his fellows.
What the others see in Dominic’s body is both the physical extension of
the workings of Dominic’s soul and, at the same time, a model of the way
in which the body must work to tune a soul like Dominic’s: ‘the soul, as it
causes the body to move, is in turn moved by the body’,126 or as it is put
later: ‘This manner of praying stirs up devotion, the soul stirring the body,
and the body in turn stirring the soul.’127 In the space of the treatise,
Dominic is both model and agent.

Attention to the embodied nature of prayer practices in the Middle
Ages provides another way to think about performance in medieval texts
apart from the oral/textual issue that has taken centre stage in much of the
critical work on the subject.128 A dense, multi-layered system of models
works to bring the individual penitent soul in Purgatory to imitate certain
postures or attitudes of prayer; the text seeks not only to describe these
effects but also to propagate those same effects in the reader, transforming
her from passive spectator to a member of the transmortal community that
the Purgatorio intends to form. Part of our task, as members of the
community, is attending to what we see; such attention may, in turn,
trigger simulation and participation.

Although neither the treatise on St Dominic’s modes of prayer nor
Peter Chanter’s treatise mentions the crossing of arms as a mode of prayer,
both do speak, however, of a mode of prayer that commemorates the
cross: the expandi, an upright posture with arms outstretched. For Peter, it
is a standard mode that can be adopted by anyone, although the posture
has powerful resonances:

The Lord prayed in this way when he was hanging on the cross; his arms
were stretched out when he said: ‘Father, into thy hands I commend my
spirit.’ Also, when Elijah raised the widow’s son, he prayed in this way, as we

125 ‘et accendebat feruourem bone uoluntatis in tantum ut mens cohibere non posset
quin deuotionem membra corporis manifestarent certis inditiis’ (‘The Nine Ways of
Prayer’, p. 82, trans. p. 11).

126 ‘ut anima mouens corpus remoueretur a corpore’ (‘The Nine Ways of Prayer’, p. 82,
trans. p. 11).

127 ‘Talis enim modus orandi incitat deuotionem, alternatim ex anima in corpus
et ex corpore in animam’ (‘The Nine Ways of Prayer’, p. 82, trans. p. 11).

128 For a recent, excellent volume of essays on the subject, see Aspects of the Performative
in Medieval Culture, ed. Manuele Gragnolati and Almut Suerbaum (Berlin: De Gruyter,
2010).
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read in the book of Kings, where Samuel says that Elijah stretched himself out
over the child three times, and cried out to God. And he said: ‘Let him return,
I pray thee O Lord my God, let this child’s soul return into his body.’129

The treatise on Saint Dominic, on the other hand, makes it clear that the
pose is not intended for ordinary worship, though the saint does not
explicitly forbid it to his fellows:

Sometimes our holy father Dominic was also seen praying with his hands
and arms stretched out as far as they would go, in the form of a cross, and
standing as upright as he could. This was how he prayed when God restored
the boy Napoleon to life at his prayer at Saint Sixtus in Rome; he prayed like
this both in the sacristy and in the church itself during Mass. [ . . . ] It was like
Elijah raising the widow’s son, when he stretched himself out over the boy’s
body. [ . . . ] And this was how the Lord prayed as he hung on the cross, his
hands and arms stretched out, with great cries and weeping, and he was
heard for his reverence. Saint Dominic did not use this kind of prayer except
when he knew by God’s inspiration that some great miracle was going to
occur by virtue of his prayer.130

In both treatises, the re-enactment of the cross is associated with the story
of Elijah’s resurrection of the widow’s son, as well as with Christ’s prayers
as he hung on the cross. In the case of Dominic, a third resurrection is
associated with the gesture, as it is the posture that Dominic takes up
when he too restores a boy to life. Dante’s use of a related, cross-
reminiscent gesture for Buonconte likewise suggests the certainty of
resurrection and the miracle of new life. In this case, it is the miracle of
salvation for a sinner who repents at only the very last minute.

There are further resonances of the gesture of arms crossed upon the
chest that we can trace within Dante’s cultural contexts. From the late
twelfth century, the priest would cross his arms on his chest while
pronouncing the words ‘orate pro me peccatore’. The gesture, suggesting

129 ‘Hoc modo oravit dominus pendens in cruce, scilicet extensis ulnis cum dicebat:
“Pater in manus tuas comendo spiritum meum.” Item Elias sic oravit quando suscitavit
filium vidue, quod habetur in libro regum, ubi Samuel ait de Elia: “Expandit se atque
missus est super puerum tribus vicibus, clamavitque ad deum.” Et ait: “Revertatur, oro
domine deus meus, anima pueri huius in viscera eius” ’ (The Christian at Prayer, p. 183).

130 ‘Visus est etiam aliquando orare sanctus pater Dominicus, sicut a uidente audiui
auribus meis, manibus et ulnis expansis ad similitudinem crucis uehementer extensus, stans
erectus secudum suam possibilitatem. Hoc modo orauit quando suscitauit deus oratione sua
puerum Napuleon Roma in Sancto Sixto in loco sacristie et in ecclesia in celebratione misse
[ . . . ] sicut et Elyas quando suscitauit filium uidue expandit se atque mensus est super
puerum. [ . . . ] Hoc modo orauit dominus pendens in cruce, silicet extensis manibus et
ulnis, et cum clamore ualido et lacrimis exauditus est pro sua reuerentia. Nec istum modum
frequentabat uir sanctus dei Dominicus nisi cum aliquid grande et mirabile fieri cognouisset
inspiratus a deo uirtute orationis’ (‘The Nine Ways of Prayer’, pp. 86–7, trans. p. 33).
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self-immobilization, is clearly a demonstration of humility, but also
becomes a formal liturgical gesture related to the offering of a sacrifice.131

Moshe Barasch, who traces the gesture and its relevance for Giotto, notes
that the gesture entered European imagery in late thirteenth-century
Italy.132 The ‘Crowning of the Virgin’mosaic in the cathedral of Florence,
dating from the late thirteenth century, shows the Virgin gently bending
towards Christ and crossing her hands across her chest. For Giotto, the
gesture certainly does seem to have Marian associations. He paints Mary
crossing her arms on her chest at two key moments in the Arena Chapel in
Padua, in the Annunciation and in the Presentation at the Temple scenes
(Figures 2.2 and 2.3). The gesture thus seems to be emblematic of Marian
humility although it also expresses the sign of an offering.

The Marian associations of the gesture are further reflected in popular
theatrical traditions. The Rappresentazione della Annunciazione, attributed
to Feo Belcari, dates from the late fifteenth century, but evidently reflects
the performances of centuries. The author explains that the Virgin should
make a cross on her breast with her hands as she says ‘Ecco l’Ancilla del
Signore Dio: / Sia fatto a me secondo il tuo dir pio.’133 It may be that this
is the sort of category of cultural code that we as twenty-first-century
readers are missing. On the terrace of the proud in Purgatory proper, the
Annunciation is presented in the form of a sculpted bas-relief: ‘e avea in
atto impressa esta favella / “Ecce ancilla Deï”, propriamente / come figura
in cera si suggella’ (Purg. 10, 43–5).134 Dante calls this sculpted art
‘visibile parlare’; it is Mary’s stance and bearing that seem to speak. The
configuration of her body expresses her humility, openness, and dispos-
ition to serve God. We are not told precisely what this posture looks like,
but what is made clear is that stance communicates the truth of the soul.
Durling points out that the Virgin’s ‘humility of soul so permeates her
bodily gestures as to stamp them legibly with her utterance’.135 Perhaps it
would have been a clear possibility to Dante’s contemporaries that the
Virgin would have been crossing her hands on her chest.

There are two Marian gestural moments that might be illustrated from
the Annunciation: a first ‘How shall this be, seeing I know not a man?’
moment (illustrated with the sort of gesture with the palm of the hand
facing outwards that we see in, say, Leonardo’s Annunciation, to give a well-
known example), and the acceptance that Giotto depicts, an acceptance that

131 Barasch, Giotto and the Language of Gesture, pp. 78–9.
132 Barasch, Giotto and the Language of Gesture, p. 79.
133 Cited in Barasch, Giotto and the Language of Gesture, p. 85.
134 ‘And from her stance and bearing there shone out / (exactly as an imprint sealed in

wax) / “Ecce ancilla Dei”, word for word.’
135 Durling, in Durling and Martinez, pp. 606–7.
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would go with the statement ‘Behold the handmaid of the Lord’, ‘Ecce
ancilla Dei’. Botticelli’s drawing of the bas-reliefs on the terrace of the proud
shows the Virgin with her arms crossed over her chest, so certainly this was
an evident gestural inflection of the scene for a fifteenth-century reader.
John Scott suggests that the Annunciation scene on the pulpit sculpted by

Figure 2.2 Giotto di Bondone, Annunciation, Scrovegni Chapel, Padua.
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Giovanni Pisano between 1298 and 1301 in Pistoia is a possible source for
Dante’s image.136 Mary does not have her arms crossed there, though her
implied movement suggests that her arms might be about to cross. Gabriel,
on the other hand, does cross his arms as he pronounces his ‘Ave’. Will
Mary mirror his gesture when she answers ‘Ecce ancilla Dei’?

For Buonconte, then, who ends his life pronouncing Mary’s name, the
crossing of the arms could well be a gesture that is conceived of as a Marian
one.137 All the souls in Purgatory are urged to model themselves on Mary;
the first positive example on every terrace shows the virtue intended to

Figure 2.3 Giotto di Bondone, Presentation, Scrovegni Chapel, Padua.

136 John A. Scott, ‘Canto XII’, in Lectura Dantis Turicensis: Purgatorio, pp. 173–97
(pp. 186–91).

137 Another inflection for this gesture is that it is a Franciscan one. Bonaventura writes
that Francis closes his arms over his chest in the shape of a cross at the moment of his death.
S. Bonaventura, Vita di S. Francesco, ed. G. Battelli (Florence: Fratelli Stianti, 1926),
p. 229.
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counter the vice in question as embodied by the Virgin. Buonconte makes
his body into the very image of Marian humility, literally and figuratively
immobilizing himself and his own capacities in order to offer himself
entirely. It is interesting to note that the illustration of Virgil wetting his
hands to wash Dante’s face before beginning their journey through
Purgatory in the fourteenth-century Egerton 943 shows Dante in this
same posture of humility, with arms crossed over his chest (f. 64v)
(Figure 2.4). Unlike his father, who intended to scheme his way to
salvation through his own capacities, Buonconte admits powerlessness
and wills only the giving of himself into God’s hands. Only in this way
can the resurrectional power of the gesture be activated. His hope, his
certainty of the miracle of salvation, is luminous against the infernal
backdrop of his father’s dark existential doubts. Like Dominic, he simply
knows that a miracle will take place. Hope, as is revealed in Paradiso 25, is
not wishful thinking; it is ‘uno attender certo / de la gloria futura’ (‘sure
expectation of future glory’, 67–8). Only such certainty brings salvation.

GESTURES OF SUPPLICATION

The final gesture that I will consider here is prominently placed in
Purgatorio 8, a canto set in the lush Valley of the Princes, in which a

Figure 2.4 Egerton 943 f. 64v. Virgil and Dante on the shores of Mount Purgatory.
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generation of thirteenth-century rulers who had been, or would have been,
at war with one another in life are assembled. Dante observes a single soul:

surta, che l’ascoltar chiedea con mano.
Ella giunse e levò ambo le palme,

ficcando li occhi verso l’oriente,
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. (Purg. 8, 8–18)138

Through a sequence of gestures and through the hymn, the single soul
draws this disparate group of leaders together, such that they leave their
consultations in pairs or their silent melancholic reflections to enter into
song together, all fixed on the same point of attention. The first gesture is
the hand silently calling for attention. This suggests that there is no need
to call out with a voice to gather the attention of this group, as the souls are
already attuned to the movements of their companions. Then: ‘ella giunse
e levò ambo le palme’ (literally,‘this soul joined and lifted both his palms’).

As in the case of other gestures I have examined in this chapter, the text
is once again dense with potential triggers for embodied simulation, but at
the same time does not offer (at least to a modern reader) a single, easy
default gesture to mind. What precisely is the gesture that Dante describes
here? There are two main possibilities with different semantic connota-
tions. First, that he joins his hands and lifts them still joined together.
Second, that he first joins his hands, and then lifts his open palms. This
second possibility allows that the palms may be separated. In taking the
time to think through the implications of both articulations of the gesture,
we may be offered an opportunity to understand the ways in which the
gesture works to confirm personhood as engaged within a network of
relations that has been reconfigured and is in the continued process of
being reconfigured in the Purgatorial setting.

138 ‘a single soul / who, risen up, hand raised, asked all to hear. / This soul, first, joined
his palms then lifted them, / eyes fixed towards the orient, as though / to say to God: “For
nothing else I care.” / “Te lucis ante” issued from his lips / with such devotion and each note
so sweet / it made me wander out of conscious thought. / Then, sweetly and devoutly, all
the rest, / their eyes all turned to those supernal wheels, / picked up from him and sang the
hymn in full.’
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If we place the emphasis in Dante’s lines on the ‘levò ambo le palme’, we
might surmise that the palms are open; it is the palms that are lifted, a
description that seems less likely if the hands are still joined. Such a
reading would align this use of palme with a theologically critical use of
the singular palma in Paradiso 9:

Ben si convenne lei lasciar per palma
in alcun cielo de l’alta vittoria
che s’acquistò con l’una e l’altra palma. (Par. 9, 121–3)139

The equivocal rhyming of palma with palma stresses and even renders
somehow visual, in its doubleness, the openness and sacrifice of Christ’s
two palms.

The open palms suggest a series of associations in terms of gesture.
Barasch’s study, Gestures of Despair in Medieval and Early Renaissance Art,
reviews numerous paintings of figures with palms open.140 Take Giotto’s
depiction of despair in the Massacre of the Innocents, for instance. Or we
could think of Aeneid X and the vivid description there of a father’s despair
over his son’s death: ‘He defiles his hoary hair with dust, raises both hands
to heaven, and clings to the body.’141 In these cases, it is unlikely that the
mourner is standing erect. He or she is seated or kneeling, or hunched over
a corpse. The soul in Purgatorio 8 is standing, however, and this detail
alone radically shifts the way in which the gesture communicates. We
might think also of the iconographies of stigmata: if we turn to Giotto
again, Francis receives the stigmata with palms once again open heaven-
wards. But in iconographies of stigmata, the recipient is always kneeling.

As Barasch explains in his study on gestures in Giotto, the two prayer
gestures that were most prevalent in the European tradition are the raising
of the hands upwards and the spreading of the hands with open palms.142

A figure standing, spreading his or her hands, is adopting the orans
posture. Classic examples of the orans posture may be seen in the sixth-
century mosaics at Sant’Apollinare in Classe, near Ravenna, and in the
third-century catacombs of Priscilla. This posture was often depicted in
the catacombs; one theory for the posture’s prominence is that the dead
were meant to pray for the living. The orans posture was, in fact, associated

139 ‘This much was right, for Rahab to be set / in some such heaven as a martyr’s palm, /
to mark the victory won by Christ’s two palms.’

140 Moshe Barasch, Gestures of Despair in Medieval and Early Renaissance Art (New York:
New York University Press, 1976).

141 ‘canitiem multo deformat pulvere et ambas / ad caelum tendit palmas et corpore
inhaeret’, Virgil, Aeneid, Books 7–12, trans. H. Rushton Fairclough, rev. G. P. Goold
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2001), X, 844–5.

142 Barasch, Giotto and the Language of Gesture, p. 57.
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with praying on behalf of someone else, or particularly for a group. Its
form fundamentally re-enacts or repeats the crucifixion.143

Barasch notes that raising the hands is the oldest and most universal of
prayer gestures. It is a gesture that is intuitively understood. Paul says ‘I
will therefore that men pray in every place, lifting up pure hands, without
wrath and doubting’ (1 Tim. 2:8).144 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.145 Barasch
examines the prayer gestures in Giotto’s The Ascension of Christ in the
Arena Chapel in Padua as well as the frescos of the church of Saint Francis
of Assisi in which some figures join their hands at chest level but others
raise open hands. Barasch even identifies intermediate gestures as stages in
the emergence of the new gesture. Some raise joined hands. For Barasch,
the open hands signify imploring or beseeching, though he also recognizes
a potential derivation from ancient imperial acclamations.146

While these varied cultural contexts may not help us decide what the
exact configuration of the gesture described in Purgatorio 8 might be, they
do add valuable nuance to our potential understanding of the gesture as
constitutive of new persona. Different understandings of the gesture help
us understand the variety of ways of placing oneself within the group, as
well as in relation to God. Joined hands could suggest that these princes
are finally, here in Purgatorio, submitting to an authority above them-
selves. Such submission, as a group, draws each of these singular persons
out of a self-deceptive autonomy and joins them into a body that recog-
nizes a single head above itself.

Durling andMartinez briefly suggest, in their edition of Purgatorio, that
the gesture of Purgatorio 8 must be the first one depicted in Peter
Chanter’s treatise on penitence, the Elevatio manuum, without offering
further discussion of the matter. In this first posture, the hands, joined,
reach upwards above the head, in such a way that the body shows how the

143 Barasch, Giotto and the Language of Gesture, p. 8.
144 ‘volo ergo viros orare in omni loco, levantes puras manus sine ira et disceptatione’.
145 Barasch, Giotto and the Language of Gesture, p. 59. On the origin of the gesture, see

Gerhart Ladner, ‘The Gestures of Prayer in Papal Iconography of the Thirteenth and Early
Fourteenth Century’, in ‘Didascaliae’: Studies in Honor of Anselm M. Albareda, ed. Sesto
Prete (New York: Rosenthal, 1961), pp. 245–75.

146 Barasch, Giotto and the Language of Gesture, p. 67.
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heart tends towards God.147 Peter cites Psalm 140 as a model of this mode
of prayer.148

If we turn to the Nine Ways, we find that the Seventh Way of Prayer is
described as follows:149

He was also often found in his prayer stretching his whole body up towards
heaven, like an arrow being shot straight up in the air: his hands were
stretched right up above his head, either held together or open as if to receive
something from heaven. At such times it is thought that grace increased in
him, and that he was caught up in rapture, and that he won from God in
prayer the gifts of the Holy Spirit for the Order he had founded. [ . . . ] By
word and example he taught the brethren always to pray like this, using the
verse from [ . . . ] Psalm 140: ‘Lord, I have cried to you, hear me, attend to
my voice whenever I cry to you . . . the lifting up of my hands like an evening
sacrifice.’150

In this case, we see that the hands that reach upwards can be either joined
or open ‘as if to receive something from heaven’. Dominic, at those
moments, prays on behalf of his order, in order that the gifts of the
Holy Spirit might be bestowed upon them. The joined hands suggest
the movement from the individual towards God, the trajectory of the
heart towards God. Open hands instead seem to indicate an appeal. The
account of Dominic’s posture emphasizes a double movement in this
prayer: both the movement of the individual towards God and the
opening outwards of an appeal on behalf of others. It is a moment of
intensely personal communion with God even as it has an orientation
towards a community. In the same way, the prayer of the soul in Purgatorio
8 indicates both individual absorption in the divine, ‘come dicesse a Dio:
“D’altro non calme”’ (11), and the opening outwards of a unified appeal
voiced by the entire group that is present, oriented towards the greater
transmortal community that extends back into the world of the living.

147 Durling and Martinez, II, 134. For Peter’s description of this mode, see Trexler’s
edition, pp. 182–3, and the illustrations in Trexler’s edition of Mode I on pp. 133–8.

148 ‘Ideo enim cum oramus tenemur stare ut in erectione corporum ostendamus quod in
laude dei debemus habere corda sursum erecta’ (The Christian at Prayer, p. 183).

149 On the postures of Dominic, see Schmitt, La raison des gestes, pp. 309–15.
150 ‘Inueniebatur nichilominus sepe orando erigi totus ad celum per modum sagitte

electe de arcu extenso proiecte sursum in directum, eleuatis manibus sursum supra caput
fortiter extensis atque coniunctis inuicem, uel aliquantulum ampliatis quasi ad aliquid
recipiendum de celo. Et creditur quod augebatur ei gratia tunc et rapiebatur et impetrabat
a deo pro ordine quem inceperat dona spiritus sancti [ . . . ]. Et docebat uerbo et exemplo
sanctus magister fratres sic orare, dicens illud psalmi [ . . . ] Domine clamaui ad te, exaudi
me, intende uoci mee cum clamauero ad te, eleuatio manuum mearum sacrificium
uespertinum’ (‘The Nine Ways of Prayer’, pp. 88–9, trans. pp. 38–40).
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If the gesture includes prayer with open palms, suggesting prayer on
behalf of a group, then how would this inflect our reading of the action of
Purgatorio 8 and the ways in which this action suggests a new perspective
on personhood in Ante-Purgatory? The soul asks the attention of the
group and thus in some way takes on, in leading this prayer, the role of
priest. The Te lucis ante terminum hymn asks for divine protection from
nightly temptation. Following the hymn, a serpent descends into the
valley, but is effortlessly sent away by two angels with pointless swords.
The temptation is a pageant more than anything else, as these souls, no
longer living, are no longer technically subject to the dangers of sin.151

They are immune to temptation. So perhaps the gestures of openness and
appeal on behalf of others can help us cast light on the whole sequence. If
the soul is indeed leading a prayer by one group on behalf of another
group (the living), then such a consideration may lead us to better
understand the cumulative layering of groups and communities that is
constitutive of Purgatorio and of persone within that realm.

I would suggest that the contextual evidence points towards the import-
ance of the semantics of supplication on behalf of others. The framing of
this scene would indicate that orientation towards the group must be
aligned here with individual orientation towards God. If we note that this
gesture brings the group into unison, and that the hymn’s appeal addresses
an earthly, rather than a purgatorial situation, then the gesture’s meaning
unfolds most fully when we consider the implications of postures of
supplication. By inquiring into the specific cultural and devotional con-
ventions for non-verbal communication, we may tune our kinaesic intel-
ligence to allow us into perceptual simulation of the wealth of signification
in these ante-purgatorial spaces. The language of the hymn and the
kinaesics of the gesture work together to foster a sense of community
that is a necessary precedent for the penance that each of these souls will
eventually go on to enact within groups before they may proceed to the
paradisiacal community. But even before the souls can begin the process of
engaging in prayers and postures that inculcate specific virtues or reveal
the devastating nature of specific vices, they must first show themselves
capable of recovering the relationality that history has frayed. They work,
in Ante-Purgatory, on reconstructing their participation in a community.
Dante doesn’t spell this out for his readers; it is only by coming to be
attuned to the subtle communications, verbal and non-verbal, of the souls

151 On the purposes and meanings of the drama, see Georges Güntert, ‘Canto VIII’, in
Lectura Dantis Turicensis: Purgatorio, pp. 109–20 (pp. 109–13).
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in that realm that we may understand what is afoot. It is only through such
delicate attention that souls in Purgatorio learn to recognize one another as
persons, and our own attention as readers is marshalled in the same way.
Thus we too enter into the processes of joint attention and recognition
that are intended to heal the penitent.
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3
Recognizing Suffering Persons

PRIDE AND THE MISRECOGNITION
OF THE NEIGHBOUR

Dante’s definition of pride, as articulated by Virgil in Purgatorio 17, can be
jarring for the modern reader:

È chi, per esser suo vicin soppresso,
spera eccellenza, e sol per questo brama
ch’el sia di sua grandezza in basso messo. (Purg. 17, 115–17)1

A literal translation would render the lines as follows: one who hopes for
excellence by means of lowering his or her neighbour, and only for this
reason wishes to see his or her neighbour cast down. At least since
Manfredi Porena’s 1946–8 commentary, a long sequence of commenta-
tors has observed that Dante must be mistaken.2 Superbia, they insist,
should only be about inflated sense of self, without necessarily intending
any evil towards one’s neighbour. To demonstrate the ‘precise’ definition,
these commentators tend to cite Aquinas’s explanation that pride is caused
by the sinful presumption of being above others.3

Dante takes this familiar definition a step further, intending, perhaps,
to emphasize the implications or necessary consequences of the comparison
with others that is inherent in such a presumption. If the prideful wish to
excel above others, then for this reason they also must, by consequence,

1 ‘Some hope, by keeping all their neighbours down, / that they’ll excell. They yearn for
that alone— / to see them brought from high to low estate.’

2 ‘La superbia è amore e stima esagerata di sé, e può accompagnarsi a una piena
soddisfazione, senza alcun desiderio di deprimere gli altri. Il vero superbo la depressione
degli altri l’attua da sé in cuor suo ritenendosi superiore al suo prossimo: non è un desiderio.
Ché se sia tratto a desiderare che alla propria superiorità intima corrisponda una maggior
somma di beni e di onori, e tenda in questo a soverchiare gli altri, questa è ambizione, che in
questo caso sarà figlia di superbia; ma non è in sé superbia.’Nicola Fosca, for example, states
that ‘tale definizione non è però del tutto precisa’, citing Aquinas for the individual-centric
definition.

3 Summa theol., II, ii, q. clxii, 3: ‘superbia dicitur esse amor propriae excellentiae, in
quantum ex amore causatur inordinata praesumptio alios superandi.’
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harbour the desire that others be below them. Dante thus configures
pride to fit the mould of misdirected love, and in this way brings it
into intimate proximity with envy. Pride is not, then, excessive love of
self or lack of attention to others (a complete lack of attention to
others is unthinkable for Dante; it is the mode of that attention that is
faulty) but is rather misdirected love, or, in this case, love of the
other’s downfall. The only difference between pride and envy that
Dante emphasizes in these definitions is that the prideful wish to see
the other fall not because they take pleasure in the misfortune of
others (as the envious do) but simply because that fall reflects back
greater comparative glory upon themselves. If, as I have been arguing,
Purgatorio illustrates the struggle for the recuperation or achievement
of personhood, and if personhood is entirely relationally constructed,
then we may better appreciate Dante’s desire to show the ways in
which all sins, even the most seemingly self-centred ones, are in fact
the result of damaged relations with others. Purgatorio calls not
only for the recognition of this damage, but also for the painstaking
work of reconstruction and reconfiguration of relation in the light of
such recognition.

The prideful individual’s gaze, when focused on the other, is thus
identified as an inherently competitive one. The prideful do not
perceive their neighbours for or as themselves, but rather see each
neighbour as simply ‘greater than me’ or ‘less than me’. They do not,
properly speaking, ‘recognize’ their neighbour and correspondingly,
their penitence in Purgatorio will render them unrecognizable to
others. The issue of recognition, failed and fostered, will be the central
concept in this chapter, and will guide an examination of the ways
in which Dante describes the process of learning to recognize the
suffering person amongst the prideful, the envious, and the gluttonous
of Purgatory.

Pride is, in Purgatory, literally the bedrock of all the other vices. This
first terrace is thus characterized by a dilated and intensified examination
of the forms of relationality that begin with the process of recognition.
The problems that the penitent prideful might pose to the usual processes
of recognition are obvious; they are excruciatingly, inhumanly, bent under
massive blocks of stone, to the point that Dante does not, at first,
recognize them as human at all. They appear in a landscape in which
souls and stones are easily confused; Dante has just been admiring the
visibile parlare of the bas-reliefs on this terrace, in which carved human
figures seem so life-like that they communicate speech. Now Virgil
suggests that he has discerned human souls: ‘ “Ecco di qua, ma fanno
i passi radi”, / mormorava il poeta, “molte genti: / questi ne ’nvïeranno a li
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alti gradi” ’ (Purg. 10, 100–2).4 Virgil’s attention is to the group, and to
the functionality of the group: they will provide necessary information so
that he may guide Dante upwards. But Dante’s engagement with these
penitents will be of a different quality and will involve an opening to new
ways of perceiving persons.

The reader of the text is likewise explicitly engaged in the work of
learning new ways of reading human presence:

Non vo’ però, lettor, che tu ti smaghi
di buon proponimento per udire
come Dio vuol che ’l debito si paghi.

Non attender la forma del martìre:
pensa la succession; pensa ch’al peggio
oltre la gran sentenza non può ire. (Purg. 10, 106–11)5

The poet will expose us to a series of forms of suffering, many of which are
profoundly disturbing to contemplate. But he tells us here that we must
not fix our attention on these temporary forms; we must extend the visible
image he provides us temporally into the future, to the point at which that
form is transmuted into something different. As we are faced with an
intensity of suffering, we must take care to understand that suffering in a
broader context, to see the end, and the ends, of such pain.6 We are thus
reminded that, unlike the souls in Inferno, who are characterized by their
punishment, the personhood of these souls is not immediately fully visible
in their current form, but is instead dynamic.

While the form of suffering is similar for the souls within each terrace
that Dante visits, it is the singular spiritual and temporal trajectory of each
penitent that he must seek to recognize: it is not enough to simply note
that a penitent is a glutton, for example. Rather, Dante must attempt to
understand as well where and how penitents situate themselves on their

4 ‘ “Look over here! Although their pace is slow, / there are,” the poet murmured,
“people there, / a crowd who’ll send us to the steps above” ’.

5 ‘Yet, reader, I’d not have your minds bewitched, / hearing how God would have the
debt repaid, / or drawn away from your best purposes. / Don’t dwell upon the form their
sufferings take. / Think of what follows, and that, come the worst, / it can’t go on beyond
the Judgment Day.’

6 On medieval notions of bodily suffering as imitatio Christi see Caroline Walker
Bynum, ‘The Body of Christ in the Later Middle Ages: A Reply to Leo Steinberg’, in her
Fragmentation and Redemption: Essays on Gender and the Human Body in Medieval Religion
(New York: Zone Books, 1991), pp. 79–118, and Michael Camille, ‘The Image and the
Self: Unwriting Late Medieval Bodies’, in Framing Medieval Bodies, ed. Sarah Kay and Miri
Rubin (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1994), pp. 62–99. For a comparative
discussion of Dante’s notion of ‘productive pain’ in a broader medieval context, see
Manuele Gragnolati’s Experiencing the Afterlife: Soul and Body in Dante and Medieval
Culture (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2005), particularly chapter 3.
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particular course of healing. Dante’s dialogues with the penitents reveal
myriad shades of awareness on the part of the penitents of vice and of
virtue, as well as degrees of tendency towards and away from the various
vices. The broader visions of the generalized human tendency towards vice
that Purgatorio presents to us are punctuated by the appearance of par-
ticular persons who each transcend any sort of moral calculation and
ultimately owe their presence in this realm to participation in an infinite
source of grace.

Dante describes his initial difficulty in recognizing the forms of the
prideful as persons:

Io cominciai: ‘Maestro, quel ch’io veggio
muovere a noi, non mi sembian persone,
e non so che, sì nel veder vaneggio’.

Ed elli a me: ‘La grave condizione
di lor tormento a terra li rannicchia,
sì che ’ miei occhi pria n’ebber tencione’.[ . . . ]

Come per sostentar solaio o tetto,
per mensola talvolta una figura
si vede giugner le ginocchia al petto,

la qual fa del non ver vera rancura
nascere ’n chi la vede; così fatti
vid’io color, quando puosi ben cura.

Vero è che più e meno eran contratti
secondo ch’avien più e meno a dosso;
e qual più pazïenza avea ne li atti,

piangendo parea dicer: ‘Più non posso’. (Purg. 10, 112–39)7

The early commentaries explain that Dante first sees the stones moving and
does not perceive the agency bywhich theymove.8This is rendered beautifully

7 ‘ “Sir,” I began, “it seems that what I see, / moving towards us, are not human forms. /
I cannot tell. I rave. I look in vain.” / “Their grievous mode of punishment” (to me) / “so
creases them and bends them to the ground / that my eyes, too, first fought at what they
see.” As sometimes, bracing up a roof or vault, / a figure will be seen as corbel stone / that,
bending, joins its two knees to its chest, / at which there’s born, in anyone who sees, / from
this non-truth a truly harsh distress: that’s how I saw them when I gave them thought. / The
truth is each was hunched up, less and more, / according to his load, some more, some less. /
The one who, from his actions, bore the most, / appeared in tears to pant: “I can’t do
more.” ’

8 See, for example Benvenuto da Imola: ‘non mi sembian persone, idest, non videntur
mihi homines, sicut tu dicebas mihi: autor enim non videbat nisi saxa moveri per aerem, et
non homines latentes sub eis.’ In his commentary on lines 112–14, Jacopo della Lana
suggests that the pilgrim might have assumed that animals would be bearing the stones:
‘Cioè che dicernea di lungi per li sassi ch’erano addutti, e non dicernea le persone che li
adduceano; e però vedendo muovere sassi, che non sono animali si ammirava.’
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in Egerton 943 in which the heads of the prideful are fully obscured behind
boulders (Figure 3.1).9 Following Virgil’s indication that Dante must look
beneath the stones, the reader is invited to visualize figure carved into columns,
or architecture that takes on a human appearance. Fromhere,Dantemoves on
to describe the intensity of their expressions. Through this belaboured process,
we slowly come to recognize the penitents as human, rather thanmineral. And
thus the very serious game of recognition that plays so centrally in Purgatorio is
taken to a new level.

As I noted in the previous chapter, the issue of recognition of individ-
uals is already strongly present in the earliest canti of Purgatorio, but here,
the challenge of recognition is increasingly foregrounded, as the very
humanity of these penitents must be discerned before individuals might
be distinguished from one another. The work of Purgatory consists of
abandoning one’s tendency towards vice, a process that is synonymous
with the process of learning or re-learning to recognize personhood in
others. The ultimate result is that each penitent may herself, finally,

Figure 3.1 Egerton 943 f. 82. Virgil asks the proud the way.

9 f. 82 and f. 82v. The images may be viewed on the British Library’s website: <http://
www.bl.uk/catalogues/illuminatedmanuscripts/record.asp?MSID=6647>. On this manu-
script, see Anna Pegoretti, Indagine su un codice dantesco: La ‘Commedia’ Egerton 943
della British Library (Pisa: Felici, 2014).
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achieve recognition as person. It is a struggle that the reader witnesses in
the various interviews with the penitents as well as in Dante’s own
progress through the realm.

Paul Ricoeur’s The Course of Recognition elucidates a trajectory that is
particularly apt for reading the progress through Purgatorio that I have just
described, a trajectory from an active to a passive use of recognition, from
the claim to recognition to the demand for recognition.10 Ricoeur
describes the transition from an individualistic belief in one’s capacity to
actively recognize and somehow claim others, to the grammatically passive
demand for recognition, and ultimately to the ideal goal of mutual
recognition:

My hypothesis is that the potential philosophical uses of the verb to recog-
nize can be organized along a trajectory running through its use in the active
voice to its use in the passive voice. This reversal on the grammatical plane
will show the traces of a reversal of the same scope on the philosophical
plane. To recognize as an act expresses a pretension, a claim, to exercise an
intellectual mastery over this field of meanings, of signifying assertions. At
the opposite end of this trajectory, the demand for recognition expresses an
expectation that can be satisfied only by mutual recognition.11

Again and again, Dante is thwarted in his efforts to actively recognize
those he meets. He is awarded no such mastery of this realm, or of the
persons contained within it. Instead, he becomes attentive to his neigh-
bours’ demands for recognition, and submits himself to the recognition of
others, as he seeks that mutual recognition that signifies the meeting of
two whole persons. We might, thus, identify three phases of recognition at
work in the Commedia: one, the attempt to actively recognize, name, and
thus have mastery over those around oneself; two, an attentiveness to our
neighbour’s demand for recognition; and three, a mutual recognition.

Ricoeur’s ‘first philosophical use of recognition’ is a fundamental basic
definition of the way in which recognition is practised in the Commedia, at
least at first: ‘the pair identify/distinguish. To recognize something as the
same, as identical to itself and not other than itself, implies distinguishing
it from everything else.’12 Recognition, in these terms, would entail seeing
the persona in Aquinas’s terms: ‘persona igitur in quacumque natura

10 There is a vast bibliography on recognition in philosophical and literary terms. Two
major studies are Piero Boitani, Riconoscere è un dio: Scene e temi del riconoscimento nella
letteratura (Turin: Einaudi, 2014); Terence Cave, Recognitions: A Study in Poetics (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1990).

11 Paul Ricoeur, The Course of Recognition, trans. David Pellauer (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 2005), p. 19.

12 Ricoeur, The Course of Recognition, p. 21.
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significat id quod est distinctum in natura illa; sicut in humana natura
significat has carnes, haec ossa, et hanc animam, quae sunt principia
individuantia hominem.’13 The person’s very status as person, and that
which is due to be recognized, depends on the fact that he or she is distinct
from all others: this flesh, these bones, this soul. But this form of recogni-
tion and this vision of personhood are together superseded in Purgatorio.

The Purgatorio calls upon us, as readers, to view both a widescreen
vision of the human condition and a series of close-ups of individual
persons, often in deliberately vertiginous alternation. This practice of
shifting our attention between the mass of humanity and a sharp focus
on individuals encourages the reader to practise recognition, or the work
of distinguishing what it is that makes a person that person. What
gradually becomes clear is that this work must occur in conditions of
mutuality; recognition that enables our own personhood does not entail
mastery but rather openness to the claims of our neighbour. Furthermore,
what makes a person that person, as the Purgatorio reveals, is not intrinsic
to the individual, as Aquinas’s mention of bones and flesh might suggest.
A person’s distinctness is located instead in the ways in which that person
engages others.

THE FAILURE OF ACTIVE RECOGNITION

In order to see how Dante introduces new forms of recognition in the
encounters in Purgatory proper, it is worth taking the time to briefly
survey the ways in which recognition has been presented in Inferno and
Ante-Purgatory. The only moment at which Dante is capable of confi-
dently and single-handedly recognizing multiple souls that he sees is very
early on in Inferno, when he is amongst the neutrals:

Poscia ch’io v’ebbi alcun riconosciuto,
vidi e conobbi l’ombra di colui
che fece per viltade il gran rifiuto. (Inf. 3, 58–60, emphasis mine)14

After this, he will again and again be denied active recognition of those
that he sees and will need to depend on Virgil, on conversations with the
damned, and other sources of help in order to name those souls that he

13 Summa theol., I, 29, 4. ‘Therefore “person” in any nature signifies what is distinct in
that nature: thus in human nature it signifies this flesh, these bones, and this soul, which are
the individuating principles of a man.’

14 ‘A few I recognized. And then I saw— / and knew beyond all doubt—the shadow of
the one / who made, from cowardice, the great denial.’
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sees. One evident example is the encounter with the Florentine glutton,
Ciacco, in Inferno 6:

‘O tu che se’ per questo ’nferno tratto’,
mi disse, ‘riconoscimi, se sai:
tu fosti, prima ch’io disfatto, fatto’.

E io a lui: ‘L’angoscia che tu hai
forse ti tira fuor de la mia mente,
sì che non par ch’i’ ti vedessi mai’. (Inf. 6, 40–5, emphasis mine)15

Ciacco in hell does not visibly match the Ciacco that Dante knew in life;
his aerial body has been remade in the shape of his sin or, rather, to
conform to the shapelessness of his soul. Ciacco demands Dante’s recog-
nition, but that recognition is categorically denied to one who is perman-
ently ‘disfatto’.16

When viewing the avaricious, Dante is certain that he should recognize
some of the sinners there, but again he does not:

E io: ‘Maestro, tra questi cotali
dovre’ io ben riconoscere alcuni
che furo immondi di cotesti mali’. (Inf. 7, 49–51, emphasis mine)17

Virgil’s explanation emphasizes that these souls lacked discernment in life
and thus part of their contrapasso is the fact that they now cannot be
recognized:

vano pensiero aduni:
la sconoscente vita che i fé sozzi,
ad ogne conoscenza or li fa bruni. (Inf. 7, 52–4)18

15 ‘ “You there! Drawn onwards through this stretch of Hell, / tell me you know me. Say
so, if you can. / You! Made as man before myself unmade.” / And I replied: “The awful pain
you feel / perhaps has cancelled you from memory. / Till now, it seems, I’ve never even see
you.” ’

16 Giuseppe Mazzotta notes the way in which the canto is littered with words that
itemize the anatomy, deprived of any order and as if dismembered. ‘Dante’s Poetics of
Births and Foundations’, Dante Studies, 127 (2009): 129–46 (p. 139). The person has lost
its integrity and thus its capacity to be recognized as such. Manuele Gragnolati explains that
the incontinent behavior of the gluttons means that soul cannot give shape to the aerial
body. ‘Gluttony and the Anthropology of Pain in Dante’s Inferno and Purgatorio’, inHistory
in the Comic Mode: Medieval Communities and the Matter of Person, ed. Rachel Fulton
and Bruce W. Holsinger (New York: Columbia University Press, 2007), pp. 238–50
(pp. 243–4).

17 ‘ “Well Sir,” I said, “in any group like this, / I surely ought to recognize some few / who
bore in life the taint of this disease.” ’

18 ‘You seek [ . . . ] to form an idle thought. / The mindless lives that made them all so
foul / darken them now against all acts of mind.’
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But this contrapasso applies far beyond the circle of the avaricious and
prodigal. Many souls in Inferno have been rendered unrecognizable by the
visible manifestation of their sin. Their sins have damaged their person-
hood to such a degree that, until they are identified in some way, they do
not appear as distinct from the others who have sinned as they have.
Rather, they have each become metonymic representations of the sin
itself. They have surrendered their personhood to their sin and are utterly
delimited by that sin.19

One exception to these continual failures of recognition is found in the
encounter with Brunetto Latini. I will discuss that encounter at length in
the chapter that follows, but for the moment, I would like to indicate the
particular ways in which recognition is established here:

Così adocchiato da cotal famiglia,
fui conosciuto da un, che mi prese
per lo lembo e gridò: ‘Qual maraviglia!’

E io, quando ’l suo braccio a me distese,
ficcaï li occhi per lo cotto aspetto,
sì che ’l viso abbrusciato non difese

la conoscenza süa al mio ’ntelletto;
e chinando la mano a la sua faccia,
rispuosi: ‘Siete voi qui, ser Brunetto?’ (Inf. 15, 22–30, emphasis mine)20

Read literally, this encounter would seem to suggest something like
mutual recognition; exceptionally for Inferno, Dante recognizes the person
who has just recognized him. This meeting foreshadows a series of other
personally significant meetings for the poet in the Commedia, such as
those with Forese Donati and Dante’s ancestor, Cacciaguida.21 I will have

19 ‘When a human being fails to recognize another as himself [ . . . ] it is the loss of what
distinguishes the human from the animal: self-awareness, and what is one with it, speech.
Hence the progressive failure of language and communication in the Inferno’ (Christian
Moevs, The Metaphysics of Dante’s ‘Comedy’ (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005),
p. 100). See also Zygmunt G. Barański, ‘Dante’s Biblical Linguistics’, Lectura Dantis, 5
(1989): 105–43.

20 ‘Eyed up and down so closely by this clan, / I now was recognized, as known, by one /
who plucked my hem and cried: “Howmarvellous!” / And I—and he then stretched an arm
towards me— / fixed eyes so keenly through his fire-baked look / that these signed features
could not fend away / my mind from knowing, truly, how he was. / And, reaching down a
hand towards his face, / I answered him: “Brunetto, sir, are you here?” .’

21 On the connections between the meeting with Brunetto and the meeting with
Cacciaguida, see, among others, John Freccero, ‘The Eternal Image of the Father’, in The
Poetry of Allusion: Virgil and Ovid in Dante’s ‘Commedia’, ed. Rachel Jacoff and Jeffrey
Schnapp (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1991), pp. 62–76 and particularly p. 72.
On the similarities between the meetings with Brunetto and Forese, see, for example,
Stefano Giovannuzzi, ‘Brunetto e Francesca in Purgatorio (sul canto XXIV)’, Filologia e
Critica, 22 (1997): 161–85. For Giovannuzzi, ‘Forese è Brunetto Latini, ne è la
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further occasion to address all of these meetings, but here, under the rubric
of recognition, it will suffice to make a couple of observations. First, the
verb used here is not ‘riconoscere’, but ‘conoscere’. While the literal
meaning would seem, on the surface of it, to be the same in this particular
situation, there is a semantic depth to ‘riconoscere’ that ‘conoscere’ lacks.
‘Riconoscere’ has a secondary meaning that lies latent within the primary
meaning, as Ricoeur reminds us: gratitude.22 Second, there is an under-
current of aggression in the ‘conoscere’ that takes place here: ‘’l viso
abbrusciato non difese / la conoscenza süa al mio ’ntelletto.’ Recognition
is an intellectual challenge for Dante at this moment. In the course of each
encounter across the three realms, he acts as a mirror or lens for the
relational system in place within the group that he enters. The mechanism
for reciprocal recognition here is characterized by defence and attack. We
must thus surmise that while this meeting contains some prefatory kernel
to the reciprocal recognitions that happen later in the poem, there is also
something amiss, something that will be recuperated in the meetings with
Forese and Cacciaguida that refer so closely to this one.

In a significant series of infernal encounters, reciprocity is inevitably
linked to violence and vengeance, and mirroring or mimesis appears as
part of the process of what Ricoeur calls a ‘subtle form of misrecognition
that misrecognizes itself. What kind of misrecognition? That of the
original asymmetry between the self and the other, an asymmetry that
mutual reciprocity does not eliminate.’23 The icy pit of Cocytus is
dominated by pairs that illustrate the exasperated extreme of negative
reciprocity. Napoleone and Alessandro degli Alberti appear as:

due sì stretti,
che ’l pel del capo avieno insieme misto.

‘Ditemi, voi che sì strigneti i petti’,
diss’ io, ‘chi siete?’
[ . . . ]

Con legno legno spranga mai non cinse
forte così; ond’ ei come due becchi
cozzaro insieme, tanta ira li vinse. (Inf. 32, 41–4, 49–51)24

metamorfosi’ (p. 170). See also the Durling and Martinez commentary on the episode and
their additional note 10 to vol. II: Purgatorio, 612–14.

22 More on this in section ‘Recognition as Gratitude’ of this chapter. See Ricoeur, The
Course of Recognition, pp. 230, 233, 243.

23 Ricoeur, The Course of Recognition, pp. 259–60.
24 ‘two / embraced so closely that their head hair mixed. / “Go on,” I said, “so tell me

who you are, / straining so tightly, tit to tit.” [ . . . ] To wood wood never has been clamped
so hard / as these two were; and, overwhelmed with ire, / each butted each like any pair of
goats.’
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The harsh poetry of these lines twists syntax to visually and orally render
the anguished and intensely awkward enforced proximity of the brothers,
‘con legno legno spranga mai non cinse’, in which ‘legno’ mirrors and
pushes up against ‘legno’, blocking understanding of the phrase until the
end of the line. Each convinced that he should be superior to his brother,
they are now utterly indistinguishable one from the other, sharing even
the hair upon their heads. Dante thus reveals that this mirroring has led to
the worst form of misrecognition. Each brother has failed to see the true
asymmetry between them, focusing rather on possessions and superficial
differences, thus entering into the trap of non-differentiation.25 In the
same way, Ugolino and Ruggeri are as hat and head, ‘l’un capo a l’altro era
cappello’ (Inf. 32, 126),26 while Ugolino recounts the moment in which,
looking into the faces of his sons, he saw only his own aspect, ‘io scorsi /
per quattro visi il mio aspetto stesso’ (Inf. 33, 56–7).27 Dante too is
drawn into specular pairs. He is asked ‘Perché cotanto in noi ti specchi?’
(Inf. 32, 54)28 and becomes the traitor Bocca’s partner in vengeance,
wrapping his hands in Bocca’s hair and pulling it out in an attempt to
induce him to say his name (Inf. 32, 103–5). In each of these cases, this
sort of mirroring reciprocity leads to blindness, violence, and above all, the
inability to recognize one’s neighbour.

In Purgatorio as well as in Inferno, Dante is unable to recognize souls by
his usual active means of gazing and identifying or distinguishing. If we
think of the encounter with Dante’s friend, Casella, we may note that
Dante does not manage to recognize him by sight, even after Casella
rushes towards him and embraces him. It is not until he hears his voice,
‘soavemente disse ch’io posasse; / allor conobbi chi era’ (Purg. 2, 84–5),29

that he is able to recognize his friend. Dante does not specify what has
changed about his friend’s aspect, but emphasizes only that he is put in the
position of having to wait to hear a familiar voice. In other words,
recognition cannot take place by means of the active mastery of one’s
surroundings. And in Purgatorio there will be no games of attack and
defence. In Purgatorio, Dante waits for the souls he meets to demand his
recognition or to offer up their voices.30 This discrepancy between the

25 For discussion of doubles, mimesis, and non-differentiation see René Girard, Violence
and the Sacred (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1977), chapter 6.

26 ‘one head a headpiece to the one below’.
27 ‘I now could see / on all four faces my own expression’.
28 ‘ “Why eye us so, as though we were your mirror?” ’.
29 ‘Gently, he told me I had better stop. / And then I knew who this was’.
30 The encounter with Manfred is another case in which Dante must be prompted at

length. On recognition in this episode, see Patrick Boyde, Perception and Passion in Dante’s
‘Comedy’ (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), pp. 107–8. Boyde also discusses
the recognition scene with Nino, pp. 109–10.
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independent, active, visual identification that is one common terrestrial
mode, and the purgatorial mutuality that is necessary for recognition is
illustrated in Purgatorio 5:

E io: ‘Perché ne’ vostri visi guati,
non riconosco alcun; ma s’a voi piace
cosa ch’io possa, spiriti ben nati,

voi dite’. (Purg. 5, 58–61, emphasis mine)31

Dante explains his awareness here that his careful visual survey of faces
does not allow for recognition, indicating at the same time his openness to
their requests in the hope he may be able to act in ways beneficial to those
souls. As Susan Stewart puts it: ‘hearing is involuntary, but listening
requires an act of will and the story of the Comedy is the story of the
poet’s growing sense of responsibility and volition towards face to face
meetings’.32

It is likewise important for the penance of the prideful that they
themselves are deprived of the active mastery of recognition of those
around themselves. As Robin Kirkpatrick notes, the souls do not at first
appear to the reader as whole individuals, but rather as the building blocks
of a cathedral.33 Instead of appearing to one another as distinct, they are all
together subsumed into components of something greater than them-
selves. Anna Maria Chiavacci Leonardi notes in this regard that Restoro
d’Arezzo’s Composizione explains that man, unlike all the other animals, is
upright;34 man meets his neighbour face to face. As the prideful presumed
to be above others in life, now they must bow low and see one another as
animals do. The competitive gaze is thus doubly curbed.

Omberto Aldobrandeschi, the first of the prideful souls that engages
Dante, does not manage to see Dante at all, so bent is he under his burden.
Dante’s second interlocutor on this terrace, Oderisi da Gubbio, only just

31 ‘ “I stare into your eyes,” I answered them, / and recognize no single one. Yet you / are
spirits born anew to good. And all / you wish—and I can do—I shall. Please say’ (Purg. 5,
58–61).

32 Susan Stewart, ‘Dante and the Poetry of Meeting’, The American Poetry Review, 35.4
(July/August 2006): 39–42.

33 Robin Kirkpatrick, in the introduction to his translation of Purgatorio (London: Penguin,
2007), xx.

34 See also Vincent of Beauvais, Speculum morale III, vii, 2, cited by John A. Scott in his
lectura of Canto XII in Lectura Dantis Turicensis: Purgatorio, ed. Georges Güntert and
Michelangelo Picone (Florence: Cesati, 2001), pp. 173–97 (p. 175). ‘L’omo, encontr’a tutti
li altri animali, è ritto sù alto’ Composizione I, 1.1, cited in Anna Maria Chiavacci Leonardi
in her note to Purgatorio 12.7.
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barely manages to turn and see Dante, but he still looks upon him from a
lowered state:

Ascoltando chinai in giù la faccia;
e un di lor, non questi che parlava,
si torse sotto il peso che li ’mpaccia,

e videmi e conobbemi e chiamava,
tenendo li occhi con fatica fisi
a me che tutto chin con loro andava.

‘Oh!’ diss’ io lui, ‘non se’ tu Oderisi,
l’onor di Agobbio e l’onor di quell’arte
ch’alluminar chiamata è in Parisi?’

‘Frate’, diss’ elli, ‘più ridon le carte
che pennelleggia Franco Bolognese;
l’onore è tutto or suo, e mio in parte.

Ben non sare’ io stato sì cortese
mentre ch’io vissi, per lo gran disio
de l’eccellenza ove mio core intese’. (Purg. 11, 73–87, emphasis mine)35

Here, Oderisi recognizes Dante only due to the fact that Dante is walking
bent in the same posture as he is. With effort, Oderisi manages to keep his
eyes fixed on Dante. These two meet through strained, sideways gazes.

Dante then not only identifies and names Oderisi, he praises him as the
best illuminator of manuscripts. Oderisi’s response demonstrates both his
healing and his wound.36 I would argue that while there is, undoubtedly,
great change ongoing in Oderisi, we are meant to detect something that
remains troubled in the way in which he names Franco Bolognese. Oderisi
reveals that he thinks his relation with Franco in terms of comparison (‘più
ridon le carte [ . . . ] l’onor è tutto or suo, e mio in parte’).37 The modes of
speech, praise, and of naming others in Paradiso will show that one
person’s fame, glory, or honour does not diminish his neighbour’s. Fran-
co’s honour should not necessarily mean that Oderisi’s honour is lessened.

35 ‘Still listening, I had kept my face bowed low. / And one of them—not he who spoke
these words— / twisted beneath the load that bore him down. / He saw and recognized,
then called to me, / holding his eyes, with effort, firmly fixed / on me, bowed down, who
went along with him. / “Oh! Aren’t you Oderisi?” I replied. / “Great Gubbio’s glory, glory
of that art, / known to Parisians as design-in-light?” / “Dear man,” he said, “those pages
smile far more /that Franco Bolognese smoothly pens. / The honour is all his—and, partly,
mine. / Yet while I lived, I’d not, you may be sure, / have shown such courtesy. My heart’s
desire / was excellence. I yearned for that alone.” ’

36 For Chiavacci Leonardi, ‘questa [ . . . ] terzina già dichiara il cambiamento profondo
avvenuto nell’animo del superbo artista. [ . . . ] A lui infatti, dei tre qui incontrati, Dante
affida la sua propria voce.’ Note on Purg. 11, 84.

37 ‘those pages smile far more / that Franco Bolognese smoothly pens. / The honour is all
his—and, partly, mine.’
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As Vittorio Montemaggi puts it: ‘The lust for artistic glory is for Dante an
example of pride insofar as it brings an individual to assert his own identity
not in relation to, but in contrast with and in negation of, the identity of
others.’38

I would suggest here that the challenge for readers of Dante’s Purgatorio
is that we must find ways to see and give weight to both the healthy and
the damaged impulses that form the speeches of Purgatorio. Oderisi is
generously naming someone else, but he still does so in the mode of
competition and comparison, even if now to his own disadvantage: his
is greater, mine is less. This is a reversal of the earthly ‘mine is more, his is
less’ but does not yet participate in the paradisiacal mode of gratitude as
recognition of the other. In Søren Kirkegaard’s words: ‘In moving beyond
comparison, agape cares for “the person one sees.” ’ In this state, we
recognize the ‘incommensurable character of people’.39 Oderisi has not
yet fully attained a sense of the ultimate particularity of each person, a
particularity that renders each incommensurable from his neighbour.

RECOGNITION AS GRATITUDE

To discuss what the mode of recognition as gratitude would look like,
I will return for a moment to Ricoeur before coming back to Purgatorio by
way of a set of contrasting episodes in Inferno 25 and Paradiso 24 and 25.
Ricoeur considers the practice of the exchange of gifts as a way of
theorizing what mutual recognition would look like, claiming that ‘reci-
procity’, the term so often used to describe the exchange of gifts, can be
problematic. In his delineation of the exchange of gifts, he avoids ‘a logic
of reciprocity that tends to wipe out the interpersonal features that
distinguish what [ . . . ] I have preferred to term mutuality, to distinguish
it from the kind of autonomous circularity attaching to the logical forms of
reciprocity’.40 The emphasis is thus on each partner in the exchange and
on the mutuality of relations between those who exchange gifts, or the
interpersonal features of each constituent part of the exchange, rather than
the systemic ‘big picture’, which may be read as autonomously and
anonymously circular and self-sustaining. Each individual act of gift-giving

38 Montemaggi does not see this in operation in Oderisi’s speech, however, finding there
instead the means of getting beyond this way of thinking. See ‘Dante e Oderisi: L’umiltà
dell’arte, l’umiltà della parola’, in The City and the Book II: The Manuscript, The Illumin-
ation (2002) <http://www.florin.ms/beth3.html#montemaggi>.

39 Cited in Ricoeur, The Course of Recognition, p. 221, from Søren Kirkegaard, Works of
Love, trans. Edna and Howard Hong (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1993).

40 Ricoeur, The Course of Recognition, p. 219.
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entails free choice and the practice of generosity, even the ‘second’ gift, so
often understood to be automatically obligated by the first.41

In Ricoeur’s thought, the first gift becomes a model for the second gift.
The return gift is given in recognition of the generosity of the first giver:
‘gratitude lightens the weight of obligation to give in return and reorients
this toward a generosity equal to the one that led to the first gift’.42 This
brings Ricoeur to the hypothesis that: ‘in the exchange of gifts, social
partners experience actual recognition’.43 A further reminder is particu-
larly relevant to our purposes:

the threat that lies in forgetting this dissymmetry [between social partners]
first calls attention to the irreplaceable character of each of the partners in the
exchange. The one is not the other. We exchange gifts, but not places. The
second benefit of this admission is that it protects mutuality against the
pitfalls of fusional union, whether in love, friendship, or fraternity on a
communal or cosmopolitan scale. A just distance is maintained at the heart
of mutuality, a just distance that integrates respect into intimacy.44

In order to consider Dante’s depictions of artistic glory and artistic
creation and the degree to which this sort of thinking about gratitude in
recognition might be useful for our purposes, it is helpful to examine
Inferno 25 and Paradiso 24 and 25. Inferno 25 cinematically portrays the
very caricature of fusional union. Sinners are fused with serpents in such a
way that they lose their individuality, figuring the ethical opposite of gift
exchange: theft. One onlooker remarks: ‘Omè, Agnel, come ti muti! /
Vedi che già non se’ né due né uno’ (Inf. 25, 68–9).45 A serpent has
attached itself to and into Agnel in a highly sexualized metamorphosis that
recalls Ovidian metamorphoses, something the poet points out baldly:

Taccia di Cadmo e d’Aretusa Ovidio,
ché se quello in serpente e quella in fonte
converte poetando, io non lo ’nvidio;

ché due nature mai a fronte a fronte
non trasmutò sì ch’amendue le forme
a cambiar lor matera fosser pronte. (Inf. 25, 97–102, emphasis mine)46

41 Ricoeur, The Course of Recognition, pp. 229, 233.
42 Ricoeur, The Course of Recognition, pp. 230, 233, 243.
43 Ricoeur, The Course of Recognition, p. 245.
44 Ricoeur, The Course of Recognition, p. 263.
45 ‘ “Ohimé, Agnello, how you change! / Already, look, you’re neither two or one.” ’
46 ‘Ovid, be silent! Less “Cadmus” and “Arethusa”! / In turning verse, these two he may

convert / to snake or stream. I do not envy him. / For he, through metamorphosis, did not /
compose two species, glance on glance, whose forms / disposed themselves exchanging
actual substances.’
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The resulting beast described here is a curious hybrid that is neither dual
in nature nor unified (‘né due né uno’); it is characterized by its negative
properties, by its perversity. Such is the nature of theft; it is an unnatural
fusion of that which is not proper to the individual with that which is,
abandoning that just distance that allows respect to breathe between two
people. The poet here compares his work to Ovid’s, stating that he is
doing something greater than Ovid has ever done. The implication, of
course, is that the poet is, like the thieves featured here, somehow stealing,
using Ovid’s work, even Ovid’s very identity, for his own purposes (in that
‘io non lo ’nvidio’, Ovid’s name is incorporated into Dante’s text, just as
the serpent is incorporated into Agnel).

In the ethical geography of the Commedia, this is the polar opposite
from the practice of mutual gift-giving that would constitute mutual
recognition. The poet reflects and performs infernal modes, making the
sort of comparisons in search of artistic glory that can only be made when
one misrecognizes the dissymmetry of exchange. Ovid and Dante are
incommensurable partners. Ovid’s work could be recognized as a gift
and accepted in gratitude, as it will be in Paradiso.47 But in Inferno 25,
Dante stages the theft of a poetic gift.

Let us compare the articulation of the mode of poetic borrowing in
Paradiso 25 to what we have seen in Inferno 25:48

Tu [James] mi stillasti, con lo stillar suo [David]
ne la pistola poi; sì ch’io son pieno
e in altrui vostra pioggia repluo. (Par. 25, 76–8)49

The liquid imagery follows language employed in the previous canto, in
which Dante looks to Beatrice for a sign ‘perch’ïo spandessi / l’acqua di
fuor del mio interno fonte’ (Par. 24, 55–6).50 In tracing the origins of his
faith, Dante speaks of ‘la larga ploia / de lo Spirito Santo, ch’è diffusa / in
su le vecchie e ’n su le nuove cuoia’ (Par. 24, 91–3).51 Grace flows through
texts and into receptive hearts, issuing forth again in speech and in new
texts, such as the Commedia itself.

47 We might think of Ovid’s Marsyas as invoked in the first canto of Paradiso, a figure
that supplements, feeds, and provides a source of imagery that Dante invokes without
recurring to comparisons with Ovid.

48 On the practice of ‘vertical readings’ such as this one, see George Corbett and Heather
Webb, Vertical Readings in Dante’s ‘Comedy’, ed. George Corbett and Heather Webb
(Cambridge: Open Book Publishers, 2015).

49 ‘Then you in your epistle—as with drops / of dew—distilled my hopes. So I’m full, /
and rain your cooling shower on other lives’.

50 ‘from my deepest inward source, / that I should pour these spreading waters out’.
51 ‘The rain / (so generous!) of the Holy Ghost that flows / between the leathered texts,

both old and new.’
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In Paradiso 25, the verb ‘stillare’ allows the poet to describe the nature
and origins of transmitted virtue that flows forth in the shape of words.
David’s text instilled hope in the pilgrim, as did James’s text. The words
that rain forth from the Commedia here are a potent, three-fold distillation
of the virtue. As readers of the poem, we are thus given a genealogy of the
power of the words that in turn instil themselves within us; these words are
not Dante’s alone; they are the combined product of a flowing current of
hope. Dante’s words contain James’s words as well as David’s words. The
text recognizes, in gratitude, its multiple sources. Such a process implicitly
involves us, as readers of the poem. The sense of a plurality as seamless as a
great river fed by numerous tributaries is rendered in the transition from
the singular ‘suo’ to the plural ‘vostra pioggia’. The properly grateful
recipient is then ‘filled’ with the immenseness of this plurality such that
the gift of hope spills forth from the heart in the manner in which it was
received.

EMBODIED RECOGNITION

Thinking through this notion of gratitude and the relations constructed
by the mutual exchange of gifts, let us return here to the prideful, as Dante
continues to seek to recognize and be recognized as he reconfigures his
own relation to artistic pride.52 It is necessary for Dante, in his ongoing
state of sin, to fully immerse himself in this group. In a sort of correction
of the complete absence of neighbourly relation in the Farinata episode of
Inferno 10, in which Farinata’s proud brow and chest remain unbent after
his neighbour Cavalcanti crumbles to the floor of the tomb that imprisons
him, at the opening of Purgatorio 12 we find the pilgrim bowing low and
going along with Oderisi, in complete unison of posture and step: ‘Di pari,
come buoi che vanno a giogo, / m’andava io con quell’ anima carca’ (Purg.
12, 1–2).53 To find an image to describe the way in which one man may
walk bowed in step with another, the poet has recourse to beasts of
burden.54 The image also describes the necessary patience and attention

52 On canto 12, see János Kelemen, ‘Canto XII: Eyes Down’, in California Lectura
Dantis: Purgatorio, ed. by Allen Mandelbaum, Anthony Oldcorn, and Charles Ross
(Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2008), pp. 119–28.

53 ‘Paired up, like oxen yoked to move as one, / so onward with that burdened soul
I went.’

54 Teodolinda Barolini discusses the asserted humility of this posture in the context of
her argument about the poet’s consciousness of his daring acts of representation here in ‘Re-
Presenting What God Presented: The Arachnean Art of Dante’s Terrace of Pride’, Dante
Studies, 105 (1987): 43–62 (p. 52).
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to the other’s footsteps that a yoke would enforce. The yoke prohibits each
ox from getting ahead of the other.55 But Dante, in this case, freely
chooses every step. He chooses attentiveness to his neighbour’s suffering,
and chooses to mirror that suffering in his own gait and stance. He is, in
this way, recognizing that suffering and this vice as his own. Unlike the
infernal mirrorings, the interpersonal resonance here is fully attentive to
the incommensurable character of people. The yoke image perfectly
depicts both parallel proximity and that just distance that permits respect
and the close observation of the irreplaceable character of the partner.
Mimesis in this case does enable mutual recognition.56

At this point Virgil calls to Dante:

‘Lascia lui e varca;
ché qui è buono con l’ali e coi remi,
quantunque può, ciascun pinger sua barca’;

dritto sì come andar vuolsi rife’ mi
con la persona, avvegna che i pensieri
mi rimanessero e chinati e scemi. (Purg. 12, 4–9)57

The persona here must stand upright and be ready to meet what next
comes forth; his thoughts still bent and humbled, his body ready to bend
again, to respond as necessary. In fact, we see Dante in a fully responsive
state here; he bends with Oderisi, stands at Virgil’s command, and now, as
Virgil tells him: ‘Volgi li occhi in giùe: / buon ti sarà, per tranquillar la via,
/ veder lo letto de le piante tue’ (Purg. 12, 13–15),58 he bends his head
again. The bed for the pilgrim’s feet is made up of stone, engraved with
carvings like those found on floor tombs in churches. If pride is under-
stood as a swelling in these canti, then we must read ‘tranquillar la via’ in
these terms of deflation of that swelling.59 The scenes of death, destruc-
tion, and horrific devastation that are carved here are anything but calming
in the traditional sense. In order to make his journey, Dante must see and
recognize suffering others.

55 Jacopo della Lana, Purg. 12, 1–2.
56 On mimesis as enabling social recognition, see Vittorio Gallese, ‘The Two Sides of

Mimesis: Mimetic Theory, Embodied Simulation, and Social Identification’, in Mimesis
and Science: Empirical Research on Imitation and the Mimetic Theory of Culture and Religion,
ed. Scott R. Garrels (East Lansing, MI: Michigan State University Press, 2011), pp. 87–108
(p. 94).

57 ‘ “Leave him and go beyond. / The best thing is that each here drives along / his craft,
by oar or sail, as best he can.” / I made myself (as, walking, one must do) / in person stand
up straight. And yet my thoughts / remained in me stripped bare, reduced, bowed low.’

58 ‘Just turn your eyes down there. / That will be good for you, to ease the way. / See
there the bed on which your paces rest.’

59 See Chiavacci Leonardi, p. 354, n. 9 and n. 14 on ‘scemo’ and ‘tranquillar’. In Purg.
11, 119, pride is described as a ‘gran tumor’.
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For the reader following Dante’s path through the realm, the pur-
gatorial sequence on the terrace of pride is as follows: first, we see the
bas-reliefs of positive examples of humility, then, second, the penitents
themselves, with their dynamic mixture of positive and negative exem-
plarity, in their speeches that oscillate between recognition of the
problem of the disposition towards vice that troubles them and the
tendency to fall continually into that disposition. Their speeches offer a
vertiginous array of linguistic acts that cry out against the outrage
of their former sin upon the human race and then, a moment
later, exemplify the mental attitude that leads to that sin. After this
often-disorienting experience, we then, third, see the examples of
that sin punished.60 These are not, however, precisely entirely negative
examples, as the sinners in Inferno are, in that the being of each of the
damned perfectly embodies that sin and its most dire consequences.
The examples of sin punished as shown on this terrace of Purgatorio
are, on the other hand, not solely images of famous sinners, but rather
encapsulate the moment of each sinner’s downfall. We see them
precisely in the moment in which they recognize their punishment.
One could argue that the sinners in Inferno do not recognize their
punishment as punishment. They are, in many ways, simply carrying
on as they always did; the permanence of that state is punishment in
itself. I would like to suggest that it is precisely this moment of
recognition featured in these carvings, a moment that then propagates
multiple levels of recognition, that renders these scenes penitentially
effective. These scenes are our final experience of the terrace of pride
and as such are intended to produce lasting effects.

Dante provides us with a key for reading the carvings beneath his feet.
This is a crucial guide, as it would be easy to err here:

Come, perché di lor memoria sia,
sovra i sepolti le tombe terragne
portan segnato quel ch’elli eran pria,

onde lì molte volte si ripiagne
per la puntura de la rimembranza,
che solo a’ pïi dà de le calcagne. (Purg. 12, 16–21)61

60 It is interesting to note that this is the reverse order from what the souls most likely
experience. Bent as they are, they would first see only what is beneath their feet and only
gradually, as they are able to straighten their backs, perceive their neighbours and then the
positive examples on the walls of the terrace.

61 ‘Compare: to serve as some memorial / for those entombed beneath, our earthly
graves / bear signs of what they had been when alive— / at which it often happens that
we weep, / responding to the spur of memories / which only strike the heel of pious
minds.’
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We might be misled in our reading of the carved scenes that follow in two
ways. First, unlike the sinners we meet in Inferno, who have a chance to
make a case for themselves (even if those cases are ultimately revelatory of
their self-delusional state and are thus self-defeating) these sinners are
presented in mute bas-relief sculptures. These bas-reliefs of Purgatorio
12, not endowed with the miraculous visibile parlare of those in
Purgatorio 10, would thus run the risk of being caricatures, stock bad
examples versus the complex three-dimensional sinners of Dante’s hell.
Second, the staging might suggest the resonant traditional notion that
treading on things connotes one’s superiority to such things.

But Dante warns us against both of these errors by emphasizing the
pain that an individual feels upon seeing the likeness of a departed beloved
in stone. He stresses that only the pious feel this pain as a spurring, ‘dà de le
calcagne’. This, then, is a critical semantic key: we are to look at these
images with compassion and compunction. We are to allow ourselves,
even encourage ourselves, to be moved to tears, and, further, to be spurred
on to some sort of action as a result of this emotional response.

Once we place due emphasis on the fact that these carvings, like those
on lapidary stones, are meant to re-enact lived human relations, that they
seek to recreate emotional ties, then the lines that follow may be read with
a double valence: ‘sì vid’ io lì, ma di miglior sembianza / secondo l’artificio’
(Purg. 12, 22–3).62 That ‘sì vid’ io lì’ would serve not only to construct the
comparison, which the ‘come’ in line 16 has already done, but also to
emphasize the mode of seeing. I saw those carvings in that way, with
renewed tears, the memory of connection, and the spurrings of those
remembered relations. The sì and the come also set up the notion of the
importance of simulation. Dante will need to perform a simulation of a
certain emotional experience, and, in so doing, truly enter into that
emotional experience. The implication from the start is that we, as readers,
are asked to do something similar.

And it is precisely here that we find Dante’s acrostic in lines 25 to 63.
The acrostic consists of four tercets that begin with ‘Vedea’, four that
begin with ‘O’, and four that begin with ‘Mostrava’. The sequence
concludes with a tercet that has a first line that begins with ‘Vedea’, a
second line that begins with ‘O’, and a third line that begins with
‘Mostrava’. The lines thus spell VOM or ‘uom’ down the left-hand margin
over 36 lines and then again over three lines.63 The critical history on this
acrostic is a strange one. That is, it seems that no one commented on the

62 ‘[Thus] I now saw carvings there—though finer, far, / considering the hand that
crafted them’ (Purg. 12, 22–3).

63 The letters V and U were interchangeable at this time.
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figure until 1898. But Vittore Branca notes that acrostics were very
popular in fourteenth-century Italy. Two major models for the medieval
use and abuse of the acrostic were the 22 lines of Psalm 118 and the most
famous of all, the Greek acrostic IXTHUS.64 If we look, for example, at a
manuscript such as the Yates Thompson 36 in the British Library, with its
illuminated initials and illustrations by Priamo della Quercia between
1442 and 1450, we may see that, through use of colour, the reader’s eye
would habitually be particularly drawn to verticalities in ways that modern
editions cannot always capture (Figure 3.2).65 I am tempted, therefore, to
imagine not only that Dante meant for the careful reader to find the
acrostic, but that people had seen the acrostic long before 1898, even if we
do not have records of any comments on it.

The lines that comprise the acrostic form a text that asks not only to be
read, but, like the carvings under Dante’s feet that he bends his head to
gaze upon, one that begs to be looked at. The acrostic demands a Gestalt
shift on the part of the reader, an alternating attention to signifier and to
signified. If we are only reading, we don’t see the word as image encoded
in the text. In addition to reading, we must stop and look at the text on the
page in a different way, as a visual image.

But what exactly does the body do, as it effects this transition from
reading to seeing? In order to notice the acrostic, we must, like Dante,
obey Virgil’s instructions and turn our eyes down. We look down the
page. And, in the moment that we perceive that verticality, that new
directionality of the physical space that we have been passively and
habitually navigating with our eyes from left to right, left to right, chances
are that it will not be just our eyes that move. We will stop, turn back to
the left margin and, in order to look from top to bottom, we will most
likely, in that moment of noticing, bend our necks in order to look swiftly
down the sweep of the page. We will literally bow our heads. And in so
doing, we join the choral performance of penitential postures.

With this visual stage direction, the poet reaches out and forces the
reader to stop passively spectating and participate. The receptive reader
thus moves from reading to seeing to performing. Dante’s training in his
previous group work amongst the prideful has provided a model, if we
have followed attentively, for reacting to and with what is before us in the
proper way. We thus bow our heads, along with the prideful and along

64 On the acrostic and the history of its discussion in Dante scholarship, see Scott,
‘Canto XII’, pp. 176–83.

65 The manuscript, including the pages with the acrostic (ff. 85v–86), is visible here:
<http://www.bl.uk/catalogues/illuminatedmanuscripts/record.asp?MSID=6468> [last
accessed 26 June 2015].
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Figure 3.2 Yates Thompson 36, folio with the acrostic of Purgatorio 12: f. 86.
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with Dante and, in so doing, are pulled into the primary action of
penitence. Durling observes that, when it comes to the work of the souls
on the terrace of pride: ‘The practicing of the virtue of humility, then,
involves practicing the bodily postures and gestures that express it even
though at first these may be merely imposed and not understood.’66 The
same would apply to us; it does not matter if we bow our heads because our
eyes are drawn to a visual pattern in the text rather than the urge of a
sudden rush of humility. It seems likely that the penitent souls also, at least
at first, understand their posture as imposed, rather than chosen; we may
think of the ways in which Omberto and Oderisi describe their penance
(‘e qui convien ch’io questo peso porti / per lei, tanto che a Dio si
sodisfaccia [ . . . ] di tal superbia qui si paga il fio’ (Purg. 11, 70–1; 88)).67

The first thing is to take on the posture; the proper state of mind and spirit
will, eventually, follow. Pascal’s wager or the tenets of behavioural therapy
would suggest the same: go through the motions and the mind will follow.
In Jean Gerson’s fifteenth-century formulation, ‘souls follow bodies’.68

This posture is fundamental for reading and viewing in the proper
mode. The scenes of famous prideful people falling from grace that appear
here could incite precisely that sense of pride as taking pleasure in the
other’s downfall for the sake of our own comparative height and glory if
we were still prey to pride. But having followed Dante as he walked bowed
over with the others, having been initiated into the group through our
own bowing, and as we see and participate in this greater fall of man
inscribed over the list with our heads indeed bowed, we are invited to view
each individual fall in the mode of identification, not in the mode of
spectators who gaze upon the potentially pleasurable spectacle of the fallen
neighbour. We see ourselves, if all has gone right, as one of this group of
people being cast down, of sufferers who fall. Just as UOM is spelled out
across these lines, our human condition is written over each of these
individual cases. This is not only a series of particular cases. Together
(and they must be read together), they constitute a universal human
history of pride and the inevitable fall inherent in that pride. Pride is a
characteristically human tendency, even as it diminishes our humanity. As
we see this, as we readers recognize this, we participate, in compassion, in
their fall. And in so doing, we begin to take note of, and to heal the
wounds that pride has inflicted upon our persons.

66 Durling, Purgatorio, Additional Note 6, p. 605.
67 ‘Because of this, till God is satisfied, / I need must bear this weight among the dead

[ . . . ] For arrogance like this one pays a fee.’
68 Jean Gerson, De mystica theologia pratica, in Jean Gerson: Early Works, On Mystical

Theology, Second Treatise, trans. Brian Patrick McGuire (New York: Paulist Press, 1998),
p. 293.
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REINTERPRETING SUFFERING

Durling and Martinez note that this acrostic seems to refer to the
alphabetical acrostics of Lamentations and particularly chapter 3, in
which each letter begins a verse three times.69 Martinez has studied the
importance of Lamentations for Dante across his oeuvre, from the
city as widow in the wake of Beatrice’s death in the Vita nuova on,
but particularly in the Purgatorio. I would suggest that this tone
of lament and weeping as a stage of penitence is crucial to reading
the acrostic in the appropriate mode. Lamentations, chapter 3, tells the
story of reinterpreting suffering, moving from the articulation of pro-
found despair in the face of the sufferings that God has set upon
man to a striking turn effected through memory, in which the prophet
finds hope. From this hope comes a sequence of realizations, including
the realization that God has not willingly afflicted men, nor has He cast
them off. The prophet recognizes man’s guilt as responsible for his
sufferings.70

This is certainly a story of reinterpretation that is fundamental to
Purgatorio. We might recall here the passage cited earlier from canto 10,
when Dante describes the extremity of the suffering of the prideful, but
then urges his reader to contemplate the finiteness of that suffering and the
ways in which our knowledge of that endpoint should allow us to
reinterpret what we see:

Non attender la forma del martìre:
pensa la succession; pensa ch’al peggio
oltre la gran sentenza non può ire. (Purg. 10, 109–11)71

69 Durling andMartinez note this reference in their edition of Purgatorio, gloss on Purg. 12,
25–63. See also Ronald L. Martinez, ‘Mourning Beatrice: The Rhetoric of Threnody in the
Vita nuova’, MLN, 113 (1998): 1–29 and Martinez, ‘Lament and Lamentations in Purgatorio
and the Case of Dante’s Statius’, Dante Studies, 115 (1997): 45–88. Martinez argues that
Lamentations characterize the very tone of Purgatorio.

70 ‘ZAI memoria memor ero et tabescet in me anima mea’ (‘Zain. I will be mindful and
remember, and my soul shall languish within me’) (Lam. 3:20).

‘ZAI hoc recolens in corde meo ideo sperabo’ (‘Zain. These things I shall think over in
my heart, therefore will I hope’) (Lam. 3:21).

‘CAPH non enim humiliavit ex corde suo et abiecit filios hominis’ (‘Caph. For he hath
not willingly afflicted, nor cast off the children of men’) (Lam. 3:33).

‘NUN nos inique egimus et ad iracundiam provocavimus idcirco tu inexorabilis es’
(‘Nun. We have done wickedly, and provoked thee to wrath: therefore thou art inexorable’)
(Lam. 3:42).

71 ‘Don’t dwell upon the form their sufferings take. / Think of what follows, and that,
come the worst, / it can’t go on beyond the Judgment Day.’
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As we view the acrostic, we are invited to suffer with the sinners and
recognize our own guilt. By recognizing that guilt and our participation in
the sin they have come to exemplify, we ensure that our own suffering is
finite and not eternal. Something different will follow this present state.

Many critics have shown particular hostility to the acrostic, to the
degree of denying its existence.72 And when acknowledged, the acrostic
has often been criticized as an example of excessive artifice. I would argue
the opposite; Dante takes up here the very notion of artifice to recast one
of his earlier acts of artistic pride in a new scriptural mode that celebrates
humility and the recognition of human failings. Chiavacci Leonardi notes
that the acrostic is something of a sestina, as Dante constructed that form
in his earlier rime petrose.73 There are 36 lines plus the three-line recap-
itulation that reuses the initial words of the preceding lines, exactly like the
sestina ‘Al poco giorno e al gran cerchio d’ombra’. This sestina was
adapted from Arnaut Daniel’s model as Dante took up the challenge of
a form celebrated as one of the most difficult. Dante followed that with a
double sestina, ‘Amor, tu vedi ben che questa donna’, in which he further
elaborated and complicated the sestina into a double sestina, creating a
dense and self-referential fabric of repeated words. At the end of the
double sestina, Dante boasts:

Canzone, io porto ne la mente donna
tal che, con tutto ch’ella mi sia petra,
mi dà baldanza, ond’ogni uom mi par freddo:
sì ch’io ardisco a far per questo freddo
la novità che per tua forma luce,
che non fu mai pensata in alcun tempo. (Rime 8: 61–6)74

He has surpassed the master of difficult poetry; he has created something
utterly new, a cold, diamantine structure that has never been thought
before.75

72 Paolo Savj-Lopez called it an effect of chance. Attilio Momigliano condemned it as
‘one of the worst examples of Dante’s constructed artifices [ . . . ] artistically useless or even
damaging’. See Scott’s summary of critical reception, ‘Canto XII’, pp. 176–83.

73 Chiavacci Leonardi, introductory note for Purgatorio XII.
74 ‘Song, I carry in my mind a lady / such that, for all that she is stone to me, / gives me

boldness, so that all men seem cold to me: / so that I dare to make, with this cold / the novelty
that shines through your form, / that has never been thought before.’ Dante Alighieri, Rime,
ed. Domenico de Robertis (Florence: Casa Editrice Le Lettere, 2002).

75 For more on these issues in the rime petrose, see Heather Webb, ‘ “Per core un
marmo”: Dante’s Stone Cold Rhymes’, Dante Studies, 121 (2003): 149–67. For a close
examination of the relationships between the petrose and the Commedia, see Robert Durling
and Ronald Martinez, Time and the Crystal: Studies in Dante’s Rime Petrose (Berkeley, CA:
University of California Press, 1990).
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How striking, now, on the terrace of the prideful, to see the sestina, one
particularly notable monument to Dante’s pride as artist, written at a
moment in which Dante sought explicitly to surpass another poet, turned
backwards. The sestina places the repeated words at the end of the line,
effectively petrifying the rhyme and freezing content into a series of
repetitive and centripetal images. Here, in the retrospective mode of
Purgatorio, the repeated word is at the beginning of the line, taking up
the model of Lamentations 3. We thus start from the same point each time
the word is repeated, but move into the diversity of terza rima at the end of
each line. The conjugation of sestina turned backwards on the model of
Lamentations results in a powerful bit of poetry that explodes the very
notion of artifice as hubris and recasts art, structure, and composition as
meditative repetition designed to showcase personal difference within the
examples embedded there and potentially to guide a heartfelt act of
penitence.

Rather than freezing content, these lines give the poet space to deftly
cast dynamic portraits of acts in their most expressive moment of the
realization of destruction. Unlike the visibile parlare of Purgatorio 10, in
which entire dialogues seem to unfold from the carvings in extended
narration, the economy of these three-line portraits is extraordinary. The
emotional density of this restricted textual space conveys a truth that, it
seems to me, would clearly sweep away another possible misreading of the
acrostic. That is, that we are meant to feel only pleasure in the just
punishment of these sinners.

John Scott’s lectura of Purgatorio XII for the Lectura Dantis Turicensis
cites Inferno 20, 28, ‘Qui vive la pietà quand’ è ben morta’76 to state that
the spectacle of the punished sinners should inculcate hate and disdain
towards the sin.77 But perhaps the infernal mode of dead pietà could be
revised here. I would shift the emphasis to say that it is only through pietà
and through recognition of ourselves in these sinners that we may learn to
move beyond the sin. Dante, and by extension, the reader, is warned not
to nourish excessive pietà for the sinners in Inferno because the damned
have not recognized either their sin or their punishment. But there is
something quite different in viewing these engraved sinners, so often
portrayed in the moment of recognizing and suffering their punishment.

I would go so far as to argue that these lines constitute a series of
opportunities that are deliberately set for the reader. Can we recognize the
acrostic? Can we take the practice of humility upon ourselves and bend
our proud necks? Can we recognize ourselves in the sinners who realize

76 ‘Here pity lives where pity’s truth is dead’ (Inf., 20, 28).
77 Scott, ‘Canto XII’.
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that they are being punished for their sins? The acrostic, with its link to
Lamentations, offers a hidden key for interpretation. Without it, we risk
reading in the mode of pride and taking pleasure in the fact that our
neighbour’s downfall places him beneath our feet. But with that key in our
hands, we are encouraged to read in the mode of humility, weeping, and,
above all, recognition of our own guilt.

The four tercets that begin with ‘Vedea’—‘I saw’—put the emphasis on
Dante’s active gaze and mastery of what he sees. This section is followed
by four tercets that begin with ‘O’—emphasizing the emotive reaction to
what is seen. Dante is no longer fully in control; the images force a strong
response that thrusts him back from the position of identifying what he
sees to grappling with the image. He is fully affectively engaged. This
section is followed by four tercets that begin with ‘Mostrava’—‘I was
shown’—in which the emphasis lies on what the stone shows and what the
viewer passively receives. I saw, I reacted, I was shown. The importance of
the sequence in this process is made visual in the last tercet of the series
that recapitulates the sequence, with a line beginning ‘Vedea’, a line
beginning ‘O’, and the third beginning with ‘Mostrava’. Giulio Marzot
suggests that the ‘Vedea’ and the ‘Mostrava’ sequences trigger moral
judgement and a sense of satisfaction in the victory of good over evil,
but that the ‘O’ sequences, with their exclamation, rather than exposition,
suggest compassion towards those who have been punished so terribly for
their guilt or weakness.78 I would suggest that, rather than thinking of the
‘O’ sequence as exceptional, we must consider a full trajectory from a
mastery of active vision at first to a receptive state of allowing oneself to be
shown, with the emotional ‘O’ sequence as a turning point or fulcrum on
that trajectory from one mode to another. To put it in Ricoeur’s terms of
the trajectory of recognition from active to passive/mutual: I recognize;
I react; I am recognized as participant. The movement from ‘I saw’ to ‘I
was shown’ suggests that Dante gradually realizes that this is not a game of
identifying famous sinners, but rather that he is being shown something
particularly relevant to him. He is personally recognized as a sinner and
thus shown his individual participation in these scenes. The images are
placed in six pairs along with one final image that encompasses the whole
trajectory. Each pair consists of two scenes that appear one alongside the
other, scenes from the Bible on one side and scenes from pagan mythology
on the other side.

Here we are required to recognize and focus our attention on individ-
uals within this vast and general history, and to identify with them as

78 Giulio Marzot, ‘Canto XII’, in Lectura Dantis Scaligera: Purgatorio, ed. Mario
Marcazzan (Florence: Le Monnier, 1967), pp. 407–33 (pp. 418–19).
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persons, quite beyond their inclusion within a general category of vice. In
the ‘Vedea’ sequence, we might particularly note the portrait of Nimrod,
who was understood by patristic tradition to be the architect of the tower
of Babel:

Vedea Nembròt a piè del gran lavoro
quasi smarrito, e riguardar le genti
che ’n Sennaàr con lui superbi fuoro. (Purg. 12, 34–6)79

There is a double or even triple gaze in this tercet: Dante looks upon
Nimrod who is looking upon the people around him, ‘smarrito’ as he
recognizes what he has done and as he realizes that the outcome of his
work has been his estrangement from all those that surround him. (On
another level, we as readers gaze upon Dante gazing upon Nimrod, gazing
upon his people.) If this tercet seems ambiguous as to the degree to which
we are to judge or identify with Nimrod’s deflated state, it is helpful to
compare this very human depiction of Nimrod with his monstrous
appearance in Inferno 30, shouting:

‘Raphèl maì amècche zabì almi’,
cominciò a gridar la fiera bocca,
cui non si convenia più dolci salmi. (Inf. 31, 67–9)80

There is no compassion in hell for this bestial giant who has lost the
particularly human attribute of speech. In Purgatory, he has been trans-
formed into an example relevant to human salvation. His visibly deflated
pride can serve to calm the pride of the viewer. In order to have this
exemplary effect, the viewer must be able to identify with Nimrod.

In the ‘O’ sequence, as Marzot suggests, we find the greatest appeal to
our sense of compassion in its literal sense of co-suffering. And again, as in
the overall acrostic, the text does something visual, in this case in its
syntax, to enable our participation and identification in the images
described:

O Nïobè, con che occhi dolenti
vedea io te segnata in su la strada,
tra sette e sette tuoi figliuoli spenti! (Purg. 12, 37–9, emphasis mine)81

79 ‘Mark this, I saw, beneath the tower he’d made, / Nimrod, as in confusion. All the
tribe / of Shinar—[that had been] arrogant as him—gazed on.’

80 ‘ “Raphèl maì amècche zabì almi,” / so screaming it began, that fearsome mouth, /
unfit to utter any sweeter psalm.’

81 ‘Ah! Niobe I saw. With grieving eyes, / I traced your outline carved within that road, /
among your children—seven, then seven—slain.’
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That ‘con che occhi dolenti / vedea io te segnata’ is deliberately ambigu-
ous, placing the ‘io’ directly alongside ‘te’ in the line immediately follow-
ing ‘occhi dolenti’, causing the reader to ask whose are the ‘occhi dolenti’?
Dante’s? Niobe’s? They must be both. Again, as in the case of Nimrod,
Niobe gazes upon the devastation her pride has wrought. We catch her in
the moment of utmost suffering, a moment that we might usefully gloss
from Lamentations 3:

Nun. We have done wickedly, and provoked thee to wrath: therefore thou
art inexorable. [ . . . ] Samech. Thou hast covered in thy wrath, and hast
struck us: thou hast killed and hast not spared. (42–3)82

The example of Arachne is oriented in the same way:

O folle Aragne, sì vedea io te
già mezza ragna, trista in su li stracci
de l’opera che mal per te si fé. (Purg. 12, 43–5, emphasis mine)83

Again we find that visual and aural proximity of the ‘io’ and the ‘te’ that
serves to bring Dante and the figure that he is viewing into close, even
intimate, relation. In the same way, as we navigate the ‘io te’ with our gaze,
we readers are called to identify in the same terms of proximity with
Arachne, who is still human enough, in the midst of her transformation
into a spider, to have sad eyes as she gazes upon the rags that are all that
remain of her glorious and rebellious art.84 Like Nimrod and Niobe, she is
given an opportunity to see the consequences of what she has done, to
fully recognize the waste and futility of her pride. This is not given to the
souls in Inferno, by contrast. They fail to recognize the consequences of
their actions as they dedicate themselves to exculpatory narratives that
cancel out, elide, or reveal their blindness to their responsibility for their
own suffering and the suffering of those around them.

But here lies the tragedy of the acrostic scenes; they are truly tragic in
the sense that they are pre-Christian and therefore this realization or
revelation of their sin and its effects does not serve the sinners in the
least. After the advent of Christ, a moment such as this could have been
adequate for the sinner to repent and find salvation. Purgatorio hosts many

82 ‘NUN. Nos inique egimus, et ad iracundiam provocavimus; idcirco tu inexorabilis es.
SAMECH. Operuisti in furore, et percussisti nos; occidisti, nec pepercisti.’

83 ‘Ah! Mad Arachne, how I saw you there / half-turned to spider and the work in shreds
/ which, once attempted, brought you so much harm.’

84 On Dante’s identification with Arachne, and the continued ‘transgressions’ of the
poet, as he embeds his visual art into his depiction of God’s art, see the chapter ‘Arachne,
Argus, and St. John: Transgressive Art in Dante and Ovid’, in Teodolinda Barolini, Dante
and the Origins of Italian Literary Culture (New York: Fordham University Press, 2006),
pp. 158–74.
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sinners who lived sinfully until a certain moment revealed to them
something that they had not previously recognized, until they come face
to face with the emptiness of their own pretensions. We might think, here,
of Provenzan Salvani, a penitent on the same terrace as Omberto and
Oderisi, whose pride was violently deflated when he realized that he could
not save his friend through his influence or power, but must simply don a
beggar’s garb and sit in the piazza begging, trembling in every vein from
the magnitude of this shame, this redemption (Purg. 11, 133–8).

But all of the scenes that appear here, whether mythological or biblical,
belong to a pre-Christian world and so the realization of wrong on the part
of these sinners does not serve them. Quite the opposite, in fact; it
increases their suffering as they realize the futility of what they have
done. This renders the examples all the more poignant for the viewer,
and the poet intends this poignancy to touch the reader as well. Their
realizations can serve us: if we follow their gaze, we can share in their
recognition of a truth. The text of Lamentations 3 insists upon the
redemption that can come from suffering when it is willingly shouldered
and viewed in a broader perspective that sees something beyond this
temporary suffering:

Jod. He shall put his mouth in the dust, if so be there may be hope.
Jod. He shall give his cheek to him that striketh him, he shall be filled with
reproaches.
Caph. For the Lord will not cast off for ever.
Caph. For if he hath cast off, he will also have mercy, according to the
multitude of his mercies. (29–32)85

For the sinners engraved on the stones, there is no hope. But for Dante,
and potentially for his readers, hope is found in compassion. Identification
with these moments of realization, when embedded in the text in this
scriptural frame of form and reference, offers a potent penitential recipe.
The teachings of mythology and Lamentations are brought to new life in
the Christian Purgatory, promising the penitents that they can take up an
opportunity that the sinners whose images form the foundation of their
pathway did not have.

The basis of this mode of seeing possibility consists in looking in
humility and recognizing the personal suffering portrayed there against
the backdrop of the universal human condition. Dante emphasizes the
humility necessary for such vision when he describes his physical mode of

85 ‘JOD. Ponet in pulvere os suum, si forte sit spes. JOD. Dabit percutienti se maxillam:
saturabitur opprobriis. CAPH. Quia non repellet in sempiternum Dominus. CAPH. Quia
si abjecit, et miserebitur, secundum multitudinem misericordiarum suarum.’
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looking: ‘Morti li morti e i vivi parean vivi: / non vide mei di me chi vide il
vero, / quant’ io calcai, fin che chinato givi’ (Purg. 12, 67–9, emphasis
mine).86 Dante sees more truly in part because of the pose he adopts as he
looks. To see the ‘true’ events, or the real events in person, might in fact
mean seeing less truly if we do not look, if we do not see, from a bowed
perspective. In short, we may not perceive things in the right way if we do
not turn our attention to our neighbour through the frame of shared
suffering: ‘Or superbite, e via col viso altero, / figliuoli d’Eva, e non chinate
il volto / sì che veggiate il vostro mal sentero!’ (Purg. 12, 70–2).87 Physical
posture and spiritual attitude are explicitly merged here; the erect stance of
pride does not permit the individual to see. It is a kind of blindness that
causes the individual to lose sight of the path he or she is meant to take.

We might hypothesize that the placement of these scenes as the final
experience of the terrace of pride is intended precisely to stimulate the
recognition of individual guilt as source of suffering. This is what Dante
must achieve in Purgatory. Dante finally, fully, recognizes his own guilt as
the source of his suffering in the wake of Beatrice’s accusation in Purga-
torio 31:

Tanta riconoscenza il cor mi morse,
ch’io caddi vinto; e quale allora femmi,
salsi colei che la cagion mi porse. (Purg. 31, 88–90, emphasis mine)88

It is possible to consider this fainting episode as a symbolic death for
Dante, but unlike the sinners he sees in Purgatorio 12, he is subsequently
rebaptized and reborn; such is the prodigious gift that Christ has offered.
In gratitude, Dante wishes to bestow a gift upon his reader: the tools that
might lead to the reader’s rebirth in recognition of her own guilt and in
recognition of the gifts that she has been offered.

Gratitude is what the journey tends towards: when Dante sees Beatrice
in her place in the Empyrean, he is able to finally recognize her as person
in the fullness of gratitude:

di tante cose quant’ i’ ho vedute,
dal tuo podere e da la tua bontate
riconosco la grazia e la virtute. (Par. 31, 82–4, emphasis mine)89

86 ‘The dead seemed dead, the living seemed alive. / And all I trod upon—bowed low—I
saw / far truer than had those who’d seen it true.’

87 ‘Strut on, you sons of Eve, with head held high. / Display your pride, and do not bend
your face / to see the errors of your evil way!’

88 ‘It gnawed my heart—the consciousness of this— / that, overwhelmed, I fell. What
I became, / she knows who is the cause of why I did.’

89 ‘The inward strength and grace of everything / I since have seen has come to me,
I know [recognize], / through you, your goodness and your grace and power.’
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Recognition here is precisely the acceptance of a gratuitous and entirely
generous gift in humility.

FROM RECIPROCITY TO THE ACCEPTANCE
OF THE GRATUITOUS

As in the case of the first encounter with the prideful, Dante has difficulty
recognizing the envious penitents as persons. Virgil must remind Dante to
look for shades in the landscape before him:

‘Ma ficca li occhi per l’aere ben fiso,
e vedrai gente innanzi a noi sedersi’
[ . . . ]

Allora più che prima li occhi apersi;
guarda’mi innanzi, e vidi ombre con manti
al color de la pietra non diversi. (Purg. 13, 43–8)90

In this case, the appearance of the shades would seem to have a demon-
strative function for Dante that exceeds the parameters of penitential
utility for the shades themselves; since the shades have been blinded,
this camouflage has meaning only for those who look upon them. For
the second time, Dante has the task of distinguishing shade from stone, as
he (and the reader with him) is dramatically shown the ways in which sin
de-personifies the individual.

The envious on the second terrace lean shoulder to shoulder against one
another:

Di vil ciliccio mi parean coperti,
l’un sofferia l’altro con la spalla,
e tutti da la ripa eran sofferti.

Così li ciechi a cui la roba falla,
stanno a’ perdoni a chieder lor bisogna,
e l’uno il capo sopra l’altro avvalla,

perché ’n altrui pietà tosto si pogna,
non pur per lo sonar de le parole,
ma per la vista che non meno agogna. (Purg. 13, 58–66)91

90 ‘But fix your eyes intently through the air. / You’ll see some people sitting there ahead
[ . . . ]. My eyes far wider than before, I looked / and saw in front of us a group of shades, /
their cloaks in hue no different from the rock.’

91 ‘A poor hair shirt appeared to blanket each. / Each suffered the other to lean against
his side, / and all were suffered by the cliff. In that same way, the blind, for lack of things, /
stand begging for their needs on Pardon Days, / the head of one bent low above the next, /
to gain from others pity for their plight / not only through the sound of their sad words / but
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These penitents huddle together as they insisted on standing apart from
their neighbours in life. Their reforming posture functions, in other
words, to counteract their attitude of envy. It entails a reversal of the
sinful habit, for by Dante’s definition one who envies ‘è chi podere, grazie,
onore e fama / teme di perder perch’ altri sormonti, / onde s’attrista sì che
’l contrario ama’ (Purg. 17, 118–20).92 Rather than take pleasure in seeing
the other cast lower than themselves, the penitents must instead support
their neighbours, must physically hold their neighbours in place.93 As
these envious souls are not yet fully healed, the huddled posture that puts
each into a position of sustaining the neighbour while they themselves are
sustained must be a key source of what Forese will call ‘pena, e dovria dire
sollazzo’ (Purg. 23, 72).94 The image of the stitched eyelids of the envious
is so visceral that we tend to focus our attention on that aspect of the
‘pena’, but if we consider the modality of relation that is formulated by
actively taking pleasure in one’s neighbour’s downfall, we must conclude
that this work of supporting the neighbour’s shoulder is taxing indeed. In
fact, the phrasing ‘l’un sofferia l’altro con la spalla’ (Purg. 13, 59),95

indicates a kind of grudging submission; the souls are, to some extent,
each ‘suffering’ the invasive presence and awkward proximity of the other.
Other instances of sofferire/soffrire in the Commedia attest to the fact that
the verb can mean tolerating or enduring rather than supporting or
sustaining something, as in the example of God patiently waiting out
Clement V’s short tenancy as pope: ‘Ma poco poi sarà da Dio sofferto / nel
santo officio’ (Par. 30, 145).96

The first task for Dante is to look intensely enough to see the shades as
distinct from stone; the second task is to recognize individuals amongst
them, pressed as they are against one another, camouflaged to blend not
only into the stone, but into one another. This second level of recognition
comes forth only through dialogue and the keen attention of each of the
two interlocutors to the state of the other. When Dante perceives the
stitched eyelids of the envious, he feels tears of compassion drawn forth
from his own eyes in response: ‘per li occhi fui di grave dolor munto’

also through the sight, which ached no less.’ (I have altered Kirkpatrick’s translation here to
emphasize literal meaning.)

92 ‘Then, some will fear that, if another mounts, / they’ll lose all honour, fame and grace
and power, / so, grieving at success, love what it’s not.’

93 Jacopo della Lana comments: ‘Cioè, per amore di carità sofferma l’un l’altro, che è
contrario ad attristarsi del prossimo.’ Comment on Purgatorio 13, 59–60.

94 ‘pain. Rightly, I should say solace.’
95 ‘Each let the other lean against his side’.
96 ‘God will not suffer him long / in that sacred role.’ (I have adapted Kirkpatrick’s

translation here to emphasize literal meaning.)
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(Purg. 13, 57).97 He feels shame in his freedom of gaze: ‘A me pareva,
andando, fare oltraggio, / veggendo altrui, non essendo veduto’ (Purg. 13,
73–4).98 Mutuality of recognition seems impossible here. But the envious
are, above all, sharp observers of those who surround them, a pattern of
their vice that can, ultimately, be transformed into different forms of
attention to others. How is it, for example, that Sapia can tell that Dante’s
eyes are unbound: ‘Ma tu chi se’, che nostre condizioni / vai dimandando,
e porti li occhi sciolti, / sì com’io credo, e spirando ragioni?’ (Purg. 13,
130–2).99 She has heard him breathing; has she also heard him blink?100

Sapia tells her story, asking ‘che a’ miei propinqui tu ben mi rinfami’
(Purg. 13, 150).101 Thus far, we seem to have a series of elements that
point towards a logic of strict reciprocity: Dante feels guilt because he can
see while these penitents cannot; Sapia tells her story at Dante’s request, a
tale that contains the hermeneutics of salvation encoded within it, and
thus full of value for Dante and his readers; Sapia asks that in exchange,
Dante re-establish her good name with her relatives, so that they may pray
for her, and advance her more swiftly through Purgatorio. This all sounds
rather neat and even. In Inferno as well, souls agree to tell their story on the
condition that Dante speak their names in the world above. We might
think, for instance of Inferno 16: ‘fa che di noi a la gente favelle’ (85).102

Of course, in the wake of the Commedia, discussions of Guido Guerra,
Tegghiaio Aldobrandi, and Iacopo Rusticucci have gravitated around their
categorization as sodomites. By dint of their placement, their names are
eternally subsumed to their sin. In Purgatorio, by contrast, there is a
different basis for the exchange of names and stories. Souls in Purgatory
can pray for the living, and can benefit from the prayers of the living. They
are, furthermore, not ever fully confined, in terms of identity, to the
terrace on which we encounter them. Their presence is imbued with a
sort of dynamism that reminds us constantly that they are destined for
other places. We thus discern the kernel of grace or gratitude that is
necessary to fruitfully seed such exchange.

97 ‘I spurted from my eyes the milk of grief. ’
98 ‘Tome, it seemed an outrage to walk by / seeing those others who did not see me’ (Purg.

13, 73–4).
99 ‘But who are you, to make your way around here / inquiring as to us—with, still, I’m

sure, / your eyes unbound, and breathing when you speak?’ (Purg. 13, 130–2).
100 Robin Kirkpatrick, ‘Purgatorio 13’, in Lectura Dantis Andreapolitana, ed. Claudia

Rossignoli and Robert Wilson (Notre Dame, IN: Notre Dame University Press,
forthcoming).

101 ‘Make my name good for those most near to me’ (Purg. 13, 150).
102 ‘then do, we beg you, speak of us to others’.
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Embedded within Sapia’s narrative is an element that lifts her dialogue
with Dante beyond the notion of reciprocal exchange:

Pace volli con Dio in su lo stremo
de la mia vita; e ancor non sarebbe
lo mio dover per penitenza scemo,

se ciò non fosse, ch’a memoria m’ebbe
Pier Pettinaio in sue sante orazioni,
a cui di me per caritate increbbe. (Purg. 13, 124–9)103

Pier Pettinaio’s gift is utterly unexpected and perfectly gratuitous. Dante
does not explain why the saintly comb-seller should remember this
haughty noblewoman and thus we must presume that this is a gift of
perfect grace. It is this element that transforms the ethics of reciprocity in
Dante’s dialogue with Sapia into an ethics of gratitude. Pier Pettinaio’s
prayers become a model that shines forth from what is otherwise an often
troubled, and troubling, narrative. Robin Kirkpatrick’s discussion of
courtesy suggests a way of thinking further about this exchange:

Courtesy involves in the second place a specific relationship between indi-
viduals. In the bond of courtesy, individuals will be governed, not as in
political relationships by the law, but rather by an awareness of their
standing, each to each, within that bond, and also by the benefits that
each bestows, as best he may, upon the other.104

This begins with the proper attention to the presence of an individual
being and to that person’s non-replaceable character. It is recognition of
that person’s difference from myself that permits me to bestow benefits
upon that person.

We witness Sapia working on this mode of attention to others by
awareness of the benefits that she may bestow upon others not only in
her exchange with Dante, but also through the relationships that she
physically constructs with her neighbours. By leaning her head against
her neighbour’s head, ‘l’uno il capo sopra l’altro avvalla’ (Purg. 13, 63),105

Sapia works to correct the pose of defiance that her startling tale evokes:
‘veggendo la caccia, / letizia presi a tutte altre dispari, / tanto ch’io volsi in
sù l’ardita faccia, / gridando a Dio: “Omai più non ti temo!”’ (Purg. 13,

103 ‘Then, coming to the utmost edge of life, / I sought my peace with God. And even
now, / my dues would not, in penance, have been paid / had I not been remembered in the
prayers / that Peter Pettinaio so devoutly made / in heartfelt charity on my behalf.’

104 Robin Kirkpatrick, ‘The Principle of Courtesy in the Convivio and the Comedy’,
Italian Studies, 35 (1981): 25–30 (p. 26).

105 ‘The head of one bent low above the next.’
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119–22).106 Her thrown-back head is further parodied in what must be a
slow, docile upward motion of the chin when Sapia becomes aware of
Dante’s presence and turns her sightless attention towards him: ‘Tra l’altre
vidi un’ombra ch’aspettava / in vista; e se volesse alcun dire “Come?”, / lo
mento a guise d’orbo in sù levava’ (Purg. 13, 100–2).107 The restorative, if
deliberately awkward, leaning posture indicated by the phrase ‘l’uno il capo
sopra l’altro avvalla’ also renders a sense of what the extreme consequences
of invidia might be as it recalls that similar phrase in Inferno 32 describing
Ugolino’s horrible cannibalistic proximity to Ruggieri, ‘l’un capo a l’altro
era cappello’ (Inf. 32, 126).108 Sapia’s starkly individual voice stands out
amongst her neighbours whose proximity she must bear until that uncom-
fortable dependent closeness is no longer uncomfortable.109 Through her
symmetrical mirroring of her neighbour, she will gradually come to recog-
nize her neighbour’s incommensurable character.

THE HUMAN CONDITION AND
THE PARTICULAR PERSON

On the terrace of the gluttons, a particularly notable process of recognition
takes place.110 While it follows a similar pattern to the sequences I have
just described for the proud and the envious as Dante perceives them,
there is a singular focus on the recognition of an individual of personal
importance to Dante here. Piero Boitani has argued that recognition is, in
fact, the dominant theme of the encounter with Forese, and that it is
through the recognition scene that we understand the importance of
reminiscence (a rediscovery or re-cognition of the past, and, in this case,
of past poetry—the tenzone exchanged between them) to Purgatorio.111

What I would like to focus on is not the palinodic character of the scene,
but rather, the ways in which the meeting with Forese illuminates our

106 ‘And, seeing them hunted, / sheer happiness seized me, beyond compare, / so great
I turned my reckless face on high, yelling at God: “I’ll fear you never more!” ’

107 ‘Among the rest, I saw a shadow seem / to wait as though to say to me, “Well, how?”
/ tilting its chin up as the sightless do.’

108 ‘one head a headpiece to the one below’.
109 Chiavacci Leonardi notes that Sapia is one of the most intense characters of the

entire Purgatorio, with a strength of personality characteristic of infernal souls (p. 376).
110 Giuseppe Mazzotta notes that Purgatorio contains many examples of ‘concrete

existential communion, fleeting encounters and recognitions’. See Mazzotta, ‘Communitas
and its Typological Structure’, in his Dante, Poet of the Desert: History and Allegory in the
‘Divine Comedy’ (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1979), pp. 107–46.

111 See the chapter, ‘Recognition and Poetry: Forese’, in Piero Boitani, Dante’s Poetry of
the Donati (Leeds: Maney Publishing, 2007), pp. 16–26.
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understanding of the importance of the recognition of individual persons
in Purgatorio against the vast canvas of the human condition.

The shades appear almost entirely skeletal:

Parean l’occhiaie anella sanza gemme:
chi nel viso de li uomini legge ‘omo’
ben avria quivi conosciuta l’emme. (Purg. 23, 31–3, emphasis mine)112

As such, they are inhuman (eye sockets deprived of eyes, like rings without
gems) even as they manifest a vision of humanity stripped down to its
barest components.113 ‘Omo’ can literally be read across their faces, as
their noses are so reduced that they appear as a simple M. If we consider
that eyes communicate so much of ourselves, that our moods can be read
by the corners of our mouths, that, in short, our facial musculature reveals
something of our identity, then what is a man without all that? He is
simply, barely, human. The gluttonous are initially legible as category and
as species, but not as persons. We recognize not individuals, but univer-
sals, in their faces. Like the acrostic of Purgatorio 12, they are individuals
over whom a broader message about the human condition has been
written. Manuele Gragnolati notes the reference to ‘Ecce homo’ that
may be discerned in ‘legge omo’; they are coming into conformity with
the suffering Christ.114 At the same time, the reader is once again invited
to negotiate a vertiginous trajectory from a universal human condition and
a universal human identity in Christ to the particularities and nuances of
the recognizable individual, whose unique history and personal relation to
Dante comes suddenly to the fore.

When Forese recognizes Dante, he cries out: ‘Qual grazia m’è questa?’
(Purg. 23, 42).115 Numerous scholars have noted the parallels between
this recognition scene and that with Brunetto.116 Why would the poet so
directly construct a moment of déjà vu? What are we to make of this
parallel with a difference? One element of related difference that is
particularly pertinent to our inquiry is precisely this expression of wonder

112 ‘The sockets of their eyes seemed gemless rings, / and those who read “OMO” in
Man’s face / would clearly have seen “M” in all of these.’

113 On Forese’s physical appearance and pain, see Gragnolati, ‘Gluttony and the
Anthropology of Pain’, pp. 247–9.

114 Gragnolati, ‘Gluttony and the Anthropology of Pain’, p. 248.
115 ‘For me, how great a grace!’
116 On the parallels, see Attilio Momigliano, ‘Un apocrifo di Dante?’ in Elzeviri

(Florence: Felice Le Monnier, 1945), pp. 40–2; Vittorio Russo, ‘Purgatorio XXIII: Forese,
o la maschera del discorso’, MLN, 94 (1979): 113–36 (pp. 120–1); and Boitani, Dante’s
Poetry of the Donati, pp. 18, 20–1. For a different approach to the parallel episodes in terms
of the analogous concluding similes of the race, see Thomas Werge, ‘The Race to Death and
the Race for Salvation in Dante’s Commedia’, Dante Studies, 97 (1979): 1–21.
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once Dante has been recognized. Brunetto exclaims ‘Qual maraviglia!’
(Inf. 15, 24).117 All of the difference in these two encounters, all of the
diversity of damnation and salvation, is synthetically present in the diver-
gence between these two exclamations. Forese’s is a question to which he
does not presume to have the answer. Why has he been offered such a gift,
the presence of his dear friend? The answer lies in the mysterious and
glorious workings of divine grace, to which Forese alludes but does not
attempt to delineate. Forese’s question is pervaded with gratitude. He
understands Dante’s presence not as a curiosity, or as something he can
label or have mastery over, but rather as a gift to be accepted in gratitude.

And it is through this statement that recognizes Dante’s presence as a
gift that Dante in his turn recognizes Forese:

Mai non l’avrei riconosciuto al viso;
ma ne la voce sua mi fu palese
ciò che l’aspetto in sé avea conquiso.

Questa favilla tutta mi raccese
mia conoscenza a la cangiata labbia,
e ravvisai la faccia di Forese. (Purg. 23, 43–8, emphasis mine)118

Something of Forese remains within his voice and his exclamation,
something that is not immediately apparent in his face. And thus Dante
moves from recognition of the human to recognition of Forese as person,
but only after he himself has been recognized.

The dialogue born of this mutual recognition is replete with the
modalities of exchange and mutuality. Forese begs Dante to ignore his
appearance and to speak of himself; Dante in return begs Forese to speak
of himself. Forese thus offers an explanation of the condition that he
shares with the others before moving to his personal situation. While
much attention has justly been paid to Forese’s tirade about the brazen
women of Florence, it is more important to our purposes to note the tones
of gratitude that ring through the dialogue, the continued duet of thanks
for all that has brought these two friends to meet here. Forese revises our

117 ‘How marvelous!’ (Inf. 15, 24).
118 ‘I never would have known him from his face. / But in his voice, all now was shown

to me / that had, in feature, been destroyed and lost. / That spark for me rekindled at a
stroke / clear recognition of those much-changed lips, / and once again I saw Forese’s face.’
Boitani, reflecting on the moment of the pilgrim’s recognition, comments: ‘In Aristotle,
recognition “is a passage from not knowing to knowing which produces friendship or
enmity”, and in Purgatorio XXIII it fully reveals philia, a core dimension of human relations,
in which “si fa uno di più” and which has for Dante, as for Aristotle, a highly ethical value,
since it is necessary for the “vita perfetta”: that friendship between the two which has been
and continues to be their bond. Nor should one forget that Purgatorio, beginning with the
Casella episode, is the cantica of friendship.’ Boitani, Dante’s Poetry of the Donati, p. 19.
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understanding of the purgatorial process by his ‘dico pena, e dovria dir
solazzo’ (Purg. 23, 72), rethinking his sufferings in the light of Christ’s
joyful gift of the possibility of salvation through the crucifixion.119 Dante
registers his gratitude to see Forese here, already purging his sin. Forese
pays tribute to his wife Nella, whose prayers have enabled him to be where
he is. Dante responds by saying that he is where he is thanks to Virgil, who
is credited with turning Dante from the ruined sort of life he was living in
his friendship with Forese: ‘Di quella vita mi volse costui / che mi va
innanzi’ (Purg. 23, 118–19).120 A brief but affectionate tribute to
Virgil’s guidance follows, as Dante outlines the way in which Virgil
led him through hell and upwards through Purgatorio: ‘indi m’han
tratto sù li suoi conforti’ (Purg. 23, 124).121 We may recall here that
there was no space for any acknowledgement of Virgil in Dante’s
discussion with Brunetto. Here, instead, both Dante and Forese name
and thank others in abundance.122 Even Beatrice is named. It is for this
reason that we may consider the encounter with Forese as a moment
of mutual recognition; the two friends engage in mutual recognition in
that they not only each identify the other, they reconstruct their
relationship by means of the elaboration of a network of gifts, given
and received in gratitude.

By way of conclusion, I would like to consider one related moment of
recognition in Paradiso in which, once again, the capacity to identify
individuals is brought to the fore. In the heaven of the moon, Dante
asks the name of a soul that seems eager to speak with him: ‘grazioso mi fia
se mi contenti / del nome tuo e de la vostra sorte’ (Par. 3, 40–1).123 She
responds:

I’ fui nel mondo vergine sorella;
e se la mente tua ben sé riguarda,
non mi ti celerà l’esser più bella,

ma riconoscerai ch’i’ son Piccarda. (Par. 3, 46–9, emphasis mine)124

119 ‘pain. Rightly, I should say solace’; ‘Cristo lieto’, ‘joyful Christ’ (Purg. 23, 74).
120 ‘I, from that life, was turned away by him / who walks ahead of me.’
121 ‘Now his encouragements have drawn me up.’
122 Fabian Alfie’s analysis of the purgatorial encounter hinges on his discussion of praise

and blame. See his Dante’s ‘Tenzone’ with Forese Donati: The Reprehension of Vice (Toronto:
University of Toronto Press, 2011), pp. 82–99, and especially p. 84.

123 ‘Let me, then, in your kindness, hear your name, / and tell me what your destiny has
been.’

124 ‘I was a virgin sister in the world. / Search deep in memory. My being now / more
beautiful won’t hide me from your eyes. / I am Piccarda—as you’ll know [recognize]
I am.’
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Dante explains his confusion and his process of coming to recognize
Forese’s sister:

Ne’ mirabili aspetti
vostri risplende non so che divino
che vi trasmuta da’ primi concetti:

però non fui a rimembrar festino;
ma or m’aiuta ciò che tu mi dici,
sì che raffigurar m’è più latino. (Par. 3, 58–63, emphasis mine)125

The challenge in the previous canticles was in the work of recognizing
individuals disfigured by suffering, or reconfigured in the shape of their
penance. Here, Piccarda is transformed by her state of grace, by her
participation in divinity. Once again, Dante is incapable of perceiving
and distinguishing those around him. He must humbly beg information
on the identity of those near him. He has, in this case, nothing to offer
these souls; beyond Purgatorio, the reciprocal or mutual element of
recognition has been lost. These souls already know who Dante is; they
have no need of his prayers or of his glorification of their names. He thus
asks for the grace of their names, and receives a multiplication of gifts. Not
only does Piccarda offer her name, she offers Dante the tools for recog-
nizing her. In this case, it is not as simple as recognizing a voice; Dante
must ‘riguardare’, ‘riconoscere’, ‘rimembrar’, and ‘raffigurar’. Recognition
is, in these terms, truly the reconstruction of the person. At the same time,
it becomes entirely clear that recognition is an earthly mode; fit for
Purgatory and only for the living Dante in Paradiso.

125 ‘ “A wonder shining in the look you have / reveals,” I said, “and I-don’t-know of
holiness / that alters you from how you once were seen. / So recognition did not speed to
mind. / Yet all you say has helped me understand. Your image speaks precisely to me now.” ’
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4
Ardent Attention

ATTENTION AND CHANGE

In reference to Iris Murdoch’s Sovereignty of Good, Janet Martin Soskice
writes that ‘art and morals are two aspects of the same struggle; both
involve attending, a task of attention which goes on all the time’.1 Rather
than showing the reader vast landscapes of tortured flesh, or anonymous
hosts of brilliance, the Commedia engages by attending, by focusing ‘a just
and loving gaze [ . . . ] upon an individual reality’.2 Dante reveals hundreds
of individual realities, each presented on their own terms, from the
damned to the blessed. The poem itself is thus in practice a demonstration
of attention, or the art of being ‘attento’, to individual realities, but in
addition, the poem thematizes and foregrounds attention as one of the
fundamental constitutive tasks of the human person.

Soskice states that: ‘to be fully human and moral is to respond to that
which demands or compels our response—the other attended to with
love. It is this loving which both draws us out of ourselves and constitutes
us fully as selves.’3 Such attention opposes a Cartesian tendency to
imagine our identities as confined within us, a tendency that also presumes
that we are solitary subjects with the capacity to manipulate and control a
world of objects.4

Against the received notion of the spiritual life as necessarily involving
solitude and collectedness, Soskice proposes the spiritual discipline of
attention (prosochē), casting this attention as, specifically, attention dir-
ected towards others.5 The proper object of our loving attention, she

1 Janet Martin Soskice, The Kindness of God: Metaphor, Gender, and Religious Language
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), p. 7.

2 Attention is, Murdoch writes, ‘the characteristic and proper mark of the active moral
agent’. Iris Murdoch, The Sovereignty of Good (London: Routledge, 2001), p. 34.

3 Soskice, The Kindness of God, p. 8.
4 Soskice, The Kindness of God, p. 11, referring to Charles Taylor, Sources of the Self: The

Making of the Modern Identity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989), p. 21.
5 Janet Martin Soskice, ‘Love and Attention’, Royal Institute of Philosophy Supplement, 32

(1992): 59–72 (p. 65); see also The Kindness of God, pp. 13 and 25. The article traces

OUP CORRECTED PROOF – FINAL, 6/4/2016, SPi



explains, is ‘a changing world full of creatures of change. [ . . . ] The object
of our attention is not a changeless truth so much as a moving target.
Children are creatures of change and chance, and an attentive gaze on the
real in their case is a gaze on a changing reality. [ . . . ] The God of
Augustine, the God of Scripture, attends to each changing thing—in
particular.’6 For Dante, each human soul is the product of God’s loving
attention: ‘esce di mano a lui che la vagheggia / prima che sia’ (Purg. 16,
85–6).7 It is attention to the individual creature in a very particular
moment of change that is the primary focus of Purgatorio. All of the
penitents there are ‘creatures of change’ and Dante’s attention is drawn to
each singly and fully, to see transformation at work. The speeches of the
penitents retrospectively reassess their lives, evaluate their current condi-
tion with a constantly developing awareness of its implications, and look
upon the broader unfolding movement of history with altered perspective.
As we follow along with Dante as he travels through this realm, we as
readers are progressively trained in the capacity to perceive this pervasive
change and to attend to the spiritual dynamism of each individual we
encounter. Transformation models transformation, both for Dante, and,
potentially, for the reader as well.

We likewise see this attention to change modelled by those in Paradiso
who engage with Dante. Dante’s is a journey of conversion and growing
development; the joy and excitement we note in the souls in Paradiso who
are his interlocutors is a kin to the joy of a parent who sees her child perform
a task for herself for the first time. The souls in Paradiso are intent upon the
dynamics of Dante’s transformation, on his growing comprehension and
growing ability to understand and perceive on his own, and on his growing
approximation to God. Such observation of the development of one’s
neighbour, Soskice observes, requires the disciplined and conscious
exercise of humility; to attend to the child, or to the developing soul,
properly is also to employ the proper ‘passivity’ of letting the other be, or
letting the other grow.8 Although the souls in Paradiso know what Dante
will say before he says it, they take joy in ‘testing’ Dante, as in his three

though Gregory of Nyssa and Augustine ‘a hierarchy [ . . . ] which privileges the detached
life over that of affection and disruption and it is no coincidence that this spiritual hierarchy
can be mapped onto other orderings’.

6 Soskice, The Kindness of God, pp. 26, 32, 33.
7 ‘Leaving the hand of him who holds it dear / (before it truly is).’
8 Soskice, The Kindness of God, p. 31, referencing Sarah Ruddick, Maternal Thinking:

Towards a Politics of Peace (London: The Women’s Press, 1990). In Ruddick’s words, ‘Acts
of attention strengthen a love that does not clutch at or cling to the beloved but lets her
grow’, p. 122.
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examinations on the three theological virtues, to hear him proclaim, on his
own, what he has learned.

Soskice describes attention as the mark of the ‘active’ moral agent even
as she emphasizes the ‘passivity’ of letting the other be. In this chapter,
I will delineate ‘ardent attention’ as a way of thinking the active receptivity
necessary for fostering mutual relational personhood. Ardour lends an
intense projection of desire to attention as a mode of being open to
neighbours and observant of the dynamism of their being.

ARDOUR AND EROS

As Virgil begins the process of taking his leave of Dante, he sums up their
journey as follows: ‘Il temporal foco e l’etterno / veduto hai, figlio’ (Purg.
27, 127–8).9 Purgatory is a place of temporary flames (for the lustful)
while Inferno is the realm of eternal torment (flames are involved in the
contrapasso for multiple groups). Virgil’s recapitulation of his trajectory
with Dante reminds us that Virgil cannot know the degree to which
‘l’etterno foco’ could also describe the state of the souls in Paradiso, who
will be characterized as ‘sempiterne fiamme’ (Par. 14, 66).10 There are far
more references to fire, flames, and burning in Paradiso than in either of
the previous canticles.11

Within the vast semantic field of flame and fire in the Commedia, this
chapter focuses on Dante’s concept of ardore as a mode of attention. In the
thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, we can trace usages of ardore to
indicate flames (literal and figurative), the flames of hell, intense heat,
passion, fervour, fervent desire, the strong inclination towards something,
and ardent lust.12 In what follows here, I will suggest that for Dante,
ardore can serve to qualify the intensity of attention that one person can
offer to another.13 I shall explore Dante’s notion of ardore as it articulates
relations between persons and as it shapes a developing sense of what
proper attention to a fellow person might look like and might enact on an

9 ‘The temporal and eternal fires / you’ve seen, my son.’
10 ‘sempiternal flames’.
11 Lino Pertile counts 85 mentions of fire, flames, and burning in Inferno, 86 in

Purgatorio, and 175 in Paradiso, ‘L’antica fiamma: la metamorfosi del fuoco nella Commedia
di Dante’, The Italianist, 11 (1991): 29–60 (pp. 29–30).

12 See the Tesoro della lingua italiana degli origini, ‘ardore’. Available at: <http://tlio.ovi.
cnr.it/TLIO/> [last accessed 2 October 2013].

13 Pertile traces the metaphor of desire as flame to Cicero through Gregory the Great,
‘L’antica fiamma’, p. 29. His article explores the vast range of the semantic field of fire and
heat.
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ethical plane. Such sustained attention, I suggest, is a constitutive element
of the mutual construction of persons, subsequent to, or in tandem with,
recognition. Ardour has the power to give that attention a particular force
and potential for endurance.

Ardore has a wide range of meaning in the Commedia; it describes
acquisitive desire as well as the love of and for God that the blessed
participate in in Paradiso. It is a mode of love that can be released by
what we might term eros or what we might term caritas and thus consid-
eration of ardour productively moves on from the long debate on the
presence or absence of ‘erotic’ desire in Paradiso.14 There are elements of
that debate that are relevant as a point of departure. In an essay that is in
direct dialogue with Lino Pertile’s asserted exclusion of earthly love from
Paradiso, F. Regina Psaki argues that Paradiso features ‘the conflation of
erotic and spiritual love (and not, I argue, merely the metaphor of erotic
for spiritual love)’.15 ‘I claim’, Psaki writes,

that Dante hypothesized a redeemed or even redemptive eroticism that
makes a place for human sexual love not only in earthly life but in beatitude,
that he posits for and with Beatrice a love that is no less sexual than blessed,
no less erotic than salvific. I cannot conclude that for Dante ideal erotic love
is desexualized, purged of the corporeal, superseded by a generalized and
purely mental communion. The individual matters; the relationship with
Beatrice powers the entire journey; and Dante insists too heavily on the
return of the body for his experience of Beatrice to remain aphysical.16

14 For the standard divisions between agape, eros, and caritas, see Anders Nygren, Agape
and Eros, trans. Philip S. Watson (New York: Harper & Row, 1969). For a case study of the
debate on erotic desire in Paradiso see Lino Pertile, ‘Does the Stilnovo go to Heaven?’ and
F. Regina Psaki, ‘Love for Beatrice: Transcending Contradiction in the Paradiso’, along with
their bibliographies, both in Dante for the New Millennium, ed. Teodolinda Barolini and
H. Wayne Storey (New York: Fordham University Press, 2003), pp. 104–14 and 115–30.
See also: Teodolina Barolini, ‘Toward a Dantean Theology of Eros: From Dante’s Lyrics to
the Paradiso’, in Discourse Boundary Creation (Logos, Topos, Poiesis), ed. Peter Carravetta
(New York: Bordighera, 2013), pp. 1–18. For Lino Pertile, the answer is simple: ‘There is
no room for earthly love in Paradise.’He details Beatrice’s and Lucy’s eclipse in Paradiso by
saintly men like Cacciaguida and Bernard: ‘Beatrice’s replacement cannot take place directly
on the axis of sublimated eroticism—for example, through the Virgin Mary—but on that of
sanctity, through a sene who, being holy, old, and male, is above all suspicion of concupis-
cence.’ Pertile, ‘Does the Stilnovo go to Heaven?’, pp. 114, 111.

15 Psaki, ‘Love for Beatrice’, p. 118. In this article Psaki continues the work begun in her
earlier essays, ‘Dante’s Redeemed Eroticism’, Lectura Dantis, 18–19 (1996): 12–19; ‘The
Sexual Body in Dante and the Medieval Context’, Annali di storia dell’esegesi, 13 (1996):
539–50; and ‘The Sexual Body in Dante’s Celestial Paradise’, in Imagining Heaven in the
Middle Ages: A Book of Essays, ed. Jan S. Emerson and Hugh Feiss (New York: Garland,
2000), pp. 47–61.

16 Psaki, ‘Love for Beatrice’, p. 119.
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The complicated issue in such debates is the double nature of our
experience of Paradiso. Even if Paradiso were understood to be a general-
ized and, let us say, spiritual communion, it is viewed through the gaze of
an embodied Dante who witnesses it and reports it as an embodied and
desiring poet, conscious of the fact that his readers are likewise embodied,
desiring creatures.

Thus the third canticle must contain both the bodily and the spiritual,
and it most definitely speaks the language of the body, even as that
language enacts unions and communions that the earthly body cannot
experience. The modalities of desire in Paradiso must then be understood
as somehow continuous with a mode of attention that may be found also
within the previous two canticles, albeit in diverse forms. Ardore is
precisely such a bridging concept; it is densely present in certain key
nodes of the poem, particularly towards the end of Purgatorio and the
end of Paradiso.17

It will suffice, in order to show that ardour and the erotic occupy non-
coextensive but related places, to note that flame, the infernal literalization
or externalization of ardour, has no part in the punishment of the infernal
lustful. They are coldly blown about, suggesting that they are character-
ized above all by the extremity of their passivity and changeability.
Francesca speaks of ‘Amor, ch’al cor gentil ratto s’apprende’ (Inf. 5,
100),18 the literary formula that would have it that love is naturally
kindled in the noble heart, but her contrapasso points our attention not
to that kindling itself as problematic, but rather to the way in which the
souls have subjected themselves to the wind that blows or diverts the flame
from its proper object and directionality. We might think, here, of
Paradiso 4, in which the will is likened to a flame: ‘ché volontà, se non
vuol, non s’ammorza, / ma fa come natura face in foco, / se mille volte
vïolenza il torza’ (Par. 4, 76–8).19 The flame will always seek to return to
its place, to continue its drive upwards, no matter how it is bent by the
external force of the wind. The infernal lustful have given themselves over
to the wind to such a degree that, in their afterlives, the flame itself has
gone out. Their desire is erotic, but it is not ardent. Francesca’s speech,
with its lovely circular anaphora constructed around ‘amor’ and her
elegant, fatalistic link between amor and ‘una morte’ is utterly self-
enclosed; Paolo’s ghostly, silent presence further reinforces a sense of

17 The distinctions that we now make between eros and caritas, on the other hand, may
not be entirely meaningful for Dante’s visions of love.

18 ‘Love, who so fast brings flame to generous hearts’ (Inf. 5, 100), emphasis in the original
is mine.

19 ‘Free will, unless it wills, cannot be quenched / but acts like Nature in a rising flame /
even though torn by force a thousand times.’
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these two readers as ultimately projected towards themselves, rather than
projected towards one another.20

While references to desire as burning may be traced through any
number of classical and patristic sources,21 perhaps an emblematic notion
of ardour that could have been present to Dante throughout his writing is
the account in Luke of the encounter with the risen Christ on the road to
Emmaus:

And they said one to the other: Was not our heart burning within us, whilst
he spoke in this way, and opened to us the scriptures? (Luke 24:32)22

The disciples recall that they listened to Christ’s words with an ardent
heart, a phrasing that describes their state of attention to His words.
With such attention, they attain understanding; the Scriptures are
opened to them. The burning within also reveals something they do
not know consciously; this stranger who walks with them is in fact no
stranger, but someone with whom they have a profound relationship.
They are in the presence of that very person whose presence they long for
and lament.

Rather than speaking, then, of eros and caritas and trying to fit ardour
into their parameters, I will instead consider ardour both as directed
towards particular things or particular beloveds and as directed towards
knowledge or understanding. In some instances, ardour for the particular
and ardour for more abstract knowledge or understanding may occupy
two separate categories, but as we proceed through Purgatorio and
Paradiso, ardent attention will increasingly be focused on both the
personal or the particular and knowledge and understanding at the same
time and as the same thing.

In fact, for Dante, the desire for knowledge or understanding and the
desire for the presence of the beloved can be perfectly synonymous. Lino
Pertile notes in his discussion of the metaphors of fire and flame in the
Commedia that:

In effetti, la distinzione che abbiamo introdotto tra sfera conoscitiva e sfera
erotica appare del tutto artificiale. Ciò che caratterizza ideologicamente il
discorso dantesco sul piano semantico è proprio l’assenza di una siffatta
distinzione, e cioè il fatto che l’approssimazione a Dio viene sentita dal

20 For a reading of the Francesca encounter and for an account of desire in the
Commedia as a whole, see Elena Lombardi, The Wings of the Doves: Love and Desire in
Dante and Medieval Culture (Montréal: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2012).

21 See Pertile, ‘L’antica fiamma’, for relevant background.
22 ‘Et dixerunt ad invicem: Nonne cor nostrum ardens erat in nobis dum loqueretur in

via, et aperiret nobis Scripturas?’ Emphasis mine.
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personaggio e narrata dal poeta come esperienza di una tensione e di un
fervore in cui amore e conoscenza fanno tutt’uno.23

As the episode on the road to Emmaus reveals, the disciples’ hearts burn as
they come to understand the place of their experience of Jesus’s life and
death within the Scriptures as this is supplied to them: ‘And beginning at
Moses and all the prophets, he expounded to them in all the scriptures, the
things that were concerning him’ (Luke 24, 27).24 But the same sensation
is also the evidence of their individual, personal desire for Christ’s pres-
ence, simultaneously present with the latent sensation of the fulfilment of
that desire. The recollection of their ardour in that moment retrospect-
ively indicates to them the effects of Christ’s actual presence within them
as it matches their equal desire for that presence, for themselves personally,
and for the redemption of mankind. Ardour is thus to be thought of as a
state of attention that creates an intensity of space within the individual for
the beloved who illuminates new understanding, an intensity fed by desire
that is fulfilled even as it endures.

The ‘transmutation of desire from lack to fulfillment’ in Paradiso results
in ‘desire that burns in attainment, not in lacking or longing’ as Elena
Lombardi so elegantly puts it.25 The evocation of ardore allows us to sense
and even experience, in earthly terms, something of the way in which the
blessed engage with the divine and with one another. Saint Bernard may
be above all ‘suspicion of concupiscence’, as Pertile puts it, but he is
characterized by his ardour for the Virgin Mary:

E la regina del cielo, ond’ïo ardo
tutto d’amor, ne farà ogne grazia,
però ch’i’ sono il suo fedel Bernardo. (Par. 31, 100–2, emphasis mine)26

At the same time, ardour is a quality or mode that the infernal sodomites
and the fraudulent counsellors, as well as the lustful of Purgatorio, share
with the hosts of the blessed. For Jacopo Alighieri, commenting on Inferno
15, 1–6, the sinners there are characterized by ‘l’ardente fuoco della
lussuria’ (the burning fire of lust). L’Ottimo Commento, discussing

23 ‘In reality, the distinction that we have introduced between the realm of knowledge
and the realm of the erotic appears entirely artificial. The ideological character of Dante’s
discourse on a semantic level is precisely the absence of such a distinction, and thus the fact
that the approximation to God is felt by the character and narrated by the poet as an
experience of a tension and a fervor in which love and knowledge are one.’ Pertile, ‘L’antica
fiamma’, p. 33.

24 ‘Et incipiens a Moyse, et omnibus prophetis, interpretabatur illis in omnibus scrip-
turis quae de ipso erant.’

25 Lombardi, The Wings of the Doves, p. 124.
26 ‘The Heavenly Queen—I burn in all my soul. / for love of her—will bring us every

grace. / I am Bernardo, her most faithful one.’
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Purgatorio 19, notes that ‘la cupiditade è quasi fuoco’ (cupidity is almost
fire), citing Ecclesiastes, ‘l’anima calda quasi fuoco ardente’ (the hot soul,
almost like burning fire). The very same commentary speaks of Bernard,
follower of Saint Francis, as ‘bene ardente nel Signore’ (burning in God).27

The Holy Spirit is also ‘ardente’:

per Moïsè, per profeti e per salmi,
per l’Evangelio e per voi che scriveste
poi che l’ardente Spirto vi fé almi. (Par. 24, 136–8, emphasis mine)28

At the Pentecost, the apostles’ minds and hearts are rendered capable of
communicating and conveying divine knowledge; the flames that descend
bring the gift of speech. This is the proper meaning of ardour for Dante; it
is that which projects the individual towards others, allowing her to
communicate in all the particularity of that exchange, always ready to
speak the language of the other. Such is the inherently loving and relational
quality of the Holy Spirit as Dante sees it in his final vision of the divine:

e l’un da l’altro come iri da iri
parea reflesso, e ‘l terzo parea foco
che quinci e quindi igualmente si spiri. (Par. 33, 118–20)29

The Holy Spirit appears as fire, equally breathed or inspired between the
Father and the Son. It is that ardent love that illuminates the reflection
between Father and Son.

No matter where we place earthly love in the poem, and no matter
whether we make space for it in Paradiso or leave it behind in the Earthly
Paradise, we arrive at ardour as the state upon which Dante models his
own comportment for the final vision. Ardour is a particular mode of
connection that bridges the space between persons, a mode that can be
damaging as well as beatific.

INFERNAL STERILITY: CONTAINING AND
CONSUMING THE FUTURE

The infernal sodomites, unlike the infernal lustful, are characterized by the
extremity of their ultimately destructive ardour. The circle in which they

27 L’Ottimo Commento (1333), Paradiso 11, 79–84.
28 ‘through Moses, through the Prophets and the psalms, / through Gospel writings and

the words you wrote / when once the ardent Spirit raised you high.’
29 ‘And one, it seemed, was mirrored by the next / twin rainbows, arc to arc. The third

seemed fire, / and breathed to first and second equally.’
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find their eternal torment (as continuation of their state in life) is described
with dense reference to burning:

dico che arrivammo ad una landa
che dal suo letto ogne pianta rimove.
[ . . . ]

Sovra tutto ’l sabbion, d’un cader lento,
piovean di foco dilatate falde,
come di neve in alpe sanza vento.

Quali Alessandro in quelle parti calde
d’Indïa vide sopra ’l süo stuolo
fiamme cadere infino a terra salde,

per ch’ei provide a scalpitar lo suolo
con le sue schiere, acciò che lo vapore
mei si stingueva mentre ch’era solo:

tale scendeva l’etternale ardore;
onde la rena s’accendea, com’ esca
sotto focile, a doppiar lo dolore. (Inf. 14, 8–9, 28–39)30

The arid, sterile, unnatural landscape, also described later on as ‘la rena
arsiccia’ (Inf. 14, 74),31 reveals the character of the sin and its results. The
earth destroys any plant that would grow in its bed.32 In Dante’s terms,
this destruction ought not to be understood in the limited sense of any
supposed biological sterility of the sodomites, but rather as the pedagogical
failure that is represented by Brunetto, as I will discuss further along,
whose narcissistic, self-immortalizing urges block any form of attention
towards his pupils, an attitude figured here as the consumption of future
life on the arid sands of the past. Fire falls upon these sands rather than
burning upward, all confirmations of Virgil’s statement that these souls
despised nature and the natural: ‘spregiando natura e sua bontade’ (Inf.
11, 48).33 The falling flames recall not only the divine punishment of the
city of Sodom, but also figure a reversal of the natural directionality of

30 ‘we’d reach, I’d better say an open plain / that dusts all vegetation from its floor. /
[ . . . ] / And over all that barren sand there fell— / as slow as Alpine snow on windless
days— / a shower of broad-winged fire flakes drifting down. / Recall how Alexander, on his
march / across the climes of scorching India, / saw clouds of fire that fell around his troops /
and reached the earth still whole. He therefore made / his squadrons stamp the ground,
since, broken down, / these vaporous proved far easier to quell. / So, too, eternally, the
flames fell here. / The sand caught fire, like tinder under flint, / and doubled—from
beneath—the upper punishment.’

31 ‘blistering sands’.
32 For a review of attitudes towards sodomy, including Bernardino’s, see Ruth Mazo

Karras, Sexuality in Medieval Europe: Doing Unto Others (London: Routledge, 2005),
p. 138.

33 ‘scorn Nature and her great largesse’.
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desire. Flames can illuminate, purify, or consume; these flames destroy any
new life. ‘L’etternale ardore’, in this case, is purely destructive.

Such excessive, destructive ardour leaves little space for attention to
one’s neighbour. In this regard, these canti are initially deceiving, fore-
grounding the gaze of the sinners here, a gaze that has often been read as a
form of attention to others, whether desirous or courteous. Dante and
Virgil meet a group of wandering souls:

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. (Inf. 15, 16–21)34

Scholars have noted that this squinting might suggest blindness as part of
the contrapasso for the souls here, referencing the blindness evoked in the
story of the city of Sodom. This would suggest that something in the
comportment of these sinners does not allow them to see others prop-
erly.35 The searching gaze renders visible what will emerge in these canti as
an obsessive fixation on identity and the perpetuation of earthly fame; they
are intent upon seeing who is there. The focus here is on naming, titles,
and fame, where names are understood to be fixed categories; this gaze
does not constitute attention to the whole person as entity of change, but
rather constitutes a cataloguing or categorization. If we think back to our
previous examination of recognition, this is certainly the ‘active’ form of
recognition, the desire to identify and control.

In the scene that follows, one that Leonard Barkan has aptly termed a
‘fleetingly reconstructed schoolroom’,36 Dante addresses Brunetto Latini,
his former teacher, as if he was still Brunetto’s student, using the respectful
voi and giving Brunetto his title, ser. In this case, as in each encounter in

34 ‘But here we came across a band of souls / who milled around the ditch and met our
tread. / And each one peered at us—as people will / on evenings when the moon is new—
their brows / towards us, wrinkled into squinting blades, / like those of some old tailor at his
needle.’

35 This encounter with the souls has been described as ‘cruising notturno’. Massimiliano
Chiamenti, ‘Dante sodomita?’, L’Alighieri, 34 (2009): 133–48 (p. 5). On blindness in canti
15 and 16, see Simon Gilson, ‘Inferno 16’, in Lectura Dantis Andreapolitana, ed. Claudia
Rossignoli and Robert Wilson (Notre Dame, IN: Notre Dame University Press, forthcom-
ing), p. 7; and André Pézard, Dante sous la pluie de feu (Paris: Vrin, 1950), p. 297, n. 2.
Tiziano Zanato, ‘Su Inferno XV e dintorni’, Rivista di letteratura italiana 6.2 (1988):
185–246, speaks of ‘un singolare abbassamento della vista’ for all of Brunetto’s group,
relating the blindness to the story of the city of Sodom (p. 201).

36 Leonard Barkan, Transuming Passion: Ganymede and the Erotics of Humanism (Palo
Alto, CA: Stanford University Press, 1991), p. 59.

OUP CORRECTED PROOF – FINAL, 6/4/2016, SPi

132 Dante’s Persons



Inferno, Dante’s reported words and actions may be read as closely as those
of the sinners he meets for signs of the psychological and spiritual state of
relationality that the sin entails.37

We may note that Dante performs variously passive and active roles
throughout his journey, adapting, in each case, to the dynamics of the
group. In his encounter with Brunetto, he plays the role of the sycophantic
son, seduced into submission and objectified. The power differentials in
the pilgrim’s relationship with Brunetto are emphasized by an almost
fetishistic combination of reversals and reconstructions that play upon
the former disparity of activity and passivity that was assumed in the
teacher–student relationship. The pilgrim addresses Brunetto with all the
linguistic signs of respect, but walks above him, his teacher following at his
feet. As Tiziano Zanato notes, Dante orchestrates the meeting in order to
visibly reverse (and thus draw attention to) the old hierarchy in the
relationship between master and pupil.38

For Dante, sodomy constitutes a sin of violence against nature when it
entails the abuse of minors by those who are entrusted with their care or
when it otherwise inflicts violence upon another weaker, passive individ-
ual.39 The sinners of Inferno 15 and 16 are characterized by the latent
aggression that seeps through their speech; Brunetto establishes his claim
to authority in a series of moments of naming. Brunetto identifies himself,
speaking in the third person, even after the pilgrim has named him: ‘O
figliuol mio, non ti dispiaccia / se Brunetto Latino un poco teco / ritorna
‘n dietro’ (Inf. 15, 31–3).40 Unlike the saved souls who tell us in Paradiso
who they were, Brunetto insists that he is Brunetto Latino, the author of
his Tesoro, in which he still lives on. He is convinced that he contains his
own identity, and that this self-containment allows him the ability to
control and claim Dante: ‘O figliuol mio’. At every step, his language

37 The notion of the pilgrim’s ‘participation’ in the sins he encounters was first suggested
to me by Robert Harrison, in his seminars on Dante at Stanford University. Lino Pertile
expresses his concerns about the distinction between Dante the character and Dante the
narrator: ‘ “Trasmutabile per tutte guise”: Dante in the Comedy’, in Dante’s Plurilingualism:
Authority, Knowledge, Subjectivity, ed. Sara Fortuna, Manuele Gragnolati, and Jürgen
Trabant (Oxford: Legenda, 2010), pp. 164–78. My suggestion that the pilgrim performs
a role in his infernal encounters frames the issue differently.

38 Zanato, ‘Su Inferno XV e dintorni’, p. 207.
39 John E. Boswell, ‘Dante and the Sodomites’, Dante Studies, 112 (1994): 63–76.

Boswell notes that the punishment of sodomy in Inferno must have to do with the abuse of
minors and acts of violence against a weaker individual at 70. Zanato, ‘Su Inferno XV e
dintorni’, p. 194, notes that Brunetto and his group must be pederasts.

40 ‘ “Do not, my dearest son,” he said, “be vexed, / but let Brunetto Latino turn and walk
/ a while along with you. The troops can run!” ’
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betrays what Thomas Nevin describes as ‘man’s narcissistic concern for his
own status’.41

Likewise, the group that Dante will meet next, often referred to as the
‘political sodomites’, will ask that Dante speak of them and name them
when he is back in the world. Their faith in their own control over their
names and identities blinds them to their own context. They do not
perceive what surrounds them, but contemplate a fixed image of them-
selves. Their fame, the poet shows us, will be forever framed by the word
‘Soddoma’.42 Other souls elsewhere in Inferno are perfectly conscious of
the fact that it would do them no credit to be remembered in their
particular context: Bocca (Inf. 32) or Guido da Montefeltro (Inf. 27),
for example, hide their identities or reveal them only because they believe
that their interlocutor will never manage to tell the tale. In the scenes that
they play out, Bocca is betrayed by a fellow traitor, Guido traps himself as
he always did in life, and these souls who are guilty of violence against
nature likewise fall prey to their own sin. Fixated as they are on the
eternity of their names, they do not stop to consider what sort of fame it
is that they might achieve when they insist upon repeating their names.

The blindness that Brunetto shares with these other burnt souls lies in
their belief that they can contain their own identities, that their names and
their works have already entirely defined those identities. What they fail to
understand, and what the Commedia so devastatingly reveals, is that
identity is never the property of the individual and that it can never be
fixed for posterity by one’s individual works. These souls’ names and
identities are forever altered by Dante’s depiction of them; Brunetto is
remembered more often for his portrayal as a sodomite in the Commedia
than for his encyclopaedic Trésor. By acting in ardent violence on those
around them, as if their neighbours, students, or acolytes could be
acquired, controlled, and made to serve the greater calling of fame for
their masters, these sinners have renounced their greatest hope for the
maintenance of their ‘good names’, the attention and praise of the next
generation. Squinting in the light of the flames, they name and label their
neighbours and themselves with the superficiality born of the inability to
attend to the other.

Brunetto’s first questions are revelatory: ‘Qual fortuna o destino / anzi
l’ultimo dì qua giù ti mena? / e chi è questi che mostra ’l cammino?’ (Inf.

41 Thomas Nevin, ‘Ser Brunetto’s Immortality: Inferno XV’, Dante Studies, 96 (1978):
21–37 (p. 27).

42 On fama and infamia in the case of the sodomites, see Justin Steinberg, Dante and the
Limits of the Law (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 2013), pp. 35–40.
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15, 46–8).43 He wishes to know who is now leading Dante, who it is that
Dante has taken as his current authority. But Virgil has no desire for the
sort of authority that is on display in this scene. Dante does not name
Virgil, nor does Virgil assert his own identity at this point. Unlike
Brunetto, Virgil is a father figure who is reticent about his name (we
might recall, here, another crucial moment of reticence, the meeting with
Statius in Purgatory). Brunetto uncomfortably reflects the familiar figure
of the professor who sees his or her students as a mode of continuing and
increasing his or her personal fame in the world of letters. But Dante takes
this often quite harmless trope and endows it with a literal and sexual
density that reveals its potential for ‘ingiuria’. Gary Cestaro describes
Brunetto’s words to Dante as indicative of ‘a fantasy of male cultural
(re)production’; for Leo Bersani, these are ‘self-replicative urgencies’.44

Brunetto’s prophetic speech frames Dante’s future achievement in light of
Brunetto’s recognition of his potential, the hypothetical help Brunetto
could have given, and an invented shared genealogy between master and
pupil that separates Dante from his unworthy contemporaries:

‘Se tu segui tua stella,
non puoi fallire a glorïoso porto,
se ben m’accorsi ne la vita bella;

e s’io non fossi sì per tempo morto,
veggendo il cielo a te così benigno,
dato t’avrei a l’opera conforto’. (Inf. 15, 55–60)45

For Brunetto, Dante’s identity is entirely fixed as the student he was under
Brunetto’s tutelage.46 Brunetto’s Dante has the same potential for glory
that Brunetto noted years ago. What Brunetto does not, cannot, see is that
the Dante before him is already on a vastly different course than the young
man who studied with him. The ‘middle-aged’ Dante, to employ his own
terms, has, since then, been lost, found Virgil, and turned around to begin

43 ‘ “What chance or destiny,” he then began, / “leads you down here before your final
day? / And who is this that shows the way to you?” ’

44 Gary Cestaro, ‘Pederastic Insemination, or Dante in the Grammar Classroom’, in The
Poetics of Masculinity in Early Modern Italy and Spain, ed. Gerry Milligan and Jane Tylus,
Essays and Studies, 22 (Toronto: Center for Reformation and Renaissance Studies, 2010),
pp. 41–73 (p. 41). Leo Bersani, ‘Pedagogy and Pederasty’, Raritan, 5.1 (Summer 1985):
14–21.

45 ‘ “If,” so he answered, “you pursue your star, / then doubtless you will reach a glorious
goal, / supposing, in the happy life, I knew you well” ’ (Inf. 15, 55–60).

46 On age differentiation in sexual relations between males, see Michael Rocke, Forbid-
den Friendships: Homosexuality and Male Culture in Renaissance Florence (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1996).
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anew. He is an entirely dynamic creature, headed for a port that is not the
one that Brunetto had picked out for him.

Dante replies:

’n la mente m’è fitta, e or m’accora,
la cara e buona imagine paterna
di voi quando nel mondo ad or ad ora

m’insegnavate come l’uom s’etterna. (Inf. 15, 82–5)47

While scholars have often read Dante’s words to his former mentor as
conflicting with Brunetto’s placement in Inferno, I would argue that we
must read these words as part of Dante’s re-enactment of the damaging
relationship. In this dialogue, Dante enacts passivity and vulnerability, assert-
ing the presence of Brunetto as image in hismind, as formative within him. In
this re-enactment, Dante describes himself as imprinted with the image of his
teacher. As Cestaro notes, the teacher and pupil relationship was understood
in terms of an active and a passive partner, the imposition of form on matter.
The literal, sexual correlate is obvious.48 The term ‘fitta’ is used again to
describe the fixity of Napoleone and Alessandro degli Alberti in the ice of
Caina: ‘tutta la Caina / potrai cercare, e non troverai ombra / degna più d’esser
fitta in gelatina’ (Inf. 32, 58–60).49WithBrunetto, as inCaina, ‘fitta’describes
a degree of staticity, of utter unchangeability. Such is Brunetto’s notion of
name, fame, status, and identity. His spiritual status is indeed fixed and his
understanding is utterly imprisoned, just as the bodies in Caina are frozen
within the ice. This imprisonment of comprehension does not allow him to
benefit from his colloquy withDante, does not allow him to understandwhat
is his own andwhat belongs to theworld or that his name belongs to posterity.
Furthermore, as paternity is revisited elsewhere in the Commedia, and par-
ticularly in the encounterwithCacciaguida,wewill see that the paternal canbe
responsive, not fixed, and, like the God of Scripture, attentive to change.

Brunetto writes in his Trésor that ‘glore done au preudome une seconde
vie; c’est a dire que aprés sa mort la renomee ki maint de ses bones oevres
fait sambler k’il soit encore en vie’.50 As John Freccero points out: ‘because

47 ‘Fixed in my thoughts, and working at my heart, / an image of you still endures—a
dear, good father— / as, in the world, you were when hour by hour / you taught me how a
man becomes eternal’ (Inf. 15, 82–5).

48 Cestaro, ‘Pederastic Insemination’, p. 62.
49 ‘And you / may go, if you so please, through all of Cain / finding no shadow freeze in

aspic fitter.’
50 ‘glory gives man a second life; that is to say that after his death, renown that continues

for his good works make it seem as though he is still alive’. Brunet Latin, ‘De Glore’, in Li
livres dou trésor de Brunetto Latini, ed. Francis J. Carmody (Berkeley, CA: University of
California Press, 1948), Livre II, CXX, 303, available at: <http://www.florin.ms/tresor2.
html> [accessed 23 August 2012].
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ancient values predominate in Dante’s Inferno, the celebration of fame and
gloria seems to be accepted uncritically until the inevitable corrective is
offered in the Purgatorio’.51 In Purgatorio and Paradiso, this path to
eternity is explicitly exposed as insufficient and within Inferno itself
there are hints that something is amiss. The spaces and distances in the
dialogue between Dante and Brunetto reveal the degree to which the
supposition that works might be sufficient to maintain a second life, or an
eternal life, is faulty. Brunetto speaks with his former student, not with the
person who walks above him here. Dante’s imprinted image of his teacher
is at a distinct remove from the burnt visage before him. Brunetto has not
managed to make a monument of himself through his Trésor; his name
and identity lie in the hands of those he interacted with in life, and in the
hands of those who follow after.

Dante’s curiosity to know the names of Brunetto’s ‘compagni più noti e
più sommi’ (Inf. 15, 102)52 reflects the role that he plays here, mirroring
the psychological and spiritual states of those around him. Brunetto
responds that ‘tutti fur cherci / e litterati grandi e di gran fama’ (Inf. 15,
106–7).53 Each of these sinners has been particularly occupied with their
fame and the advancement of their fame. While it will be made clear
elsewhere in the Commedia that Dante has been shown eminent examples
of each sin and virtue for didactic purposes, Inferno 15 and 16 put unusual
emphasis on notions of fame and glory. They are commodities to be
jealously guarded here; the stability of fame and glory are the only values
of importance to the sinners in both cantos. The single-minded pursuit of
earthly glory in this mode is linked in Dante’s text, at least metaphorically,
to a certain kind of ardour.

The language of Dante’s conversation with Brunetto is replete with
metaphors of fruit, seeds, and fertility. As always in Inferno, irony is the
mode of expression; references to paternity and productivity suggest a
perversion of paternity, a figurative incest. It is in this context that we
must understand the initial description of the gaze of the group upon the
newcomers: ‘Così adocchiato da cotal famiglia, / fui conosciuto da un, che
mi prese / per lo lembo’ (Inf. 15, 22–4).54 ‘Cotal famiglia’ is an ironic label
for those who have refused the fundamental underlying structure of

51 John Freccero, ‘The Eternal Image of the Father’, in The Poetry of Allusion: Virgil and
Ovid in Dante’s ‘Commedia’, ed. Rachel Jacoff and Jeffrey Schnapp (Stanford, CA: Stanford
University Press, 1991), pp. 62–76 (p. 69).

52 ‘the eminent, and men of note’.
53 ‘But all of them, be sure, were men of learning, / authorities and dons of world

renown.’
54 ‘Eyed up and down so closely by this clan, / I now was recognized, as known, by one /

who plucked my hem and cried: “How marvellous!” ’ (Inf. 15, 22–4).

OUP CORRECTED PROOF – FINAL, 6/4/2016, SPi

Ardent Attention 137



family: the renunciation of past to future. The references to family,
fertility, and the generations only emphasize the static nature of this
group. The pederasty that is most likely at issue here is an attempt to
freeze the onward motion of time, a desperate grasping at self-replicative
fantasies. It refuses to attend to growth, to see the youth as an independent
agent, one seeking to become, through a multifaceted relational trajectory,
a persona. Quite the opposite, in fact: in order to preserve one’s fame or
glory against the potential ravages of time and the onslaught of striving
coming generations, one would need to eliminate or at least diminish
those who come after.55

THE INFERNAL RACE AGAINST TIME

The interview with Brunetto breaks up when he sees a group of people
coming whom he must avoid:

Poi si rivolse e parve di coloro
che corrono a Verona il drappo verde
per la campagna; e parve di costoro

quelli che vince, non colui che perde. (Inf. 15, 121–4)56

Much has been said about these lines, but it seems that the most salient
characteristic is that the mode of relation in this group is one of compe-
tition, figured here in sporting competition. Furthermore, the competi-
tion is revealed to be a futile one. Brunetto seems to be ahead of the group,
but in fact is chasing his own group in a circular race that will never
proceed past the closed confines of his particular circle of hell. Competi-
tion, as we have seen in our discussion of pride, is, of course, as antithetical
to attention as it is to recognition. Competition seeks to label the other
‘winner’ or ‘loser’; the competitor cannot take the time to attend to the
fullness of his co-competitor as person. He is far too busy measuring that
person against himself.

We see this notion of deleterious, fruitless competition reiterated again
in Inferno 16, where the group of three sinners forms a wheel ‘qual
sogliono i campion far nudi e unti, / avvisando lor presa e lor vantaggio /

55 ‘The “Laius complex”, named after Oedipus’s filicidal and pederastic father, refers to
the murderous and incestuous wishes of a parent toward a child. In its broader meaning, the
Laius complex also includes any wish on the part of one in authority to symbolically murder
or diminish a subordinate.’ Iris Levy, ‘The Laius Complex: From Myth to Psychoanalysis’,
International Forum of Psychoanalysis, 20 (2011): 222–8 (p. 222).

56 ‘Around he swung. To me he seemed like one / who, in the fields around Verona, runs
/ for that prize, a length of green festoon. / He seemed to be the one who wins, not loses.’
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prima che sien tra lor battuti e punti’ (Inf. 16, 22–4).57 This too is a
reference to competition, and more specifically to aggression and to
violence. The fighters in this simile are measuring each other up so that
they may strike appropriately. They gaze upon the other only for the
purposes of launching an attack. Simon Gilson and André Pézard also
note the parallel between the ‘rota’ and Peter Damien’s gloss on the story
of Sodom and Gomorrah in which the aggressive mob intending to rape
the angels is blinded and made to wander around in circles.58 As Gilson
illustrates in his reading of Inferno 16, the entire canto is coloured by
violence, from the description of the force of the water that is ‘tinta’ or
literally coloured (Inf. 16, 104) with blood from the river of the violent
against others, to allusions to the military careers of Rusticucci, Guerra, and
Tegghiaio. Guido Guerra is said to have done much with both his ‘senno’
(mind) and his ‘spada’ (sword) (Inf. 16, 39). Medieval texts, Gilson points
out, emphasized the connection between bellicosity and sodomy.59

Along with the continued motif of competition, the political sodomites
of canto 16 have related preoccupations with earthly fame. The souls ask
that ‘la fama nostra il tuo animo pieghi / a dirne chi tu se’ (Inf. 16,
31–2).60 Iacopo Rusticucci, who speaks for the group, consciously and
rhetorically creates a contrast between the glorious names of the three and
their current condition, individually and in their relations to one another:

Questi, l’orme di cui pestar mi vedi,
tutto che nudo e dipelato vada,
fu di grado maggior che tu non credi
[ . . . ]
L’altro, ch’appresso me la rena trita,

è Tegghiaio Aldobrandi. (Inf. 16, 34–6, 40–1, emphasis mine)61

Each of these sinners is on the verge of trampling the sinner that precedes
him, each turning their back on their neighbour. The wheel visibly
demonstrates the brutally competitive nature of the pursuit of individual

57 ‘Compare: prize wrestlers, with their bare skin oiled, / circle—until they clash, then
punch and gouge— / in search of some advantage, grip or hold.’

58 Gilson, ‘Inferno 16’, p. 7, and Pézard, Dante sous la pluie, p. 297, n.2. Zanato, ‘Su
Inferno XV e dintorni’, p. 201.

59 Gilson, ‘Inferno 16’, pp. 2 and 6.
60 ‘But let our reputations bend your heart. / And who are you.’ See the relevant entries

in the Enciclopedia dantesca for historical background on these three prominent Florentines
and Michelangelo Picone, ‘Canto XVI’, in Lectura Dantis Turicensis: Inferno, ed. Georges
Güntert and Michelangelo Picone (Florence: Cesati, 2000), pp. 221–32.

61 ‘The man, whose prints my own feet trample on, / although he now goes naked,
shorn of air, / was once of higher rank than you’d imagine. / [ . . . ] / The other next to him
who flails the sand / is Lord Tegghiao of the Aldobrands.’
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glory in the civic sphere even as the circular movement of the wheel means
that there is no real winner, just as in Brunetto’s race where no end or
victory is possible. They face one direction and move in the other, another
parodic performance in parallel with Brunetto’s race that reveals the
incapacity to perceive or participate in change. Both circles illustrate the
way in which violence leads to unchanging and unceasing repetition. We
may also read this brutal wheel as a figure of the vanity of the notion of
control over one’s own fame. As each sinner is named, it is made clear that
someone else is trampling him from behind; those who literally come after
these illustrious men have the capacity to destroy their glory, just as those
who come after them temporally have the capacity to do the same. Which
is precisely what Dante does when he places them in this very circle.62

From within the scene, Dante expresses the ardent desire to enter into
that vicious wheel: ‘vinse paura la mia buona voglia / che di loro abbracciar
mi facea ghiotto’ (Inf. 16, 50–1).63 What does this desire reveal to us? I do
not intend here to rehearse the speculative biographical readings about
Dante’s sexuality that have arisen from this passage; the pilgrim is, as
I have noted earlier, mirroring what is present in the circle.64 But our
understanding of ‘ghiotto’ in this context is more urgent here; it reflects
back thematically to the conversation with Brunetto in Inferno 15 and is
echoed in a revised light in Purgatorio 16. Zanato notes that when
Brunetto states that: ‘l’una parte e l’altra avranno fame / di te’ (Inf. 15,
71–2),65 ‘fame’ means the intended elimination of the adversary.66

I would suggest that this ‘fame’, like the ‘ghiotto’ of Inferno 16, is both
an ardent desire with erotic tonalities and a destructive one. The language
of aggressive sexual desire and murderous antagonism is collapsed into the
metaphorics of hunger and cannibalism. In Purgatorio 16, Marco
Lombardo employs the word ‘ghiotta’ to refer to the unregulated acquisi-
tive desires of the people who have no rein to hold them and suffer from
the leadership of bad examples: ‘per che la gente, che sua guida vede / pur a
quel ben fedire ond’ ella è ghiotta, / di quel si pasce, e più oltre non chiede’
(Purg. 16, 100–2).67 In canto 16 of Inferno, Dante enacts the role of an

62 On Dante’s ‘defaming poetics’ and the Brunetto episode, see Steinberg,Dante and the
Limits of the Law, pp. 36–40.

63 ‘fear got the better of the good intent / that stirred my appetite for their embrace’.
64 Albert Ascoli notes that ‘a variety of strategies may be mobilized around the “I” to a

variety of strategic purposes, none of which has a necessary prima facie claim to being taken
as the transparent reflection of authentic Dantean selfhood’. Dante and the Making of a
Modern Author (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), pp. 26–7.

65 ‘that both these factions—Black and White—will seek / to set their teeth in you’.
66 For Zanato it suggests devouring or destroying the adversary, not a state of ardent

erotic desire. Zanato, ‘Su Inferno XV e dintorni’, p. 217.
67 ‘So the people, when they see their leader snatch / at those same goods that greedily

they crave, / graze on just those, and do not seek beyond.’
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individual in the thrall of powerful exemplars for our benefit. He is greedy
for whatever these sinners are greedy for. Rather than attending to their
neighbour, these individuals see their neighbours as something to con-
sume, to acquire, to devour, or to burn.

But the star-struck Dante of Inferno 16 is also simply awed by fact that
these famous souls want to speak with him, to know his name. He gushes:

Non dispetto, ma doglia
la vostra condizion dentro mi fisse,
tanto che tardi tutta si dispoglia,
tosto che questo mio segnor mi disse

parole per le quali i’ mi pensai
che qual voi siete, tal gente venisse.
Di vostra terra sono, e sempre mai

l’ovra di voi e li onorati nomi
con affezion ritrassi e ascoltai. (Inf. 16, 52–60)68

The terms of their fame as described here accord with Brunetto’s
definition in his Trésor; their names, associated with the memory of
their works, live on. Michelangelo Picone emphasizes the difference
between the character’s extremely positive attitude towards the sinners
and the author’s decidedly more negative judgement, visible in the
macrostructure of the Commedia (when comparing this canto to its
correlates in Purgatorio and Paradiso) but also in the microstructures of
the canto itself.69 The three men allude to a fate for Dante that might be
similar to their own:

se la fama tua dopo te luca,
cortesia e valor dì se dimora

ne la nostra città sì come suole,
o se del tutto se n’è gita fora. (Inf. 16, 66–9)70

68 ‘So I began: “Great grief, not scornfulness, / to see your state was planted in my heart /
(and only slowly will it shed its leaves) / the instant that my lord, in words to me, / led all my
inner thoughts to understand / that persons such as you might soon come by. / I am of your
place, too. So, I have heard— / and always with affection have proclaimed— / the deeds
you’ve done and honour of your name.” ’ Such declarations have led many critics to
understand that Dante intends to praise rather than criticize these three. See Robert
Hollander, ‘Dante’s Harmonious Homosexuals’ (Inferno 16.7–90)’ (1996): <http://www.
princeton.edu/~dante/ebdsa/rh.html> [accessed 29 December 2011]. I would stress the
importance of the distinction between this declaration and the poet’s larger construction
here, as well as the contrast between Rusticucci’s courteous words for his comrades and the
mutual ‘trampling’ he describes. Gilson, ‘Inferno 16’, p. 4, points out that key words like
‘courtesy’ here must be unpacked just as the ‘amor’ of Inferno 5 must be read with care.

69 Picone, ‘Canto XVI’, p. 225.
70 ‘your fame may long shine after you!—then say: / do courtesy and valour dwell, as

once / they did, within the circuit of our city walls? / Or have they utterly departed
thence?’
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Dante’s response: ‘la gente nuova e i sùbiti guadagni / orgoglio e dismisura
han generata, / Fiorenza, in te, sì che tu già ten piagni’ (Inf. 16, 73–5),71 as
Picone notes, transforms ‘cortesia’ and ‘valor’ into ‘orgoglio’ and ‘dismi-
sura’.72 Dante claims, of course, to be speaking of newcomers, and not the
sinners before him, but we may note the way in which exclusive interest in
‘cortesia’ and ‘valor’ in an entirely individualistic way can lead precisely to
their extreme negative correlates, as attention to ‘cortesia’ becomes ‘orgo-
glio’ and a sense of ‘valor’ gives way to ‘dismisura’. The implication is, of
course, that Florence’s present corruption was born of the excesses of the
generation previous. In Picone’s words, ‘la Firenze di Guido Guerra,
proprio a causa di questa sua ricerca di valori terreni e individualistici, è
la causa remota della Firenza materialistica dell’epoca di Dante [ . . . ]
alienata da Dio.’73 But strangely, this entirely negative answer is entirely
pleasing to the sinners: ‘“Se l’altre volte sì poco ti costa” / rispuoser tutti,
“il satisfare altrui, felice te se sì parli a tua posta!” ’ (Inf. 16, 79–81).74

Glory is understood here to be a limited good, ‘per compagnia parte si
scema’ (Purg. 15, 50),75 to use the terms by which Marco Lombardo will
define earthly goods in Purgatorio. It is thus fiercely contended; if the
generations that follow one’s own are utterly deprived of this glory, the
glory of the previous generation will continue to shine.

We have seen that both Brunetto’s group and the present group are
associated with narcissistic violence and aggression towards one’s neigh-
bour and future generations. The ardent attitudes in both cases are active,
self-interested ones that inevitably injure weaker others, ultimately disin-
tegrating the fabric of society in the battle for individual glory and
self-promotion, leaving future generations to fight, each individual for
himself or herself, for the means of survival. We may understand these
particular sodomitic attitudes from within the context of the adversarial
dynamics of the group and the evocation of acquisitive desire aroused in
Dante when he comes into contact with that group. A spirit of antagonism
and an assertion of power define the acts themselves.

It is this assumption that fame can be held under individual control that
will be critiqued in Purgatorio 11, when Oderisi notes the rivalrous and
even violent nature of literary fame: ‘Così ha tolto l’uno a l’altro Guido / la
gloria de la lingua; e forse è nato / chi l’uno e l’altro caccerà del nido’ (Purg.

71 ‘ “That race of newly rich, and rapid gains, / these seeds Fiorenza, bring to flower in
you / excess and pride. And you already weep for that.” ’

72 Picone, ‘Canto XVI’, p. 226. 73 Picone, ‘Canto XVI’, p. 225.
74 ‘ “If at so little cost,” they said, “you speak / so well and satisfy what others seek, / then

you may happily pronounce at will.” ’
75 ‘portions grow smaller in shared fellowship’.
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11, 97–9).76 Each of the sinners in Inferno 15 and 16 is charged with
failing in the care of future generations or followers out of self-love, just
like the desert that ‘dal suo letto ogne piante rimove’ (Inf. 14, 9).77 While
in Purgatorio 11 it is always a younger poet that chases the older one from
his nest, in Inferno 15 and 16, it is the elder who acts with aggression
towards the young follower who would replace him. This further violence
against nature reverses the already often-violent natural order in which
each generation displaces the one that precedes it.

In a similar vein, Ulysses’s ‘ardore’ to gain knowledge of the world
causes him to seek to defy the dynamism of the generations:

né dolcezza di figlio, né la pieta
del vecchio padre, né ’l debito amore
lo qual dovea Penelopè far lieta,

vincer potero dentro a me l’ardore
ch’i’ ebbi a divenir del mondo esperto
e de li vizi umani e del valore. (Inf. 26, 94–9)78

In his ‘folle volo’ beyond the sunset, he seeks eternity by his ownmeans, as if
it were something that could be attained or acquired. He seeks to free
himself from the sequence of father and son. Appearing in Inferno as only a
flame, his entire being has been given over to that ultimately self-consuming
ardour. For Ulysses as well as the infernal sodomites, ardour is directed
towards eternal life through knowledge or the physical conquest of mount
Purgatory, or through fame, as if these spiritual goods could be acquired and
consumed, incorporated within the self.79 They turn their ardour towards a
misapprehension of spiritual goods, rather than turning in humble attention
towards those individuals in coming generations, whether children or
students as metaphorical children, who are truly the custodians of futurity.

ARDENT PURGATORIAL RECEPTIVITIES

The lustful in Purgatorio, instead, balance their active ardour with the
receptivity of attention. When Dante enters the terrace of the lustful in

76 ‘In verse, as well, a second Guido steals / all glory from the first. And someone’s born,
/ who’ll thrust, perhaps, both Guidos from the nest’.

77 ‘that dusts all vegetation from its floor’.
78 ‘no tenderness for son, no duty owed / to ageing fatherhood, no love that should /

have brought my wife Penelope delight, / could overcome in me my long desire, / burning
to understand how this world works, / and know human vices, worth and valour’.

79 Jacopo Alighieri describes the barrators (‘il loro ardente affetto per l’aquistar’) and the
thieves (‘l’ardente appetito’) as ardently seeking to obtain something. Jacopo Alighieri
(1322), Inferno 21, 16–18, and Inferno 25, 20–7.
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Purgatorio, in which both heterosexual and homosexual penitents purge
themselves in flame, he hears:

‘Summae Deus clementïae’ nel seno
al grande ardore allora udi’ cantando,
che di volger mi fé caler non meno. (Purg. 25, 121–3)80

The great ardour on this terrace has a common ‘seno’ or breast. Rather
than scattered flames falling upon sinners, or encasing and hiding indi-
vidual sinners, here the flames are described with a corporeal metaphor of
inclusion. Each of the penitents resides along with the others within one
collective ardent breast. The hymn asks that: ‘Lumbos jecurque morbi-
dum / Flammis adure congruis, / Accincti ut artus excubent / luxu remoto
pessimo’, that the flames might purify the loins and remove lust from the
supplicant.81 These flames, unlike the ardent sinners of hell, do not
destroy, something that Virgil is at pains to explain to the hesitant
Dante, who must eventually pass through: ‘Figliuol mio, / qui può esser
tormento, ma non morte’ (Purg. 27, 20–1).82 Dante, ‘imaginando forte /
umani corpi già veduti accesi’ (Purg. 27, 17–18),83 mistakes the purga-
torial flame for earthly flame. This purgatorial flame has taken on the
qualities of the ardour the penitents display here; its intensity gives rather
than consumes.

One of the penitent lustful calls out for Dante’s attention:

O tu che vai, non per esser più tardo,
ma forse reverente, a li altri dopo,
rispondi a me che ’n sete e ’n foco ardo.

Né solo a me la tua risposta è uopo;
ché tutti questi n’hanno maggior sete
che d’acqua fredda Indo o Etïopo. (Purg. 26, 16–21, emphasis mine)84

This address closely recalls that of Guido da Montefeltro, who, like
Ulysses, is entirely hidden away in a flame amongst the fraudulent
counsellors:

80 ‘Summae Deus clementiae / singing within the heart of that great blaze, / which made
me—no less watchfully—turn round.’

81 ‘Our reins and hearts in pity heal, / And with thy chastening fires anneal; / Gird Thou
our loins, each passion quell, / And every harmful lust expel.’ The transcription of the hymn
is from Pietro Alighieri (1), 1340–2, l. 121.

82 ‘My dearest son, / here may be agony but never death.’
83 ‘imagining / bodies of human beings I’d seen burn’.
84 ‘You there (who, following the other two, / aren’t slow, maybe, but mean to show

respect) / please answer me. I burn in fire and thirst. / Nor will your answer serve for me
alone. / For all of us thirsting more for this / than Ethiopes or Indians for cool streams.’

OUP CORRECTED PROOF – FINAL, 6/4/2016, SPi

144 Dante’s Persons



perch’ io sia giunto forse alquanto tardo,
non t’incresca restare a parlar meco;
vedi che non incresce a me, e ardo! (Inf. 27, 22–4, emphasis mine)85

The repeated rhyme tardo–ardo draws attention to the similarity of these
two addresses to Dante, but also serves to focus the reader’s gaze on the
crucial differences. Guido’s lines strike the key of negotiation; stop and
speak with me, if it’s not too much trouble for me and I’m burning, think
how much easier this is for you! Above all, they draw attention to Guido’s
state. The purgatorial penitent, on the other hand, who we will later
discover is Guido Guinizzelli, shows clear signs that he has been acutely
observing Dante. The assumption that Dante lags behind out of respect is
courteous to the listener, but also recognizes a truth: Dante is, in fact,
following respectfully behind Virgil and Statius. Guinizzelli foregrounds
his attention to Dante before he describes his own desire. He does not
compare his state to Dante’s, as Guido da Montefeltro does; he is almost
beyond competition and comparison (though he will call Arnaut the
‘miglior fabbro’). He recognizes something of the incommensurable char-
acter of the person before him and thus simply notes his own desire to hear
Dante’s response, a desire so strong that it is somehow melded with the
productive anguish of his penance.

The ardour present here is not only erotic but also poetic, as the
meeting with Statius in Purgatorio 21 makes amply evident:

Al mio ardor fuor seme le faville,
che mi scaldar, de la divina fiamma
onde sono allumati più di mille;

de l’Eneïda dico, la qual mamma
fummi, e fummi nutrice, poetando:
sanz’ essa non fermai peso di dramma. (Purg. 21, 94–9, emphasis mine)86

Statius’s poetry itself is understood as ardour here, an ardour fed by the
flames of the Aeneid. Against the destructive flame of Inferno 15 and 16,
this flame does not destroy new growth and new life, but, as ‘fiamma’ and
‘mamma’ are made to rhyme, acts as seed and maternal milk for the
generations that follow.87

85 ‘I’m here, perhaps belatedly. But you, / I hope, will not be loath to stay and speak. /
You see how far from loath I am. And I burn!’

86 ‘The seed my ardour sprang from was a spark /which warmed me through of that most
sacred flame / from which a thousand, and yet more, are lit. / I’m speaking of the Aeneid—a
mum / to me, to me my nurse in poetry. / Without that, I’d not weigh a single gram.’

87 Ascoli notes that ‘the static opposition between authors and readers, upon which the
culture of authority is predicated, breaks down as readers dynamically transform themselves
into authors through the act of reading itself (“per te poeta fui . . . ”)’. The Making of a
Modern Author, p. 325.
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If we compare the sin of violence against nature to the sodomy as
excessive love found in Purgatorio 26, it becomes clear that it is above all
the receptivity and openness of the sodomites in Purgatory that is crucial
in terms of absolute difference with sodomy as violence against nature in
Inferno.88 Dante sees these penitents as guilty only of excessive love and
excessive availability to the other. The sexual behaviour purged here,
under the insignia of Caesar’s erotic capitulation, is never violent or
coercive:

La gente che non vien con noi, offese
di ciò per che già Cesar, trïunfando,
“Regina” contra sé chiamar s’intese:

però si parton “Soddoma” gridando. (Purg. 26, 76–9)89

As is clear from this reference, the sin is associated with ‘Soddoma’ here as
well, but is given a particular context or mode. Suetonius reports that:
‘Gaius Memmius makes the direct charge that [Caesar] acted as cupbearer
(cyathum et vinum) to Nicomedes with the rest of his wantons at a large
dinner-party.’90 In other words, Caesar vanquished the King of Bithynia
on the battlefield, but then becomes his Ganymede at the banquet. Power
capitulates to the forces of eros, the victor taking the passive role in sexual
relations. The reversal of expected power differentials is emphasized in the
positioning of the words themselves: line 77 ends with ‘trïunfando’; line
78 begins with ‘Regina’. In an only slightly ironic way, the switch in
gender and the juxtaposition of triumph with taunts prepare the reader for
the paradoxes that will dominate Paradiso, a realm in which power
manifests itself through humility and the binaries of gender definition
are superseded. It is true, as I noted earlier, that excessive passivity
collaborates with violence. It is this danger that the penitents evoke
when they call out ‘Soddoma e Gomorra’ and ‘Ne la vacca entra Pasife,
/ perché ’l torello a sua lussuria corra’ (Purg. 26, 41–2);91 the inhabitants
of Sodom intended to rape the male angels, while Pasiphae’s lust brought
forth the bloodthirsty minotaur. The penitents here are moving from
passivity to a state of ardent attention.

88 See my discussion of these issues in ‘Power Differentials, Unreliable Models, and
Homoerotic Desire in the Commedia’, Italian Studies, 68.1 (2013): 17–35.

89 ‘Those folk who do not follow in our track / offended as did Caesar—who once heard
/ “You, Queen!”, when triumphing, yelled out at him. / Then they, as they depart, are
crying, “Sodom!” ’

90 Cited in BruceW. Holsinger, ‘Sodomy and Resurrection: The Homoerotic Subject of
the Divine Comedy’, in Premodern Sexualities, ed. Louise Fradenburg and Carla Freccero
(New York: Routledge, 1996), pp. 243–74 (pp. 260–1).

91 ‘ “In the cow” (the rest) “went Pasiphae / to let the bull calf run his lust in her.” ’
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Dante, as always, looks beyond any single act in itself to the spiritual
condition that underlies it. In Purgatorio, the sodomites have engaged in
disordered love of others. These men (and possibly women as well) are so
entirely open to others that they have allowed themselves to become
excessively passive. The sodomies of Inferno are instead associated, vari-
ously, with self-glorification and self-love rather than love for the other.
Such love leads to pride and arrogance to the point of aggression and
violence towards others and destruction of both community and futurity.
Openness towards the other and the modes of attention to others that
such openness allows is instead figured, above all in Paradiso, as the
primary mode of love.

Two predominant figures of reference in Purgatorio 26, Caesar and
Pasiphae, are both passive participants in sexual acts. The sodomites and
the heterosexual penitents are thus closely aligned in the ways in which
their sin is understood. The error of the flesh in excessive love is one of
physical, rather than purely spiritual, openness to others. Unlike the sin of
violence against nature, this is a case of the flesh imitating one component
of a proper spiritual state. Desire for union and openness to others are
positive modes of being, as the Commedia displays in the images and
language of Purgatorio and Paradiso. Homoerotic desire is no less positive,
as long as the mode of desire is freed from any trappings of abuse, violence,
or aggression towards the other.

Dante is not given an opportunity in Purgatorio 26 to speak with one of
the sodomites there, but his exchange with Guido Guinizzelli reveals
much about the sexual and social attitudes in this realm. Guido’s attitude
is one of extreme receptivity. This reflects the poetry of the historical
Guido Guinizzelli and his poetics of susceptibility to love (a dominant
mode of the dolce stil novo as Dante defines it) but also reflects his status
within the frame of the Commedia as purgatorial lustful. This encounter
with a poetic father figure reveals the transformed dynamics of power
differentials in Purgatory.

The souls in Purgatorio are more concerned with listening than with
recounting, unlike Dante’s infernal interlocutors who tend towards the
monologue; after greeting the second troop of penitents, Guido’s group
array themselves eagerly to hear what Dante will tell them:

e raccostansi a me, come davanti,
essi medesmi che m’avean pregato,
attenti ad ascoltar ne’ lor sembianti. (Purg. 26, 49–51, emphasis mine)92

92 ‘Then those same souls who’d pleaded with me first / came to my side, as they had
done before / and, from the look of them, were keen to hear.’
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Their faces clearly indicate their attention to Dante’s words and their
willingness to hear what he will tell them. He explains: ‘Quinci sù vo per
non esser più cieco’ (Purg. 26, 58);93 he is learning to properly see and
attend to persons, to avoid the state of blindness of the infernal sodomites.
He speaks, as they do, in the terms of the satisfaction and satiation of
desire:

Ma se la vostra maggio voglia sazia
tosto divegna, sì che ‘l ciel v’alberghi
ch’è pien d’amore e più ampio si spazia. (Purg. 26, 61–3)94

The desire that can be satiated is the desire for heaven, though heaven is
no less ardent for all the peace that is to be found there.

When Guido Guinizzelli names himself, he too declares his name
through the language of desire, will, and satiation: ‘Farotti ben di me
volere scemo: / son Guido Guinizzelli’ (Purg. 26, 91–2).95 Each is eager to
fulfil the desires of his neighbour. But Guido’s presentation of his name
does not relieve Dante of his wishes; names are not conclusive labels here,
but serve to open conversations, to foster dialogue, and to give space to
continued growth. Each partner in the exchange will be altered, if not
transformed, by the process of the attentive encounter. Dante compares
his reaction to that of the sons of Hypsipyle:

Quali ne la tristizia de Ligurgo
si fer due figli a riveder la madre
tal mi fec’ io, ma non a tanto insurgo,

quand’ io odo nomar sé stesso il padre
mio e de li altri miei miglior che mai
rime d’amor usar dolci e leggiadre. (Purg. 26, 94–9)96

The desire to embrace and the flames impeding any action on this desire
clearly recall cantos 15 and 16 of Inferno. It is crucial, however, to note
that Guinizzelli is, in this metaphor, a mother.97 Guinizzelli is not an
‘imagine paterna’, as Brunetto was, but is directly claimed by Dante as his

93 ‘I make this climb to be no longer blind.’
94 ‘Yet, may your greater longing soon be fed, / son that you come to lodge at rest in

Heaven, / which, ranging wide and free, is full of peace.’
95 ‘I shall diminish what you want of me.’
96 ‘Like those two sons, who, when Lycurgus grieved, / were made to see their mother

once again, / so I became (though I don’t reach those heights), / listening as now he named
himself, the sire / of me all those (better men) who ever / wrote about love in sweet and well-
poised rhyme.’

97 See Jeffrey T. Schnapp, ‘Dante’s Sexual Solecisms: Gender and Genre in the Com-
media’, Romanic Review, 79 (1988): 143–63, for discussion of gender reversals in the
Commedia, including the use of ‘queen’ for Caesar.
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chosen ‘padre’, for himself and ‘li altri miei miglior’. It is the son who
chooses his father, rather than a father figure asserting filial dependence
and naming his acolyte as son. This empowerment of the new generation
to ‘choose its own ancestry’, to borrow Robert Harrison’s phrase, is paired
with a moment of humility, in which Dante refers to others who are
‘miglior’.98 This show of humility will be followed by a parallel moment
in which Guinizzelli refers to Arnaut Daniel as the ‘miglior fabbro’ (Purg.
26, 117).

This exchange of deference to other poets is presented alongside a
mutual receptivity of discourse and interaction. Dante describes himself
as if fed or satisfied with gazing upon Guinizzelli, as fully receptive and
attentive to the aspect of the other:

e sanza udire e dir pensoso andai
lunga fïata rimirando lui,
né, per lo foco, in là più m’appressai.

Poi che di riguardar pasciuto fui,
tutto m’offersi pronto al suo servigio
con l’affermar che fa credere altrui. (Purg. 26, 100–5)99

By means of his gaze, he is nourished and satisfied. This interaction does
not stimulate a state of feeling ‘ghiotto’ as in Inferno 16. Guinizzelli
responds in terms of equivalent receptivity:

Tu lasci tal vestigio,
per quel ch’i’ odo, in me, e tanto chiaro,
che Letè nol può tòrre né far bigio

Ma se le tue parole or ver giuraro,
dimmi che è cagion per che dimostri
nel dire e nel guardar d’avermi caro. (Purg. 26, 106–11)100

In his words, Dante has left traces within Guido as well. Such mutual
receptivity, in which each is equally open and attentive to the other,
prefigures one aspect of the perfect desirous relations we will witness in
Paradiso. It is as if the two poets both write within one another, each
ascribing the role of author and teacher to the other. Brunetto, by contrast,
casts himself as the only author and authority in Inferno 15, the solitary

98 Robert Harrison, The Dominion of the Dead (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago
Press, 2003).

99 ‘Hearing and saying nothing, deep in thought, / I walked a while, just marvelling at
him, / yet did not? since the fire was there? draw near. / Then, having pastured fully on that
gaze, / I gave myself entirely to his service, / with gestures of the kind that win good faith.’

100 ‘To me he said: “Through what I hear, you leave / so clear a trace and footprint in my
mind, / Lethe won’t cancel it or make it fade. / But, if the oath you took just now holds true,
/ tell me, why is it that, in word and look, / you show so frankly that you hold me dear?” ’
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subject capable of controlling and manipulating a world of objects that
surrounds him.

Attending to the voice of one’s fellow poet suggests a different vision of
authorship and the abandonment of an exclusive, competitive, individu-
alistic model for a vision of something like mutual authorship. Here,
Dante’s poetry praises Guinizzelli’s ‘dolci detti’ (Purg. 26, 112),101 part
of the fabric of his ‘dolce stil novo’ (Purg. 24, 57) and makes space for
Arnaut Daniel’s own language within the welcoming container of terza
rima. What we see modelled here, as I have discussed in the previous
chapter in relation to Paradiso 25, is a prototype of the paradisiacal vision
of inclusive authorship that rejects the notion of the author as a single
source of a self-generating text. The hybrid language of Purgatorio 26,
including all the gesturality of the mutual recognition of others, prepares
the way for the instillations and distillations of divine inspiration into the
text in Paradiso.

The expected power differential is further overturned when Guinizzelli,
who should, by rights and chronology, be a father figure, responds to
Dante’s ‘padre mio’ by calling Dante ‘frate’.102 Correcting the ‘Ser’ and
‘figlio mio’ of the encounter with Brunetto, relations in Purgatorio are no
longer arranged in vertical genealogical lines but are located horizontally
across the broad community of penitents that form not a perverse ‘fam-
iglia’, but a reconciled brotherhood. Vertical genealogy and hierarchies of
a certain sort will be re-established in redeemed form in Paradiso, in that
hierarchy in Paradiso is all arranged in relation to God (as Piccarda
explains) such that hierarchy between persons need not disappear but
becomes irrelevant to the individual.

NAMING DANTE

These experiences that Dante undergoes in Purgatory are part of his
training in receptive modes of ardour as he moves towards Paradise and
the final vision of God. Ardore is the term Virgil uses to explain the
intensity of the love that is shared, mirrored, and amplified in heaven:

Tanto si dà quanto trova d’ardore;
sì che, quantunque carità si stende,
cresce sovr’ essa l’etterno valore.

101 ‘smooth, sweet verse’. 102 Cestaro, ‘Pederastic Insemination’, p. 65.
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E quanta gente più là sù s’intende
più v’è da bene amare, e più vi s’ama,
e come specchio l’uno a l’altro rende. (Purg. 15, 70–5, emphasis mine)103

Bruno Nardi suggests that the ‘s’intende’ of line 73 should be read as
‘s’incende’, as an enhancement and response to the ‘ardore’ of line 70.104

Ardour feeds ardour. Virgil begins with a statement of equivalency ‘tanto
[ . . . ] quanto’, but moves from this to a sense of increase in the multipli-
cation of the word ‘più’ that is repeated three times. The explanation
finally concludes with the metaphor of the mirror and thus a return to
the notion of reciprocity or equivalency. Virgil is able to gesture towards
the power of ardour to meet ardour with ever-increasing force and
magnitude, rather than simply responding in terms of reciprocity or
equivalency. But eventually, his capacity, as limited by earthly reason,
falls back upon metaphors of equality. Beginning in the Earthly Paradise,
the capacity of ardour to meet ardour with surpassing and overwhelming
plenitude of giving will become clear in poetry that exceeds the rules of
equivalency.

Dante’s experience in the Earthly Paradise prepares him for the surplus
of paradisiacal ardour that will meet his own. When he first sees Beatrice,
she is completely covered and veiled but nonetheless, ‘per occulta virtù che
da lei mosse, / d’antico amor sentì la gran potenza’ (Purg. 30, 38–9).105

He turns to tell Virgil: ‘Men che dramma / di sangue m’è rimaso che non
tremi: / conosco i segni de l’antica fiamma’ (Purg. 30, 46–8).106 Like the
disciples on the road to Emmaus, Dante does not yet see or visually
recognize Beatrice, but his heart registers her presence as burning within.
Introduced with the words ‘Benedictus qui venis! ’ (Purg. 30, 19), Beatrice’s
return in the Earthly Paradise is understood in distinctly Christological
terms.107

It is in this reunion and separation sequence (Virgil disappears here),
that Dante is finally named. Beatrice interrupts an elegiac reverie in which
Dante laments the loss of Virgil:

103 ‘It gives itself proportioned to the fire, / so that, as far as caritas extends, / eternal
Worth increases over it. / The more there are who fix their minds up there, / the more good
love there is—and more to love— / and each (as might a mirror) gives to each.’

104 See Bruno Nardi, Il preludio alla ‘Divina commedia’, Lectura Dantis Romana. Nuova
serie (Turin: Società Editrice Internazionale, 1964), p. 14.

105 ‘through the good that flowed from her, / sensing the ancient power of what love
was’.

106 ‘There is not one gram / of blood in me that does not tremble now. / I recognize the
signs / of the ancient flames.’

107 On the intersection between the Virgilian, the Christological, and the personal in
this episode, see Peter S. Hawkins, ‘Dido, Beatrice, and the Signs of Ancient Love’, in The
Poetry of Allusion, pp. 113–30.
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Ma Virgilio n’avea lasciati scemi
di sé, Virgilio dolcissimo patre,
Virgilio a cui per mia salute die’mi;

né quantunque perdeo l’antica matre,
valse a le guance nette di rugiada
che, lagrimando, non tornasser atre.

‘Dante, perché Virgilio se ne vada,
non pianger anco, non piangere ancora;
ché pianger ti conven per altra spada’. (Purg. 30, 49–57)108

At this central node of the poem, Dante’s name comes as a surprise; this is
the one and only time in the Commedia that his name will appear.109 The
events of the Earthly Paradise are somewhat disorienting. First, there is the
expected and entirely teleological excitement over the reunion with
Beatrice. Then we encounter the vast sweep of biblical history represented
in the procession that brings Beatrice to Dante. The reader is forced to ask
herself just where and how Dante’s personal story with Beatrice fits into
this universal tale of sin and redemption. Then Dante is left bereft of
Virgil. The reader is immersed in the tragic tones of this loss, when
Dante’s name interrupts our melancholy. The text only reveals that this
is Beatrice speaking seven lines later.

Dante’s name, presented as it is here, reveals viscerally and shockingly
how false any pretension at the individual control of, and fixity of, one’s
own name or identity must be. Dante here is entirely qualified by that
‘non anco’, ‘non ancora’. Dante, here, is not a label, is not a fixed quantity,
and is anything but glorious. It is the name for a man who is at his most
transformative moment, his greatest point of dynamism. He is named in
the moment when he is not yet what he will become. He has not yet
understood what he must weep for; he has not yet begun the weeping that
will give rise to his rebirth as a new person. The dialogue with Beatrice that
he is about to undergo will entirely remake him as a person.110

108 ‘But Virgil was not there. Our lack alone / was left where once he’d been. Virgil, dear
sire, / Virgil—to him I’d run to save my soul. / Nor could the All our primal mother lost, /
ensure my cheeks—which he once washed with dew— / should not again be sullied with
dark tears. / “Dante, that Virgil is no longer here, / do not yet weep, do not yet weep for
that. / A different sword cut, first, must make you weep.” ’

109 In fact, this is the only time that Dante is named in all of his works. In Convivio
I, 2, 2–3, he states that ‘parlare alcuno di se medesimo pare non licito [ . . . ] sanza
necessaria cagione.’

110 Vittorio Montemaggi writes: ‘Names are not for Dante the sign of an identity
definable only in terms of itself, but the sign of an identity caught in a process of constant
redefinition in the light of its being and acting in relation to others.’ ‘ “Nulla vedere e amore
mi costrinse”: On Reading Dante’s Commedia as a Theological Poem’ (doctoral thesis,
University of Cambridge, 2006), p. 161. This observation is particularly relevant for
Purgatorio.
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The liminal nature of Dante’s name is contrasted sharply with the
fullness of personhood that Beatrice possesses: ‘Guardaci ben! Ben sem,
ben sem Beatrice’ (Purg. 30, 73).111 Various editors have offered two
principal solutions for this line, either ‘ben sem, ben sem’ or ‘ben son, ben
son’.112 Whether we are to read the pluralis maiestatis into these lines or
not, in any case, the repetition affirms all that Dante’s name is not.
Beatrice’s name is entirely true to the fullness of her resurrected person-
hood, not only as individual, but also within the heavenly community and
in that community’s connection to the mortal world. She inhabits a
shared, communal space in which it is only appropriate to understand
identity in plural terms. Dante recognizes her both as the woman whose
presence he has longed for and as something more than what he recalls.
She is the Beatrice of old, but she is also fully a participant in a heavenly
community, emplaced in a network of connection that is different from
the one she inhabited in life.

This notion of the resonance of a name also revisits and corrects what
was suggested in Purgatorio 14, when Dante refuses to give his name to
penitents who inquire:

Di sovr’ esso rech’ io questa persona:
dirvi ch’i’ sia, saria parlare indarno,
ché ’l nome mio ancor molto non suona. (Purg. 14, 19–21)113

When Beatrice names Dante, his name rings out entirely stripped of the
fame and glory that he imagined for himself in that earlier encounter. His
name is given here not because of the repute that name has accumulated,
but rather, as in the moment of baptism, because his name describes all
that he has not yet become and all that he has the capacity to become in
the dialogue with Beatrice that will open here.

His attention to the prophetic spectacle to which his poetry must testify
borrows its intensity from the revelation of his beloved:

‘Fa che le viste non risparmi;
posto t’avem dinanzi a li smeraldi
ond’ Amor già ti trasse le sue armi’.
Mille disiri più che fiamma caldi

111 ‘Look. I am, truly, I am Beatrice.’
112 Giuseppe Vandelli and Giorgio Petrocchi prefer ben son, while Anna Maria Chia-

vacci Leonardi argues for ben sem. See Chiavacci Leonardi’s summary of the debate at her
gloss on Purgatorio 30, 73.

113 ‘I bring this body from that river’s bank. / There’d be no point in saying who I am. /
My name, as yet, produces no great sound.’
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strinsermi li occhi a li occhi rilucenti,
che pur sopra ’l grifone stavan saldi. (Purg. 31, 115–20)114

It is through his desires, likened to burning flames, that he is able to attain
an imperfect vision of the dual nature of the griffon and thus of Christ.
His attention to Beatrice’s eyes, in all their dynamism as they permit him
to see the griffon’s two natures sequentially, makes him witness to an
eternal truth. The power of such attention is linked to the quality of
ardour:

Tant’ eran li occhi miei fissi e attenti
a disbramarsi la decenne sete,
che li altri sensi m’eran tutti spenti. (Purg. 32, 1–3, emphasis mine)115

His desire is likened, as amongst the purgatorial lustful, to thirst. His
attentive gaze intends to finally tame that fierce appetite, although from
here on, satiation will coexist with constantly refreshed desire for the
knowledge that Beatrice will impart and for ever-increasing levels of the
capacity to receive her presence. First her eyes are revealed, then her
mouth. His capacity to see and attend to her ever-increasing beauty as
they rise together through Paradise will be augmented continuously, but
never keeping pace with Beatrice’s increased splendour.

After passing the river Lethe, Beatrice reminds Dante that his sin lay in
allowing his attention to shift from her to others:

e se dal fummo foco s’argomenta,
cotesta oblivïon chiaro conchiude
colpa ne la tua voglia altrove attenta. (Purg. 33, 97–9, emphasis mine)116

Attention here is a capacity of the will; Dante is guilty of allowing his
attention to stray. That this is one of his central faults is made clear by the
fact that this is precisely what his passage through the river has led him to
forget. As he moves through Paradiso, Dante’s capacity for attention and
the proper fixity of will are refined continuously in preparation for the
final vision.

114 ‘ “Make sure,” they said, “you do not spare your eyes. / We’ve placed you here before
these emeralds, / from which Love aimed his arrows at you once.” / A thousand longings,
fiercer far than flame, / wrestled my eyes to her eyes, shining back, / fixed on the Gryphon,
never wavering.’

115 ‘My eyes were now so fixedly intent / to free themselves from that decade-long thirst
/ that every sense but sight had been eclipsed.’

116 ‘And if, when smoke appears, it proves there’s fire, / then this oblivion will itself
conclude / that guilt once drew your will away, elsewhere.’
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ARDOUR FOR THE PARADISIACAL
RESURRECTED BODY

When he arrives in Paradiso, Dante finds himself inhabited by all the
other souls present there; they see within him although he cannot pene-
trate the light that surrounds them. He asks Folquet, whose soul appears
within a redeemed ‘rota’ of light: ‘Perche non satisface a’ miei disii? / Già
non attendere’ io tua dimanda, / s’io m’intuassi, come tu t’inmii’ (Par. 9,
79–81).117 As Teodolinda Barolini has noted, this is a statement of
‘transcendent linguistic eroticism’, even ‘rhetorical copulation’.118 Dante
clearly puts himself, in the language of ardent desire, in a receptive
position. Folquet states that ‘questo cielo di me s’imprenta, com’io fe’ di
lui’ (Par. 9, 96),119 comparing himself to Dido, Phyllis, and Hercules. As
Bill Burgwinkle notes, Folquet describes himself in sexually resonant
terms as active in his present state of being, imprinting the heaven of
Venus, just as he was previously passive in life, imprinted by the heaven of
Venus (and associated with tragic heroines).120 The sin committed during
his lifetime can be recuperated and redeemed in the way in which he
understands it. Like Cunizza, who describes herself as ‘conquered’ by the
light of Venus, he understands himself as entirely open to love. Dante
must learn to fully inhabit his state of necessary openness throughout his
journey through Paradiso, to find peace within a condition of ardent desire
that does not permit him to act fully, except by making that opening to
and attending to all that surrounds him entirely conscious and entirely
willed. It is only the redeemed who are fully active in this realm, and their
action is enabled through their participation in the prime agent. Their
desires are God’s desires, as Piccarda explains almost at the outset of the
pilgrim’s journey through Paradiso: ‘è formale ad esto beato esse / tenersi
dentro a la divina voglia, / per ch’una fansi nostre voglie stesse’ (Par. 3,
79–81).121 Heavenly actions can no longer stray from God’s will.

117 ‘If I in-you-ed myself as you in-me, / I would not still await what you might ask’
(Par. 9, 78–81).

118 Teodolinda Barolini, Dante’s Poets: Textuality and Truth in the ‘Comedy’ (Princeton,
NJ: Princeton University Press, 1984), p. 116.

119 ‘This heaven now bears my imprint.’
120 William Burgwinkle, ‘ “The Form of Our Desire”: Arnaut Daniel and the Homo-

erotic Subject in Dante’s Commedia’, GLQ: A Journal of Lesbian and Gay Studies, 10
(2004): 565–97 (pp. 575–6).

121 ‘In formal terms, our being in beatitude / entails in-holding to the will of God, / our
own wills thus made one with the divine.’
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Virgil’s necessarily limited view of the mutuality of ardour in heaven is
expanded and illuminated by Solomon’s discussion of the restitution of
bodies to the blessed at the Resurrection. The speech is constructed
through a series of crescendos in which the ardour of the souls works as
the main propulsion. The passage must be quoted at length, as the
intensity builds over a long sequence of lines:

La sua chiarezza séguita l’ardore;
l’ardor la visïone, e quella è tanta,
quant’ ha di grazia sovra suo valore.

Come la carne glorïosa e santa
fia rivestita, la nostra persona
più grata fia per esser tutta quanta;

per che s’accrescerà ciò che ne dona
di gratüito lume il sommo bene,
lume ch’a lui veder ne condiziona;

onde la visïon crescer convene,
crescer l’ardor che di quella s’accende,
crescer lo raggio che da esso vene. (Par. 14, 40–51, emphasis mine)122

Ardore comes from vision, just as vision comes from ardour. When the
blessed are made complete persons by the restitution of their bodies, their
vision will only grow, which will in turn increase their ardour, which will
increase the brightness that shines forth from their bodies. In a swelling
double movement that echoes the opening of the canto, ‘dal centro al
cerchio, e sì dal cerchio al centro’ (Par. 14, 1),123 ‘ardore’ and ‘visione’
change positions from the beginning of this passage to the end, but the
meaning remains the same, reinforced. The dance of the switched posi-
tions visually displays for the reader the notion that vision feeds ardour,
just as ardour reinforces vision. Consequential movement in Paradiso is
inevitably circular, as all time and all being come together in unity. There
is no before or after, except within the scope of the explanations that are so
patiently unfolded for Dante. Vision is synonymous with understanding
in Paradiso; we thus see here the ultimate potential of ardour as feeding
understanding even as increased understanding feeds ardour. This desire
for deeper understanding as accompanied by deepening understanding

122 ‘That brightness follows from their inward fire, / the fire from vision. And their sight
extends / as far as each, beyond their due, has grace. / But when the glorious and sacred flesh
/ is clothing us once more, our person then / will be—complete and whole—more pleasing
still. / For then whatever has been granted us, / by utmost good, of free and gracious light /
(the light through which we see Him) will increase. / Hence, as must be, our seeing will
increase, / increasing, too, the fire that vision lights.’

123 ‘Centre to circle or circle to centre.’
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comes along with desire for particular personal presences and the certitude
of the gift of those personal presences. When Solomon concludes his
speech, the souls nearby call out:

‘Amme!’,
che ben mostrar disio d’i corpi morti:
forse non pur per lor, ma per le mamme,

per li padri, e per li altri che fuor cari
anzi che fosser sempiterne fiamme. (Par. 14, 62–6)124

The desire that is revealed here is not only for the increased vision and
understanding that will come with the resurrected body, but also for the
tangible presence of mothers, fathers, and loved ones.125 Paradisiacal
understanding participates in the universal form of things, but, for
Dante, is never divorced from the distinctly personal.

ATTENTIVE AFFECTIONS

The emphasis on personal presence and personal relation in Paradiso
provides opportunities for rethinking visions of maternal and paternal
attention, as well as relations between men, and between Dante and
Beatrice. ‘Ardente affetto’ is a term that returns in Paradiso three times,
to describe a state that is linked to the paternal or maternal on each
occasion. The first of these cases is in Cacciaguida’s reception of Dante
in Paradiso 15:

l’arco de l’ardente affetto
fu sì sfogato, che ‘l parlar discese
inver’ lo segno del nostro intelletto. (Par. 15, 43–5, emphasis mine)126

124 ‘ “Amen” / they showed their keen desire for long dead bones, / not only for
themselves but for their mums, / their fathers, too, and others dear to them, / before they
were these sempiternal flames.’ Elena Lombardi reads this passage as a demonstration of a
vestige of lack, comparable to the desire for signs: The Syntax of Desire: Language and Love
in Augustine, The Modistae, Dante (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2007), p. 171.

125 On the heavenly desire for bodies see Rachel Jacoff, ‘ “Our Bodies, Our Selves”: The
Body in the Commedia’, in Sparks and Seeds: Medieval Literature and its Afterlife: Essays in
Honor of John Freccero, ed. Dana E. Stewart and Alison Cornish (Turnhout: Brepols, 2000),
pp. 119–37; and Manuele Gragnolati, ‘Nostalgia in Heaven: Embraces, Affection and
Identity in the Commedia’, in Dante and the Human Body: Eight Essays, ed. John C. Barnes
and Jennifer Petrie (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 2007), pp. 117–37.

126 ‘And when the bow shot of his burning love / had so far settled that his speech came
down / to reach the target of our intellect.’
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The ‘ardente affetto’ here is personal; it is Cacciaguida’s delight in wel-
coming his own descendant as he recognizes his high privilege. It expresses
itself in a flood of words that are incomprehensible until he returns to
recognizable praise of God.127 Cacciaguida’s speech shifts from the per-
sonal to praise of the source of this intensely personal gift.

A second example comes when Beatrice waits to show Dante the
triumph of Christ and Mary, and is compared to a bird that:

con ardente affetto il sole aspetta,
fiso guardando pur che l’alba nasca;

così la donna mïa stava eretta
e attenta, rivolta inver’ la plaga
sotto la quale il sol mostra men fretta:

sì che, veggendola io sospesa e vaga,
fecimi qual è quei che disïando
altro vorria, e sperando s’appaga. (Par. 23, 8–15, emphasis mine)128

The quality of Beatrice’s attention is such that Dante’s observation of that
attention is adequate to in some way satisfy his own desire in hope, even as
he continues to await the desired-for appearance with undiminished
ardour. Ardent desire and hopeful expectant peace can coexist here, as
Dante learns the art of certain expectation that is the proper meaning of
hope. When Beatrice is able to say ‘Ecco’ and show Dante what they have
so eagerly awaited, Dante notes that ‘pariemi che ’l suo viso ardesso tutto’
(Par. 23, 22).129 Dante’s attention moves from Beatrice’s face and her joy
in showing him the triumph, to the triumph itself. Her ardent attention
mediates his, modelling a mode of looking that melds personal imbrica-
tion with a broader, prophetic gaze upon a reality that must be testified to
for the good of all.

It is Beatrice’s ‘ardente affetto’ as she begs Saint Peter to speak with
Dante on the question of faith that causes Peter to come forth:

127 L’Ottimo Commento explains as follows: ‘E quando l’arco ec. Dice, che quando egli
ebbe il suo ardente desiderio spremuto quanto a lui, mostrando quanto gli era caro la venuta
di Dante, in cui tanta grazia di Dio risplendea, tanto che il suo parlare potea per Dante
essere inteso, furono poi le sue parole prima in laude di Dio, dicendo—Benedetto sie tu ec.’
comm. on Paradiso 15, 43–8.

128 ‘and there, her heart ablaze, awaits the sun, / eyes sharpening, fixed, till day is truly
born. / So, too, head raised, tall, straight, my donna stood, / attention wholly on that stretch
of sky / where, under noon, the sun displays least speed. / And I, to see her stand enraptured
so, / became like one desiring still what he / has not—and yet in hope is satisfied.’

129 ‘Her face, it seemed to me, now burned so bright.’
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O santa suora mia che sì ne prieghe
divota, per lo tuo ardente affetto
da quella bella spera mi disleghe. (Par. 24, 28–30, emphasis mine)130

Again, here, ardent affections are linked to the recognition of the desires of
another, as Beatrice begs ‘ponete mente a l’affezione immensa / e roratelo
alquanto’ (Par. 24, 7–8).131 Beatrice’s ardour is inspired by Dante’s
‘affezione’, that she desires to see met by some nourishment. The ardour
of love in Paradiso is communicated amongst the blessed through what
appears as dance and song:

così vid’ io lo schiarato splendore
venire a’ due che si volgieno a nota
qual conveniesi al loro ardente amore. (Par. 25, 106–8, emphasis mine)132

Here, Peter and James articulate their ardent love in dance as John joins
them. This love is understood to be for and in God, but also for one
another, as the meeting between Peter and James makes perfectly clear:

Sì come quando il colombo si pone
presso al compagno, l’uno a l’altro pande,
girando e mormorando, l’affezione;

così vid’ ïo l’un da l’altro grande
principe glorïoso essere accolto,
laudando il cibo che là su li prande. (Par. 25, 19–24)133

These scenes of three wheeling lights dancing and welcoming one another,
showing clear signs of their affection and courtesy each to each, recall and
correct the blind and destructive wheeling of the three sodomites in
Inferno 15 and 16. Here, the ‘great princes’ of the church turn towards
one another with fitting attention to, and praise of, their companions.
James and Peter’s ardent mutual greeting of one another before they turn
to Beatrice and to Dante clearly asserts the place of personal attention in
Paradiso. Despite the fact that the blessed can see one another’s thoughts,
and thus Peter should already know James’s respect and sense of honour
for him, they perform this dance of affection, like mating doves, in part
because such display matters intensely as a mode of sustained heavenly

130 ‘My holy sister. You have prayed for this / with such devotion and such ardent
prayers / that you unloose me from that lovely sphere.’

131 ‘direct your mind to his unmeasured zeal. / Let dew refresh him for a while.’
132 ‘So I saw now that ever-clearer gleam / approach the two who spun to their own

notes / in keeping with the ardour of their love.’
133 ‘Compare: a dove will settle by its mate / and, each to each, both turning, murmur-

ing, / make proclamation of the love they feel. / So, too, I saw in glory each great prince /
made welcome, each by each, in that high realm, / praising alike the feast at which they sat.’
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attention, each to each, but also to show to the viewer what courteous and
person-affirming relation should look like.

In Dante’s examination on love by John, the importance of the personal
is once again affirmed as Dante begins his general discussion of love with a
declaration of his continuing ardour for one particular person, Beatrice.

Io dissi: ‘Al suo piacere e tosto e tardo
vegna remedio a li occhi, che fuor porte
quand’ ella entrò col foco ond’ io sempr’ ardo’. (Par. 26, 13–15, emphasis mine)134

The enduring capacity of ardour is a characteristic quality of Dante’s
Paradiso. Dante stresses his receptive availability to Beatrice and the
permanence of her effects within him. In the Earthly Paradise, Dante
needed to recognize that he had actively turned his attention elsewhere, to
other women; in acknowledging his active ‘voglia altrove attenta’, as
Beatrice puts it, he privileges his experience of Beatrice’s presence as
singularly powerful and takes responsibility for any subsequent distrac-
tion. Unlike the infernal lustful, he does not plead passivity in this most
important case.

Here, as Dante discusses love in Paradiso, the reader is led to retro-
spectively understand that ardour need not be restless, like the sodomites
in Inferno, who move without ceasing, in a race for glory with no end or
possibility for change, but can persist in focused ardent attention for and
to the beloved, even as the presence of the beloved brings peace.135 At the
sight of the Celestial Rose, Dante notes that the angels, who ascend and
descend between God and the seated occupants of the Rose, bring the
twinned qualities of peace and ardour with them:

Quando scendean nel fior, di banco in banco
porgevan de la pace e de l’ardore
ch’elli acquistavan ventilando il fianco. (Par. 31, 16–18, emphasis mine)136

134 ‘ “As now or later pleases her,” I said, / “may healing fall upon these eyes—the gates /
through which she came with fires I burn from still.” ’

135 As Lino Pertile puts it: ‘Dante’s Paradise, then, is hardly the kingdom of quiet and
immobility we might have expected; indeed it is perennial motion, desire and ardour,
hunger and thirst—not, however, of a human kind, for this motion does not aim anywhere,
it is in itself perfect, it is the tangible form of perfect love; this desire, hunger and thirst are
constantly alive and constantly replenished. In Heaven the soul is not fed and satisfied once
and for all, its desire extinguished for ever and ever; but as it reaches God, desire and
fulfillment, perfectly balanced and simultaneous, become a timeless mode of being that is
forever present.’ ‘Paradiso: A Drama of Desire’, inWord and Drama in Dante: Essays on the
‘Divina Commedia’, edited John C. Barnes and Jennifer Petrie (Dublin: Irish Academy,
1993), pp. 143–80 (pp. 154–5).

136 ‘Descending in the flower from tier to tier, / they offered peace and all the burning
love / that they won there (wings fanning down their flanks).’
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These are the two fundamental qualities of beatitude. Unlike the Platonic
notion of erotic desire that is based upon a sense of lack, rendered visible
in the restless flight of the infernal lustful, ardour pairs itself with peace in
this realm. Ardour can persist even in a state of complete satiation.

As Dante attains to the highest reaches of his vision, it is Bernard of
Clairvaux’s ardent attention to the Virgin that becomes the model for
Dante’s own gaze and contemplative absorption in the divine:137

E la regina del cielo, ond’ ïo ardo
tutto d’amor, ne farà ogne grazia,
però ch’i’ sono il suo fedel Bernardo. (Par. 31, 100–2)138

Bernard is sure of the fulfilment of his prayer before he voices his appeal.
In this way, his desire on Dante’s behalf, ‘che mai per mio veder non arsi /
più ch’i fo per lo suo’ (Par. 33, 28–9),139 coexists with his certitude of the
fulfilment of that desire. His activity here is entirely on Dante’s behalf,
moving him from contemplation of the Virgin to prayer for Dante’s
vision.

Bernard’s ardour thus becomes Dante’s:

Bernardo, come vide li occhi miei
nel caldo suo caler fissi e attenti,
li suoi con tanto affetto volse a lei,

che ’ miei di rimirar fé più ardenti. (Par. 31, 139–42)140

The strong alliteration of the ‘caldo suo caler’ emphasizes the way in which
the ardour of Dante’s gaze becomes one with the ardour of Bernard’s.
Caler is a Latin infinitive used as a noun, meaning to be hot or ardent.
Caldo and caler are thus paired words with the same meaning; the heat of
Bernard’s gaze transmuting itself into the active burning of Dante’s own
fixed attention.

The ‘fissi e attenti’ here recalls a moment on the shores of Purgatory,
when a group of souls listens rapt to Casella, who sings one of Dante’s
earlier poems:

137 Steven Botterill, in Dante and the Mystical Tradition: Bernard of Clairvaux in the
‘Commedia’ (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), observes that sight is always
insight, and that vision is understanding in Paradiso. On Bernard’s ardour as model for
Dante, see pp. 85 and 111 particularly.

138 ‘The Heavenly Queen—I burn in all my soul. / for love of her—will bring us every
grace. / I am Bernardo, her most faithful one.’

139 ‘I never burned for visions of my own / more than I do that he might see.’
140 ‘Bernardo, seeing where my eyes were set, / fixed, won, attentive to her warm regard,

/ now turned his own so feelingly to her / that mine in wonder blazed out all the more.’
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Noi eravam tutti fissi e attenti
a le sue note; ed ecco il veglio onesto
gridando: ‘Che è ciò, spiriti lenti?’ (Purg. 2, 118–20)141

That experience of listening unites the souls in a moment that is corrective
of all the discord of Inferno; Dante emphasizes the shared experience with
the ‘noi’ placed at the beginning of the terzina. In the paradisiacal recall of
that state of fixed attention, we may clearly discern what has been
recuperated from the musical interlude with Casella, and what has been
refined. The shared experience of joint attention and the added intensity
that can only come from the mutual reinforcement of desire in the
presence of its very fulfilment is the element of this state of attention
that is singled out as the mode of entering into the vision of the divine.

At the end of the poem, the state of ardent attention that has been
achieved becomes a singular focus, as important as the vision itself. Dante
concerns himself not only with describing his vision, but, more import-
antly, with illuminating the state by which such a vision may be achieved:

E io ch’al fine di tutt’ i disii
appropinquava, sì com’ io dovea,
l’ardor del desiderio in me finii. (Par. 33, 46–8)142

As Elena Lombardi notes, finii here does not indicate the conclusion of
desire, but rather its ripeness or fullness.143 Ardour reaches its perfection
in the moment of the fulfilment of Dante’s desires:

Così la mente mia, tutta sospesa
mirava fissa, immobile e attenta,
e sempre di mirar faceasi accesa. (Par. 33, 97–9)144

In the final vision of God, Dante describes the moment in which he
attempts to see or perceive the Incarnation. He cannot do it until ‘la mia
mente fu percossa / da un fulgore in che sua voglia venne’ (Par. 33,
140–1).145 This revelation, figured also as a sweetness distilled in the
heart, is the seed of the poem itself. It may only be incorporated and made
productive in those persons who have turned themselves fully to ardent

141 ‘So there we were, attentive to these notes, / entirely still, then calling suddenly, /
that stern old man: “What’s this, malingering souls?” ’

142 ‘And drawing nearer, as I had to know / the end of all desires, in my own self /
I ended [or reached the fullness of] all the ardour of desire.’ Kirkpatrick opts for ended, but
Lombardi’s work would suggest the possibility of thinking this as a culmination or climax,
rather than an ending in the strict sense.

143 Lombardi, The Wings of the Doves, p. 125.
144 ‘And so my mind, held high above itself, / looked on, intent and still, in wondering

awe / and, lit by wonder, always flared anew.’
145 ‘my mind, was stricken through / by sudden lightning bringing what it wished’.
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attention to the divine presence as well as to the presence of those persons
who construct their identity.146 Dante can contain the potency of that
vision of change and eternity when he gives up his pretence at contain-
ment and opens himself fully to being moved with ‘l’amor che move il sole
e l’altre stelle’ (Par. 33, 145).147

146 I have discussed the generative inspiration for the poem itself as received within the
receptive heart in my book, The Medieval Heart (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press,
2010).

147 ‘love that moves the sun and other stars’.
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5
Transhuman Faces

PERSONS, FACES, AND MASKS

The Greek prosopon, often translated as person, also indicates a mask, a
role in a drama, or the human face itself.1 Boethius tells us that the Latin
word persona derives from those persons who represented men in comed-
ies and tragedies and whose voices were amplified as they reverberated
through the mask (personando). The actor’s face may be covered, but the
voice reverberates more strongly than it would without the mask.2 ‘Perso-
nare’ is that sounding through, the interaction between voice and mask,
between hiddenness and revelation.

Prosopon as it appears in Scripture evokes the concepts of face, appear-
ance, or presence, often emphasizing that which is revealed. In Matthew,
prosopon as face appears twice in the narrative of the Transfiguration: ‘And

1 For more on this, see Michael Edward Moore, ‘Meditations on the Face in the Middle
Ages (with Levinas and Picard)’, Literature and Theology, 24 (2010): 19–37.

2 ‘Nomen enim personae uidetur aliunde traductum, ex his scilicet personis quae in
comoediis tragoediisque eos quorum interest homines repraesentabant. Persona uero dicta
est a personando, circumflexa paenultima. Quod si acuatur antepaenultima, apertissime a
sono dicta uidebitur; idcirco autem a sono, quia concauitate ipsa maior necesse est uoluatur
sonus. Graeci quoque has personas prosopa uocant ab eo quod ponantur in facie atque ante
oculos obtegant uultum.’ ‘For the word person seems to be borrowed from a different
source, namely from the masks which in comedies and tragedies used to signify the different
subjects of representation. Now persona (“mask”) is derived from personare, with a circum-
flex on the penultimate. But if the accent is put on the antepenultimate the word will clearly
be seen to come from sonus (“sound”), and for this reason, that the hollow mask necessarily
produces a larger sound. The Greeks, too, call these masks prosopa from the fact that they
are placed over the face and conceal the countenance from the spectator’, Liber De Persona et
Duabus Naturis Contra Eutychen et Nestorium, 3, cited from Theological Tractates and the
Consolation of Philosophy, ed. and trans. H. F. Stewart, E. K. Rand, and S. J. Tester, new edn
(Cambridge, MA: Aeterna Press, 1973). Thomas Aquinas cites this definition of persona in
his discussion of whether the term persona can be applied to God: Summa theologica, 1.29.3.
On Boethius’s definition of persona, see John Marenbon, Boethius (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2003), pp. 70–3; Mary Hatch Marshall, ‘Boethius’ Definition of Persona
and Mediaeval Understanding of the Roman Theater’, Speculum, 25 (1950): 471–82;
Monika Otter, ‘Vultus adest (the face helps): Performance, Expressivity and Interiority’, in
Rhetoric Beyond Words: Delight and Persuasion in the Arts of the Middle Ages, ed. Mary
Carruthers (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), pp. 151–72 (pp. 161–3).
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he was transfigured before them. And his face did shine as the sun: and his
garments became white as snow’ (Matthew 17:2).3 As Jesus is revealed to
be the Son of God, both human and divine, it is His face that shows forth
the Transfiguration. The disciples react in fear: ‘And the disciples hearing,
fell upon their face, and were very much afraid’ (Matthew 17:6).4 The
disciples’ faces stand in the text as the wholeness of their bodies and the
fullness of their humanity, prostrate and uncomprehending.

That the face may stand for the whole of the individual in medieval
thought is confirmed by Isidore of Seville’s Etymologies: ‘Facies dicta ab
effigie: ibi est enim tota figura hominis et uniuscuiusque personae cogni-
tio.’5 The entire figure of a person may be found in their face; the face is
not thus to be understood as separate to the body, as we might think of it
today, but as a means of showing forth the totality of a person. It is in this
spirit that I will suggest that Paradiso is the realm of the face, a focus that
should not in any way contribute to the common misconception that
bodies are absent or de-emphasized in Paradiso. While it is true that only
Beatrice’s face is described in Paradiso and there are no direct references to
any other parts of her body, David Ruzicka notes: ‘what remains constant
is the poet’s focus on the expressive aspect of Beatrice’s body. The problem
with the response of critics like Porena and Lora is the assumption that
this emphasis should be seen in terms of a diminution of Beatrice’s
corporeality.’6 Corporeality in Paradiso is relation. For Dante, paradisiacal
faces enact relation as aerial bodies do in Purgatorio. Of course, through
much of the Paradiso, the only face that Dante can see clearly is Beatrice’s.
But the final cantos make it clear that the discovery of faces is that which
the paradisiacal journey tends towards, as finally Bernard’s face, the faces
of the blessed in the Celestial Rose, Mary’s face, and the effige of Christ are
revealed in quick succession. Faces are the unique intersection between
body and soul, and as such, are the locus of transhuman, paradisiacal
persona.

3 In the Vulgate, the lines are rendered as: ‘Et transfiguratus est ante eos. Et resplenduit
facies ejus sicut sol: vestimenta autem ejus facta sunt alba sicut nix.’ In Luke’s account of the
Transfiguration prosopon is rendered as ‘vultus’ (Luke 9:29).

4 ‘Et audientes discipuli ceciderunt in faciem suam, et timuerunt valde.’
5 Isidori Hispalensis Episcopi Etymologiarum sive originum libri XX, ed. W. M. Lindsay,

2 vols. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1911), XI. 33. ‘The word for face (facies) comes from
“visible likeness” (effigies), for all of the characteristic form (figura) of a human being and the
ability for every person to be recognized resides in the face.’ The Etymologies of Isidore of
Seville, ed. and trans. Stephen A. Barney, W. J. Lewis, J. A. Beach, and Oliver Berghof
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), p. 233.

6 David Ruzicka, ‘ “Uno lumo apparente di fuori secondo sta dentro”: The Expressive
Body in Dante’s Commedia’, The Italianist, 24 (2014): 1–22 (p. 8).
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To understand something of the appearance of transhuman, paradis-
iacal persona, we might turn to a passage in St Paul’s Second Letter to the
Corinthians, that has sometimes been read as a gloss on the Transfigur-
ation: ‘But we all beholding the glory of the Lord with open face, are
transformed into the same image from glory to glory, as by the Spirit of the
Lord’ (2 Cor. 3:18).7 The transformation offered here is participation in
the Transfiguration through our own openness of face, in the face of the
divine light. The ‘face’ is again a reference to the entirety of our persons.
Paul’s words function as a singularly condensed and potent image, as a
way of understanding what Dante describes of paradise, a place where
souls, witnessed by Dante as transformed faces, behold Christ’s effige and
shine in and with his divine light.8 Oliver Davies understands the trans-
formation of Dante’s human body in Paradiso as ‘not an excessus but rather
as a form of, or grounded in, the Transfiguration’. He argues that we
might think of Dante’s journey not as an ascent but as a performance
around Dante’s transfigured body, a body transfigured in the presence of
the ‘living, transformative body of Beatrice’.9 In coming to behold as he is
beheld, Dante’s open face is transformed, or transhumanized by the faces
that he meets. What does it mean to think the ‘trasumanar’ as grounded in
the Transfiguration?10 I will suggest in this chapter that this key for
interpretation is most helpful not to suggest that Dante becomes in
some way divine himself, but rather as a way of thinking how the
transformed open face might enable a new dimension of relation. Jesus’s
Transfiguration is not solely about the luminosity of His face and gar-
ments; it also shows Him to be in dialogue with a transmortal community.
The disciples see Him in conversation with Moses and Elias (Matthew
17:3). Dante’s trasumanar through contemplation of Beatrice’s face

7 ‘Nos vero omnes, revelata facie gloriam Domini speculantes, in eamdem imaginem
transformamur a claritate in claritatem, tamquam a Domini Spiritu.’ See David F. Ford, Self
and Salvation: Being Transformed (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999),
pp. 17–29, on this verse and 2 Cor. 4:6 and ‘the transformation of facing before the face
of Christ’ (p. 24).

8 See Jeffrey Schnapp for a discussion of the centrality of the Transfiguration in Dante’s
Paradiso. He further argues that the central cantos of Paradiso ‘personalize’ the cross of
Christ. Jeffrey T. Schnapp, The Transfiguration at the Center of Dante’s ‘Paradise’ (Prince-
ton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1986), p. 90.

9 Oliver Davies, ‘Dante’s Commedia and the Body of Christ’, in Dante’s ‘Commedia’:
Theology as Poetry, ed. Vittorio Montemaggi and Matthew Treherne (Notre Dame, IN:
University of Notre Dame Press, 2010), pp. 161–79 (pp. 173–4).

10 Peter Hawkins’s chapter ‘Transfiguring the Text’, in his Dante’s Testaments: Essays in
Scriptural Imagination (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1999), discusses the
reference to the Transfiguration in Purgatorio 32 as forging an association between Dante
and the apostles and authorizing his text, pp. 180–93.
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leads him into an intensely intimate and transformative relation with
the blessed.

Such a privileged role for the face as person must challenge us to
reinterpret the notion of the mask that lingers in the scriptural root of
the term prosopon. The mask is not a disguise. In Dante’s Paradiso, all
external appearances are true, as faces are revelatory in the manner of the
Transfiguration; ‘vere sustanze son ciò che tu vedi’ (Par. 3, 29).11

Beatrice’s luminous smile and the shining forth that comes from each
of the souls Dante meets in Paradiso are true and visible external mani-
festations of the love and joy activated by the souls’ interactions with
Dante; as Dante explains in the Convivio, smiles or laughter are ‘una
corruscazione della dilettazione dell’anima, cioè uno lume apparente di
fuori secondo sta dentro’ (III, viii, 11).12 As Ruzicka explains: ‘What
appears to the eye [in Paradiso] is the inner movement of the soul’s joy
and desire: that which according to the Convivio “sta dentro”. Their
bodies are not so much hidden, as turned inside out.’13 We might think
of Justinian in this context, who ‘per più letizia sì mi si nascose / dentro al
suo raggio la figura santa; / e così chiusa chiusa mi rispuose’ (Par. 5,
136–8).14 The ‘figura’ here might be both face and body, enclosed by the
brilliance of his love for Dante. Justinian’s ‘hiddenness’ is paradoxically
the showing forth of his most crucial and constitutive element of being,
love for the interlocutor.15

The very structure of Paradiso hangs on encounters with faces, hidden
and revealed, from the face of Beatrice to the effige of Christ in the final
canto. When Dante expresses his desire to see Benedict’s face in Paradiso
22, Benedict replies: ‘Frate, il tuo alto disio / s’adempierà in su l’ultima
spera, / ove s’adempion tutti li altri e ‘l mio’ (Par. 22, 61–3).16 Benedict’s
statement casts Dante’s wish as praiseworthy; the desire to see faces is
indeed the highest desire. The single to plural echo, ‘s’adempierà–s’adem-
pion’, reinforces the notion that seeing the ‘imagine scoverta’, or the
exposed image, will take place in a setting in which both the singular

11 ‘And yet those beings that you see are true.’
12 ‘a coruscation of the soul’s delight—that is, a light appearing outwardly just as it is

within’ (Conv. III, viii, 11).
13 Ruzicka, ‘ “Uno lumo apparente” ’, p. 13.
14 ‘So now, in greater joy, that holy form / hid himself from me in his own bright ray /

and, thus enclosed, enclosed he spoke to me.’
15 Hiddenness as revelation is a trope that Dante employs from his earliest work; see

Robert Harrison on Beatrice’s body and the veil in The Body of Beatrice (Baltimore, MD:
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1988), particularly p. 24.

16 ‘Brother, your high desire / will be fulfilled within the final sphere, / where all desires,
as mine too, are fulfilled.’
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and the plural are emphasized.17 Benedict’s face will only be visible when
all of the faces of the blessed will be visible together. In Paradiso 31, Dante
describes that vision of the plural faces of the Empyrean: ‘Vedea visi a
carità süadi, / d’altrui lume fregiati e di suo riso, / e atti ornate di tutte
onestadi’ (31, 49–51).18 Peter Hawkins notes that the face is an intersec-
tion of ‘altrui lume’ and ‘suo riso’, that ‘the joyful expression of eyes and
mouth is, like a fingerprint, unique to each of the blessed—as person-
specific as the individualized seating in the hierarchy of the heavenly rose.
The Conviviomade it clear that no two faces are alike because each reveals
a unique soul.’19 In what Hawkins calls the theology of the smile, each
individual is defined by their smile as the smile responds to the reflected
light of those around them. Dante presents a God that smiles upon
Himself ‘e intendente te ami e arridi!’ (Par. 33, 126) in the same way
that the blessed smile upon one another.20 If the Trinity is envisioned as
the Father and Son looking lovingly and mutually with the Holy Spirit,
‘guardando nel suo Figlio con l’Amore / che l’uno e l’altro etternalmente
spira’ (Par. 10, 1–2),21 then this relation between Persons is the one that
will be the model for the relation between persons in Paradiso.

It is the difficulty and the ineffability of this model that confronts the
reader in Paradiso. The preceding chapters in the present study have
examined the process of becoming persona principally in Purgatorio,
where Dante (with his reader) shares that process with his purgatorial
interlocutors. In Paradiso, Dante is dynamically unbalanced with the
blessed souls who have already reached the plenitude of persona. But he
nonetheless gets to play at being part of the paradisiacal community before
his time. I will suggest that we readers likewise are offered an opportunity
to partake in the paradisiacal community, even if only momentarily. In
Purgatorio, the souls call upon the living in direct ways, asking for our
active prayers; the souls in Paradiso do not appeal to us in the same way.
And yet if we remain eccentric to the paradisiacal community, we are

17 On the appropriateness of Dante’s desire here, see Manuele Gragnolati, Amor che
move: Linguaggio del corpo e forma del desiderio in Dante, Pasolini e Morante (Milan:
Saggiatore, 2013), pp. 150–1. See also Vittorio Montemaggi, Divinity Realized in Human
Encounter: Reading Dante’s ‘Commedia’ as Theology (forthcoming).

18 ‘I saw there faces swayed to caritas, / arrayed in their own smiles and light not theirs, /
and all they did adorned with dignity.’

19 Peter S. Hawkins, ‘All Smiles: Poetry and Theology in Dante’s Commedia’, in Dante’s
‘Commedia’: Theology as Poetry, pp. 36–59 (p. 51). In the Convivio Dante writes of the
uniqueness of each face: ‘nullo viso ad altro viso è simile’ (‘no one face is like any other’,
Conv. III, viii, 7–8).

20 ‘you, knowing, love and smile on your own being’.
21 ‘Looking within his Son with that same Love / that Each breathes out eternally with

Each.’
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missing something. I will suggest that the text creates, among other
possibilities that lie outside the scope of this study, one particular site of
participatory action around the evocation of Christ’s face as it appears on
the Veronica veil in Rome (Par. 31). Readers who accept Dante’s invita-
tion to that site of pilgrimage (whether embodied in geographical, visual,
or visionary terms) have the capacity to instantiate the sort of conjoined
vision that, for Dante, is the mode of persona that is revealed in Paradiso.
This chapter investigates the distillation of persona in the animate beheld
and beholding faces of the blessed and the conjoined vision that charac-
terizes this transhuman beholding. I will argue that a number of habitual
critical vocabularies and paradigms for discussing Dante’s movement
through Paradiso and his relationship with Beatrice are ultimately limiting
if we seek to understand, and indeed, even embody, the new conjoined
vision that Paradiso celebrates.

FACING BEATRICE IN PURGATORIO

The most appropriate point of departure for a discussion of faces as
manifestation of persona in the Commedia is in the false parallel between
two great fulcrummoments in the text, two moments that have often been
read as scenes of abandonment, parting, or replacement. In the Earthly
Paradise, Virgil’s role of guidance is filled by Beatrice; in the Empyrean,
Beatrice’s place next to Dante becomes Bernard’s place as she returns to
her seat in the Celestial Rose. I will argue that ‘the dynamics of facing’, to
use David Ford’s phrase,22 that is played out across these two, ultimately
non-parallel, scenes demands that we as readers recognize the paradisiacal
sense of persona in fully transhuman terms. If Virgil is lost, Beatrice is
emphatically not lost, not replaced, never superseded. But to see this, we
must see faces and ‘the dynamics of facing’ in the terms of the Empyrean
itself, and beyond our limited categories of the gaze and its directionality.

I will return, then, to that moment in the Earthly Paradise that
I considered in the previous chapter in order to focus, this time, on the
issue of facing:

Tosto che ne la vista mi percosse
l’alta virtù che già m’avea trafitto
prima ch’io fuor di püerizia fosse,

volsimi a la sinistra col respitto
col quale il fantolin corre a la mamma

22 Ford, Self and Salvation, p. 23.
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quando ha paura o quand’elli è afflitto,
per dicere a Virgilio: ‘Men che dramma

di sangue m’è rimaso che non tremi:
conosco i segni de l’antica fiamma’.

Ma Virgilio n’avea lasciati scemi
di sé, Virgilio dolcissimo patre,
Virgilio a cui per mia salute die’ mi;

né quantunque perdeo l’antica matre,
valse a le guance nette di rugiada
che, lagrimando, non tornasser atre.

‘Dante, perché Virgilio se ne vada,
non pianger anco, non piangere ancora;
ché pianger ti conven per altra spada’. (Purg. 30, 40–57)23

Dante’s first impulse, upon the impact of that ‘alta virtù’ that is Beatrice’s
presence, is not to simply receive that presence, but to translate the
experience into Virgil’s terms.24 To do so, he actually turns away from
the long-awaited miracle of first-hand witness of Beatrice’s resurrection
and seeks to render the experience somehow familiar and containable, to
represent it as something that has already happened, related to an existing
trope of love recognized.25 As Robin Kirkpatrick puts it:

the urgent desire of Dante, in his role as a pilgrim, must be to define his great
experience in terms that will be readily comprehensible to his guide. Until
now, his habit has naturally been to do this, turning to Vergil at moments of
doubt or trepidation so as to strengthen himself in the knowledge of the
other’s comprehension.26

23 ‘But on the instant that it struck my sight— / this power, this virtue, that had pierced
me through / before I’d even left my boyhood state— / I turned aside (and leftwards)
meaning now, / with all the hope and deference of some child / that runs when hurt or
frightened to its mum, / to say to Virgil: “There is not one gram / of blood in me that does
not tremble now. / I recognize the signs of the ancient flame.” / But Virgil was not there.
Our lack alone / was left where once he’d been. Virgil, dear sire, / Virgil—to him I’d run to
save my soul. / Nor could the All our primal mother lost, / ensure my cheeks—which he’d
once washed with dew— / should not again be sullied with dark tears. / “Dante, that Virgil
is no longer here, / do not yet weep, do not yet weep for that. / A different sword cut, first,
must make you weep.” ’

24 On Dante’s use of Virgil here, see Tristan Kay, ‘Dido, Aeneas, and the Evolution of
Dante’s Poetics’, Dante Studies, 129 (2011): 135–60, also for a good list of the relevant
bibliography on the issue (n. 1, pp. 154–5).

25 Peter Hawkins writes of a similar moment when Dante tries to understand Matelda
by means of Ovidian vocabulary. See the chapter ‘Watching Matelda’ inDante’s Testaments,
pp. 159–79.

26 Robin Kirkpatrick, Dante’s ‘Paradiso’ and the Limitations of Modern Criticism: A Study
of Style and Poetic Theory, reissue edn (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011),
p. 80.
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In doing so, Dante the pilgrim relaxes into the traditional mode of looking
at the lady, his gaze mediated through a homosocial bond. This might well
sum up much of the poetic tradition of writing about ladies, from
pastorelle to donne angelicate. The poet looks upon the lady with another
male companion, whether present in the moment or designated as the
listener or reader who will usually be the imagined recipient of the poetry
that describes the lady’s beauty (even if such poetry is nominally dedicated
to the lady in question). The lady is to be contemplated; the men discuss
such contemplation amongst themselves. But Dante the poet is setting us
up here; this familiar scenario is utterly exploded when Beatrice speaks,
unexpectedly and sharply, precisely in the moment when the pilgrim is
looking away.27

This interruption or volcanic eruption of an unexpected female voice
must reconfigure the pilgrim’s mode of encountering the beloved. His
very gaze must be reconstructed from the rubble of the old model—in
which an active male looks upon, sings of, paints, or sculpts a passive
female object that he may easily possess—to a dangerously new model, in
which Dante as individual must face Beatrice as individual, without
homosocial mediation. Virgil is gone, and Beatrice is speaking now. The
lady has become an interlocutor. This is the beginning of a new form of
facing.

Emmanuel Levinas has extensively theorized the epiphany that comes
from the face of the other man (the gendered aspect of Levinas’s theory is
one I will discuss in a moment) as awakening the individual to a new
ethical engagement with the other:28

I have thought that the uniqueness and the alterity of the unique is con-
cretely the face of the other man, the original epiphany of which is not in its
visibility as a plastic form, but in ‘appresentation’. The thought awakened to
the face of the other man is not a thought of [ . . . ] a representation, but from
the start a thought for [ . . . ] a non-indifference for the other.29

27 On the Beatrix loquax, see the chapter entitled ‘Notes toward a Gendered History of
Italian Literature, with a Discussion of Dante’s Beatrix loquax’, in Teodolinda Barolini,
Dante and the Origins of Italian Literary Culture (New York: Fordham University Press,
2006), pp. 360–78.

28 In his edition of the Paradiso, pp. 479–80, Robin Kirkpatrick comments, in relation
to Dante seeing God face to face, on Levinas’s insistence on the encounter of faces as a
display of devotion to life and on reciprocity as the basis of all ethical action. Kirkpatrick
writes, ‘there is much in Dante’s position which is consistent with this [Levinas], and it has
been the mission and success of his poem to seek constantly the liberation of the
conversations—and conversions—that fully express the ethical possibilities of the human
being’ (p. 480).

29 Emmanuel Levinas, Alterity and Transcendence, trans. Michael B. Smith (London:
Athlone, 1999), p. 139.
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This is the transition that we see Dante struggling into, from ‘thoughts of ’
Beatrice, crafted collaboratively with other poets in the service of an end
goal of a representation of the lady, to ‘thought for’ Beatrice, as a
demanding presence that can never be possessed and to which it is
impossible to be indifferent. In order to move from simply looking at
and thinking of Beatrice in the terms that he has in the past, Dante must
recognize himself, as, precisely, someone who can be called upon by the
other. As Kirkpatrick explains,

whatever guilt the poet himself has here to acknowledge before Beatrice, can
no longer be interpreted by reference to a mean or a generality. His sins, as a
Christian, are as much his own as his accomplishments will be, and must
consequently be confessed to the very roots of his being, the being that at
Purgatorio XXX, line 55 is called upon so dramatically to answer in its given
name, Dante.30

At this point, in order to truly face Beatrice, Dante must present himself
alone. His individual being can no longer be presented by reference to
Virgil. Beatrice can no longer be represented as before. She appears with all
the mysterious excess that causes Levinas to turn to Husserl’s term,
‘appresentation’ in his discussion of the uniqueness of the beloved.31

This sudden, boundary-crossing proximity of Dante’s dead and resur-
rected beloved is in every way ‘impossible appearance’, to use Levinas’s
term. Such impossible appearance and the uniqueness and alterity of
Beatrice and Dante to one another in this transhuman meeting cannot
be represented, but must be ‘appresented’. As Husserl explains, the
presence of someone ‘in person’ does not mean that that person’s essence
is directly accessible to me:

Experience is original consciousness; and in fact we generally say, in the case
of experiencing a man: the other is himself there before us ‘in person’. On
the other hand, this being there in person does not keep us from admitting
forthwith that, properly speaking, neither the other Ego himself, nor his
subjective processes or his appearances themselves, nor anything else belong-
ing to his own essence, becomes given in our experience originally. If it were,
if what belongs to the other’s own essence were directly accessible, it would
be merely a moment of my own essence and ultimately he himself and
I myself would be the same. [ . . . ] A certain mediacy of intentionality must
be present here [ . . . ] we have here, accordingly, a kind of making ‘copre-
sent’, a kind of ‘appresentation’.32

30 Kirkpatrick, Dante’s ‘Paradiso’, p. 81. 31 Levinas, Alterity, p. 138.
32 Edmund Husserl, The Essential Husserl: Basic Writings in Transcendental Phenomen-

ology, ed. Donn Welton (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 1999), p. 146.
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As it renders Dante and Beatrice copresent, the text jars us. In Beatrice’s
harsh speech, in Virgil’s absence, in the extensive playing out of a drama of
facing that will follow this moment, we are invited to witness Beatrice as
Dante has never yet been able to present her to us up to this point in his
poetic career. It is of paramount importance that here she is not perceived
by the reader as simply a ‘moment of [Dante’s] own essence’ but is rather a
person in her own right.

As Beatrice affirms her fullness of presence, ‘Ben sem, ben sem Beatrice’
(‘I am, truly, I am Beatrice’, Purg. 30, 73), Dante is unable to look her in
the face:

Li occhi mi cadder giù nel chiaro fonte;
ma veggendomi in esso, i trassi a l’erba,
tanta vergogna mi gravò la fronte. (Purg. 30, 76–8)33

He will remain in this bowed state through the next canto:

Quali fanciulli, vergognando, muti
con li occhi a terra stannosi, ascoltando
e sé riconoscendo e ripentuti,

tal mi stav’io; ed ella disse: ‘Quando
per udir se’ dolente, alza la barba,
e prenderai più doglia riguardando’.

Con men di resistenza si dibarba
robusto cerro, o vero al nostral vento
o vero a quel de la terra di Iarba,

ch’io non levai al suo comando il mento;
e quando per la barba il viso chiese,
ben conobbi il velen de l’argomento. (Purg. 31, 64–75)34

Beatrice’s reference to Dante’s beard rather than his face, as critics have
explained, implies a criticism of Dante’s age or maturity, moving from his
schoolboy-like shame to the need to look his accuser straight in the face.35

But what comes through sharply, shockingly, here is that the donna
angelicata, the object of delight for the male poet to behold and to show
to his male companions, is the one who is looking at Dante. The object

33 ‘My eyes fell, glancing to the spring-clear brook, / but, seeing me in that, shame bent
my brow. / I dragged my gaze back to the grassy bank.’

34 ‘As little boys who stand there dumb with shame, / eyes on the ground and listening
to what’s said, / aware—very sorry—of what they are, / so I, too, simply stood. And she said:
“Since / you grieve at what you’re hearing, raise your beard / and, looking up, you’ll feel still
greater pain.” / With less resistance some well-sinewed oak / is rooted out by northern
winds of ours, / or blasts from savage Iarbas’ Libyan realm, / than I at her command raised
up my chin. / And when she spoke of “beard” (to name my face), / I knew the venom that
her meaning bore.’

35 See, for example, Anna Maria Chiavacci Leonardi’s gloss on line 75.
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has become subject. The beard evoked here is not simply a detail; its
naming, along with Dante’s own name, reveals the acutely penetrating
nature of Beatrice’s gaze upon Dante as beheld. The inversion is total. The
poet is inarticulate, utterly silenced, scrutinized by Beatrice. From this
point on, Beatrice is no longer simply something to be beheld or contem-
plated. She is abruptly transfigured from the conventionally distant lady of
lyric poetry to an agent that faces, reproves, names, and gazes. We must,
from this point on, cease to think of Beatrice as something to look at.

But Dante is not yet ready for that encounter as ‘viso’ to ‘viso’. When he
looks up, Beatrice is looking away:

le mie luci, ancor poco sicure,
vider Beatrice volta in su la fiera
ch’è sola una persona in due nature. (Purg. 31, 79–81)36

The revelation of Beatrice’s persona here comes through the persona that is
Christ, available in the figure of the griffon. To reveal herself, she turns her
own ‘volto’ towards the griffon:

Come in lo specchio il sol, non altrimenti
la doppia fiera dentro [gli occhi] vi raggiava,
or con altri, or con altri reggimenti.

Pensa, lettor, s’io mi maravigliava,
quando vedea la cosa in sé star queta,
e ne l’idolo suo si trasmutava. (Purg. 31, 121–6)37

The first ‘face to face’ meeting between Dante and Beatrice must take
place through this triangulation with the person of Christ. In Beatrice’s
eyes, Dante can see her persona as grounded in Christ as he witnesses the
griffon’s transformation back and forth between the two natures. Cru-
cially, the thing in itself is unmoved, while the ‘idolo’, available only in
Beatrice’s eyes, presents the reality of person. The image, from this point
in the voyage of the Commedia onwards, is the true custodian of the real.
The use of the term ‘trasmutare’ indicates Beatrice’s person as the site of
transformation. She is the site of the trasumanare that will characterize the
voyage of the Paradiso. Trasumanare, or entering into the ethical, as well as
theological, relation of persons that is the Paradiso, is only accessible

36 ‘Those lights of mine, still very far from sure, / saw Beatrice turn towards the beast,
/ being two natures and, in person, one.’

37 ‘No differently from sun in mirror glass, the twyform beast shone rays into her eyes, /
displaying one and then the other kind. / Reader, just think how great my wonder was / to
see that creature stilled within itself / and yet—within that icon—altering.’
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through this new and ever renewed encounter with Beatrice. As Vittorio
Montemaggi puts it, Dante reveals theology through human encounter.38

Here, often throughout the Paradiso, and critically in the Empyrean,
Beatrice does not directly face Dante, but looks at something else as he
turns his face towards her. Dante faces Beatrice in a visible performance of
their asymmetry. Such asymmetry, Levinas insists, is crucial for peace as
love, as ‘the incessant awakening to that alterity and to that uniqueness’.39

And yet, as Adriana Cavarero points out, in maintaining the limits of
facing as one male in front of another male, Levinas’s vision of the face to
face encounter hangs on a fundamental symmetry.40 Dante is radical
precisely because the face to face that forms the crux of his work is
established in the extreme asymmetry that exists between a living
human man and a resurrected female person.

TRASUMANAR THROUGH BEATRICE

In conversation, Robin Kirkpatrick once noted that we often make the
mistake of thinking of Bernard as a guide but that he is, instead, ‘un
animatore’. Bernard is there above all for the purposes of intensification:

Bernardo, come vide li occhi miei
nel caldo suo caler fissi e attenti,
li suoi con tanto affetto volse a lei,

che ’ miei di rimirar fé più ardenti. (Par. 31, 139–42)41

I spoke of this passage in Chapter 4, noting the ways in which the
language of the passage shows the heat of Bernard’s gaze transmuting
itself into the burning of Dante’s own attention. We could, picking up
from this point, wonder if Dante needs ‘guidance’, as one might trad-
itionally think of it, at all in Paradiso? Does it make any sense to think of
Beatrice as a guide either? Beatrice does explain a great deal, as does
Bernard. But the explanations are such that one is drawn to wonder
whether the end goal is purely the elucidation of something external to
that explanation, or whether the explanations are also ends in themselves,
whether it might also simply be the act of facing the resurrected beloved
and listening to her speech as well as watching her face that matters.

38 See Montemaggi, Divinity Realized in Human Encounter.
39 Levinas, Alterity, p. 138.
40 Adriana Cavarero, Inclinazioni: Critica della rettitudine (Milan: Raffaello Cortina

Editore, 2014), p. 216.
41 ‘Bernardo, seeing where my eyes were set, / fixed, won, attentive to her warm regard, /

now turned his own so feelingly to her / that mine in wonder blazed out all the more.’
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As Kirkpatrick puts it:

are the smiles that almost invariably accompany her words merely a sugaring
of some bitter theological pill, concerning, say, the making of vows? Or
could it be that the point of her theology is to release the smile and all the
vitality of word that Dante summons up in his description of Beatrice’s
laughter?42

We often tend to read Paradiso the way we have read Purgatorio, as a story
of progress, of work, of progressive transformation. And throughout
Paradiso, numerous transformations of Dante’s capacity of sight are, in
fact, described. Dante slowly becomes differently able to perceive what
was always already there. The narrative progression of Paradiso, as we are
told early on, is a condescension to our limited capacities; Dante encoun-
ters the souls in each of the spheres not because they inhabit those spheres
but ‘per far segno’ ([in order to] signify) (Par. 4, 38). The progression that
we seem to see from one sphere to another is meant to signify something
quite different: a place without space and without time. Paradiso is not
about getting to that final vision of God that happens in the final canto.
All of Paradiso, although we cannot always immediately see it as such, is
already that. We change; the presence of God does not. Looking at
Beatrice, from the very first canto of Paradiso, is already looking at God.43

Teodolinda Barolini and Manuele Gragnolati have both emphasized
the play on temporalities in the textuality of Paradiso; for Barolini, Para-
diso shifts us from a ‘narrative’mode to a ‘lyric’mode while for Gragnolati,
Paradiso performs a ‘queer temporality’ that resists teleologies, the pro-
gressive, and the linear.44 When Dante ‘arrives’ in the Empyrean, his
summation of such arrival is distinctly queer:

ïo, che al divino da l’umano,
a l’etterno dal tempo era venuto,
e di Fiorenza in popol giusto e sano,

di che stupor dovea esser compiuto?45

42 Robin Kirkpatrick, ‘Massacre, Miserere and Martyrdom’, in Vertical Readings in
Dante’s ‘Comedy’, ed. George Corbett and Heather Webb (Cambridge: Open Book Press,
2015), pp. 97–118.

43 For a different perspective on the modes of Paradiso, see John Freccero, ‘Paradiso X:
The Dance of the Stars’, Dante Studies, 86 (1968): 85–111.

44 For a summation of both approaches, see Gragnolati, Amor che move, pp. 156–7;
Teodolinda Barolini, The Undivine Comedy: Detheologizing Dante (Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press, 1992), pp. 194–217.

45 ‘what of me—from human to divine, / coming to this eternal realm from time, / from
Florence to a nation sane and true— / what pure astonishment must I have felt?’
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To the divine from the human, to the eternal from time, but from
Florence to a nation sane and true. The pattern is entirely unexpected,
as one might imagine a neat arrangement of these three pairs presented as
three trajectories from worse to better. But rather than ‘from’ followed by
‘to’, we have ‘to’ followed by ‘from’ for two of the pairs, and then the
reversal of the pattern.

If, as we have seen in this single example amongst many, the textuality
of Paradiso resists a progressive, teleological mode, then recognition of this
resistance would require us as readers to rethink the ways in which we talk
about the ‘journey’ in Paradiso (which is not one) in order to avoid overly
pious, pedagogical descriptions of training, learning, and developing.
Paradiso is equally about every encounter, every light, every face, every
discussion with Beatrice. What, then, if we give equal weight to every
moment of facing with Beatrice? What if each of those moments were to
be read not as preparations for the ‘real deal’ when Dante sees the Trinity
in Paradiso 33, but as if they were precisely that moment? Every glimpse of
Beatrice’s smile is already the smile of the all-knowing God.

Facing Beatrice, in all the immeasurably asymmetrical ways in which
Dante does so in Paradiso, is facing Christ. Dante’s confession of Purga-
torio 31 is that ‘le presenti cose / col falso lor piacer volser miei passi, / tosto
che ’l vostro viso si nascose’ (34–6).46 That ‘viso’ is now given to him in
Paradiso; Beatrice appears in the form of eyes, smile, and speaking mouth.
For much of Paradiso, this is principally what Dante sees; the other blessed
appear as blinding lights. What is visible in Paradiso is Beatrice’s face,
revealing itself in various aspects beyond the apparent hiddenness that
occurred at her death. Trasumanar, or entry into the transmortal proxim-
ity of persons in Paradiso, takes place through Dante’s gaze upon
Beatrice’s face:

Beatrice tutta ne l’etterne rote
fissa con li occhi stava, e io in lei
le luci fissi, di la sù rimote.

Nel suo aspetto tal dentro mi fei
qual si fé Glauco nel gustar de l’erba
che ’l fé consorto in mar de li altri dèi.

Trasumanar significar per verba
non si poria; però l’essemplo basti
a cui esperïenza grazia serba. (Par. 1, 64–72)47

46 ‘Mere things of here and now / and their false pleasures turned my steps away / the
moment that your face had hid itself.’

47 ‘Beatrice remained, her eyes fixed wholly / on the eternal wheels. And my bright
glance, / turned back from that above, I fixed on her. / Held in her look, I, inwardly, was
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‘Nel suo aspetto’, Dante tells us, he is transformed within. ‘Nel suo aspetto’
signifies on multiple levels; directly, it means that Dante is looking at
Beatrice. But the reference is also to Beatrice’s ‘aspect’ as her face. The
‘aspetto’ is the face that receives the gaze, but is also active here, comprising
both the state of being gazed upon and gazing.48 The construction is,
paradisiacally, both passive and active. In Beatrice’s aspect, Dante is lifted
from the human to the personal-paradisiacal. The example of Glaucus
describes entry into a new group, into a new dimension of relation. He is
‘con-sorto’with the gods of sea, destined not for death as he was as a human,
but for eternal life. He shares his destiny with the eternal creatures.49 For
the purposes of Dante’s example, it is less important to define what Glaucus
has become than to grasp the fact that he is now ‘consorto in mar de li altri
dèi’; he is defined not by himself but in terms of his new cohort. He has
entered not just a different group, but an entirely different sort of group. If
the souls of Purgatorio are ‘conservi’, fellow-servants, as Pope Adrian
V explains to Dante (19, 134), the souls of Paradiso are ‘consorti’, sharing
in Christ’s double nature, ‘divinae consortes naturae’ (2 Pet. 1:4). Dante is
now ‘consorto’ with the other souls of Paradiso, in a new form of relation
with their ‘aspetti’ as they are with his. The relationship between faces is no
longer constituted by distance but by an interpenetrative proximity, as
illustrated by the neologistic formulations such as ‘se io m’intuassi come
tu t’inmii’ (‘if I in-you-ed myself as you in-me’, Par. 9, 80).

Trasumanar is the process of moving beyond the individual human
being to the state of being consorte. This is the heavenly condition of
persons, lamented in Purgatorio 14 as that which the world lacks: ‘O gente
umana, perché poni ’l core / là ’v’ è mestier di consorte divieto?’ (Purg. 14,
86–7).50 In Paradiso, consorte is what Glaucus becomes to (and with) the
sea gods and it is what Dante becomes to the souls in heaven. It is the word
Dante uses elsewhere to describe the character of the grouping of souls in
heaven, asking Peter Damian, ‘perché predestinata fosti sola / a questo
officio tra le tue consorte?’ (Par. 21, 77–8).51

made / what Glaucus, tasting grass, was made to be, / consorting with the other ocean gods.
/ To give (even in Latin phrase) a meaning / to “transhuman” can’t be done. For those
whom grace / will grant experience, let my case serve.’

48 On the ‘aspetto’ in Dante and the activity of Beatrice’s gaze, see Sara Fortuna and
Manuele Gragnolati, ‘Dante after Wittgenstein: “Aspetto”, Language, and Subjectivity
from Convivio to Paradiso’ in Dante’s Plurilingualism, pp. 223–47.

49 See Steven Botterill’s chapter, ‘Fromdeificari to trasumanar?’ in hisDante and theMystical
Tradition: Bernard of Clairvaux in the ‘Commedia’ (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1994), pp. 194–241, on the nature of trasumanar and the limits of the example of Glaucus.

50 ‘You human creatures, why repose your hearts / where you are banned from mutual
exchange?’

51 ‘why, among those who share your destiny, / are you alone predestined to this task?’
See Robin Kirkpatrick, ‘Dante and the Body’, in Framing Medieval Bodies, ed. Sarah Kay
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As a mode of initiation into this new group of consorti, Dante appre-
hends that truth is everywhere, both dispersed and ingathered, both
reflected and shining forth. In Paradiso 3, one of Dante’s first experiences
of heaven is the vision of ‘facce a parlar pronte’ (‘faces, keen to speak’, 16),
leading Dante to turn away in error, as he turned away from Beatrice in
the Earthly Paradise: ‘quelle stimando specchiati sembianti’ (‘supposed
that these were seemings in a looking-glass’, 20). Beatrice must reassure
him that ‘vere sustanze son ciò che tu vedi’ (‘those beings that you see
are true’, 29). In Paradiso, representation, likeness, and image are not of
the fallen variety that we struggle with in the earthly realm; ‘sembianti’ are
revealed to be ‘vere sustanze’. Sembianza and sustanza are not divided, as in
earthly contexts, in an ontological fashion but come together in truth, ‘nel
vero farsi come centro in tondo’ (‘agree [ . . . ] in truth, as circles round one
point’, Par. 13, 51).

Piccarda’s face is transformed by the truth to which it bears witness,
such that her ‘aspetti’ do not seem to match what Dante knows of her:

Ne’ mirabili aspetti
vostri risplende non so che divino,
che vi trasmuta da’ primi concetti. (Par. 3, 58–60)52

Her face, in fact, is not entirely her own. Her aspects (plural) have been
infused with divinity, such that she is both herself and something more.
Dante must, as I discussed in Chapter 3, ‘raffigurar’ or re-figure, re-face,
Piccarda. Her new appearance is authentic; rather than question it, Dante
must reconceive what he thinks he knows of Piccarda. Dante thus sees
Piccarda transformed; he will continually see Beatrice transformed and
re-transformed. ‘’L trasmutar sembiante’ of Beatrice (‘her changing look’,
Par. 5, 88) announces a new aspect of Dante’s discovery of Paradiso, the
transition into Mercury:

Quivi la donna mia vid’ io sì lieta
come nel lume di quel ciel si mise,
che più lucente se ne fé ’l pianeta.

E se la stella si cambiò e rise,
qual mi fec’ io, che pur da mia natura
trasmutabile son per tutte guise!

Come ’n peschiera ch’è tranquilla e pura
traggonsi i pesci a ciò che vien di fori

and Miri Rubin (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1994), pp. 236–53; Moore,
‘Meditations on the Face’.

52 ‘ “A wonder shining in the look you have / reveals,” I said, “an I-don’t-know of
holiness / that alters you from how you once were seen.”’
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per modo che lo stimin lor pastura,
sì vid’ io ben più di mille splendori

trarsi ver’ noi, e in ciascun s’udia:
‘Ecco chi crescerà li nostri amori’. (Par. 5, 94–105)53

A mutual transmutation by means of the face comes forth as the key mode
of dynamism in Paradiso; not arduous climbing, not meeting individuals
one on one or group by group, but rather this reciprocal trasmutare (or for
Dante, trasumanare) is the corresponding mode to what in Purgatorio we
might call ‘progress’. Here, ‘progress’, a term tied to notions of earthly
pilgrimage, is replaced with constant total transformation of the sort that
cannot presuppose the kind of continuity that notions of progress nor-
mally infer. Dante is always fully and utterly Dante, as so baptized by
Beatrice at the summit of the Earthly Paradise, but he is Dante without
the borders and boundaries that we are accustomed to understanding as
constitutive of identity. He is utterly filled with the light and love that
comes from each face he meets, particularly so with the light and love that
shines forth from Beatrice’s face in different aspects in each instance, such
that Dante becomes a constantly replenished container for the new,
overflowing with the excess of each encounter.

Here, Beatrice’s ‘sembiante’, unique and truthful appearance, is trans-
formed as she and Dante enter into Mercury. So Mercury is transformed,
smiling in the assumption of her smile. So Dante is ‘trasmutabile’ and
transhumanized again, as he will continuously be transhumanized into
others, throughout Paradiso. Dante’s human transmutability, rather than
being understood as a flaw, is shown to be multivalent, renewed and
refreshed in our understanding as the positive potential for transform-
ation.54 When Beatrice is shown as transformed, Mercury is shown as
transformed, and it is only right that Dante be transformed as well. Just as
Cunizza recasts her propensity to love in positive terms, here changeability
itself is reassessed. From within the ‘mille splendori’, increased in their
love by Dante’s presence with them, a ‘figura santa’ (‘holy form’) will
speak forth from the group (137). Despite the fact that the Empyrean,

53 ‘And here, on entering that heavenly light, / I, on the instant, saw in her such joy / the
star itself at that shone brighter still. / And if the planet changed its form and laughed, / then
what of me, being, as mortals are, / so prone in every way to transmutation. / Compare: in
fish pools that are still and clear, the fish are drawn—as though they guess at food— / to
anything that comes there from outside. / So now I saw a thousand splendours plus /
drawing towards us. And in each was heard: / “Look there! He’ll make our many loves grow
more.”’

54 For a reading of ‘trasmutabile’ in the negative sense, see Lino Pertile ‘ “Trasmutabile
per tutte guise”: Dante in the Comedy’, in Dante’s Plurilingualism: Authority, Knowledge,
Subjectivity, ed. Sara Fortuna, Manuele Gragnolati, and Jürgen Trabant (London: Legenda,
2010), pp. 164–78.
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where these souls are truly housed, is a place in which there is no distance
and no separation, nonetheless the souls draw in eagerness to the per-
formance of proximity in meeting, each voice calling out that here is one
who will ‘crescerà li nostri amori’.

Throughout Paradiso, Dante provides us with various formulations that
allow us to understand that Beatrice herself is his paradise, fully available
to him through her face:

ché dentro a li occhi suoi ardeva un riso
tal, ch’io pensai co’ miei toccar lo fondo
de la mia gloria e del mio paradiso. (Par. 15, 34–6)55

The highly personal ‘la mia gloria’ and ‘il mio paradiso’ are linked with
Dante’s final prayer to Beatrice when he sees her restored to her proper
‘place’ in the Empyrean:

O donna in cui la mia speranza vige
[ . . . ]

la tua magnificenza in me custodi,
sì che l’anima mia, che fatt’ hai sana,
piacente a te dal corpo si disnodi. (Par. 31, 79, 88–90, emphasis mine)56

This asserts something that troubles the most well-meaning Neoplatonizing
interpretations of critics and commentators from the earliest Dante exegesis
to the present day; Beatrice is (and is not simply a reflection of) Dante’s
personal paradise and his personal saviour.

In this light, when Dante speaks of what he sees in Beatrice’s face, the
metaphors of reflection and radiation and of what the face might show
forth acquire a certain density of possibility:

Tanto poss’ io di quel punto ridire,
che, rimirando lei, lo mio affetto
libero fu da ogne altro disire,

fin che ’l piacere etterno, che diretto
raggiava in Bëatrice, dal bel viso
mi contentava col secondo aspetto. (Par. 18, 13–18)57

The Ottimo Commento, quoted and requoted by commentators, sums
up the most prevalent interpretation of what Beatrice’s face does here:

55 ‘For laughter in her eyes now burned so bright / that, as I thought, I touched the very
depths / of all I gloried in—and Paradise.’

56 ‘In you, beloved, my hope grows strong [ . . . ] Keep safe in me your ownmagnificence, /
so that my soul, since you have made it well, / should leave the knot of body, pleasing you.’

57 ‘This much of that one point I can repeat: / my heart, in awe now looking back at her,
/ was free of all desires, save that alone— / as long, at least, as eternal delight, / which shone
in Beatrice’s lovely eyes, / made me, in its reflected view, content.’
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‘Iddio dirizzava li raggi suoi in Beatrice, e quelli poi da lei in me rifletteano,
sí che questo secondo aspetto mi contentava.’58 The ‘secondo aspetto’ is
thus the reflection of God’s light, directly entering into Beatrice from
God, and accessible to Dante as the reflection emanating from her face.
Natalino Sapegno suggests that ‘aspetto’ is to be understood here as
‘oggetto della vista’, giving two examples of such usage in the Commedia.59

But to take this line is to de-emphasize the numerous times that ‘aspetto’ is
used to mean face or appearance in the Commedia.60 ‘Aspetto’ here
occupies the end of line 18, aligning it with ‘viso’ at the end of line
17.61 Such association would seem to bring the use of ‘aspetto’ in the
direction of ‘cantando il santo riso / e quanto il santo aspetto facea mero’
(Par. 23, 59–60),62 lines dedicated to the impossibility of ever properly
accounting for Beatrice’s face in language. Or:

le menti tutte nel suo lieto aspetto
creando, a suo piacer di grazia dota
diversamente; e qui basti l’effetto, (Par. 32, 64–6)63

in which it is God’s appearance or God’s aspect that is referenced. In each
case the ‘aspetto’ is linked to the smile, or the state of being ‘lieto’. The
‘aspetto’ itself is that which demands engagement, which creates, which
transforms, which renders the other ‘consorto’. Or we might look at one of
those moments when the ‘aspetto’ is Dante’s:

E’ mi ricorda ch’io fui più ardito
per questo a sostener, tanto ch’i’ giunsi
l’aspetto mio col valore infinito. (Par. 33, 79–81)64

58 ‘God directed his rays in Beatrice, and those were reflected to me from her, such that
this second aspect contented me.’

59 Natalino Sapegno, gloss on Par. 18, 18: ‘Per aspetto, nel senso di “oggetto della vista”,
cfr. Par., II, 111; XXXIII, 101, ecc.; per secondo, “riflesso”, cfr. Par., I, 49’.

60 Inf. 10, 74; Inf. 15, 26; Inf. 16, 29; Inf. 18, 85; Inf. 21, 31; Inf. 25, 76; Inf. 33, 57;
Purg. 2, 79; Purg. 3, 107; Purg. 7, 104; Purg. 8, 83; Purg. 15, 114; Purg. 23, 45; Purg. 24,
142; Purg. 29, 58; Purg. 33, 19, 105; Par. 1, 67; Par. 3, 3, 58; Par. 4, 46; Par. 21, 20; Par.
22, 21; Par. 23, 4, 60; Par. 25, 110; Par. 27, 137; Par. 28, 104; Par. 32, 64; Par. 33, 81.
On the range of meanings aspetto can take in the Commedia, see Amedeo Quondam, ‘aspetto’,
in Encyclopedia dantesca.

61 If one were inclined to numerology, one might be tempted to take note that the
‘secondo aspetto’ appears in line 18 of the 18th canto, giving, in the sum of its digits, the
nine so often associated with Beatrice and her Christological status.

62 ‘singing of that holy smile / and how her holy look grew purer still’.
63 ‘creating, in his look of happiness, / all minds, bestowed, as he best pleased, his grace /

in different ways. The outcome says enough.’
64 ‘And therefore (I remember this) I grew / the braver as I bore that light, and joined /

the look I had to that unending might.’
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Here, Dante joins his face, his gaze, with God. His particular face (here
inextricable from his gaze) enters into the infinite.65

If then, we accept that the ‘aspetto’might not be simply an object to be
looked at, but might instead be the face as locus of encounter, as the
engaging, loving face of the beloved, then the ‘secondo aspetto’ visible in
Beatrice’s smile might be understood as a shining forth in the mode of the
second person of the Trinity. That Beatrice is a Christological figure for
Dante is broadly accepted by commentators. But the radical nature of each
instantiation of her Christological presence means that there is still a
lingering tendency in the critical tradition to reduce the terms in which
one speaks of Beatrice to ‘object’ and ‘reflection’. One might argue, rather,
that this moment ought to be read in the key of ‘guardando nel suo Figlio
con l’Amore / che l’uno e l’altro etternalmente spira’ (Par. 10, 1–2) or ‘e
l’un da l’altro come iri da iri / parea reflesso’ (Par. 33, 118–19).66 In other
words, the ‘secondo’ of the ‘secondo aspetto’ is thus perhaps not to be
understood as secondary, or lesser, but second in the mode of the second
person of the Trinity, as a human incarnation of divine love.

As Dante reveals, Beatrice’s face is engaging to God, is conjoined into
God’s gaze just as Paradiso 10 describes the loving mutual contemplation
between the Father and Son:

Ma ella, che vedëa ’l mio disire,
incominciò, ridendo tanto lieta,
che Dio parea nel suo volto gioire. (Par. 27, 103–5)67

For Dante, the Creator looks upon all of creation with joy, and in some
ways the point here is one that could be expanded to all of humanity as
potentially participating in the Incarnation. But for Dante, it is Beatrice
who particularly shows forth the Incarnation. In Paradiso 23, Beatrice
invites Dante to see ‘what she is’:

Apri li occhi e riguarda qual son io;
tu hai vedute cose, che possente
se’ fatto a sostener lo riso mio. (Par. 23, 46–8)68

Her smile reveals her being and shows her presence in God. Hers is an
overflowing of presence that exceeds boundaries and the capacity to

65 John Took, L’etterno piacer (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1984), pp. 10–22.
66 ‘Looking within his Son with that same Love / that Each breathes out eternally with

Each.’ ‘And one, it seemed, was mirrored by the next / twin rainbows, arc to arc.’
67 ‘But she, who saw the strength of my desire, / laughing with such great happiness /

that God appeared rejoicing in her face.’
68 ‘Open your eyes and look at what I am! / You have seen things by which you’re made

so strong, / you can, now, bear to look upon my smile.’
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contain. The whole drama of Paradiso tends towards the poetic vision of
that face, but such vision is ultimately impossible:

Se mo sonasser tutte quelle lingue
che Polimia con le sore fero
del latte lor dolcissimo più pingue,

per aiutarmi, al millesmo del vero
non si verria, cantando il santo riso
e quanto il santo aspetto facea mero;

e così, figurando il paradiso,
conven saltar lo sacrato poema,
come chi trova il suo camin reciso. (Par. 23, 55–63)69

As Montemaggi puts it: ‘lines 61–3 tell us that recognizing that one will
inevitably fail in the description of a smile is what writing about Paradise is
all about.’70 He notes that ‘ultimately one can wonder at but not explain
human personhood’.71 And in fact Dante does not attempt to explain
human personhood here; he shows, rather, that human personhood, that
Beatrice’s smile, is paradise. Figuring paradise is the ‘ebbrezza’, the trans-
human leaping that happens in the moment of seeing Beatrice smile.

‘LA VERONICA NOSTRA ’

In Paradiso 31, Dante will turn to speak to Beatrice and find Bernard. But
even before we begin to think through ways of understanding this
moment in terms of Beatrice’s personal presence with Dante, we might
do well to begin with the reference to Veronica’s veil that comes forth in
this context as a means of approaching questions of presence, images, and
faces. From this perspective, we will be better armed to tackle Beatrice’s
seemingly distant non-distance in the Celestial Rose.

69 ‘Even if all those voices were to sound / that Polyhymnia and her sister muses / fed on
their sweetest milk so richly once, / and aid me, singing of that holy smile / and how her
holy look grew purer still, / I’d still not reach one thousandth of the truth. / And so,
imagining this Paradise, / the sacred epic has to make a leap, / as when we find the road
ahead cut off.’

70 Vittorio Montemaggi, ‘ “La rosa in che il verbo divino carne si fece”: Human Bodies
and Truth in the Poetic Narrative of the Commedia’, in Dante and the Human Body: Eight
Essays, ed. John C. Barnes and Jennifer Petrie (Dublin and Portland, OR: Four Courts
Press, 2007), pp. 159–94 (p. 189).

71 Montemaggi, ‘ “La rosa” ’, p. 191.
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When Bernard gives his own name, Dante describes his reaction as
follows:

Qual è colui che forse di Croazia
viene a veder la Veronica nostra,
che per l’antica fame non sen sazia,

ma dice nel pensier, fin che si mostra:
‘Segnor mio Iesù Cristo, Dio verace,
or fu sì fatta la sembianza vostra?’;

tal era io mirando la vivace
carità di colui che ’n questo mondo,
contemplando, gustò di quella pace. (Par. 31, 103–11)72

In the Earthly Paradise, when Dante turns to find Virgil gone, he is in the
midst of saying ‘conosco i segni de l’antica fiamma’ (‘I recognize the signs
of ancient flame’, Purg. 30, 48). Here, having already realized that Beatrice
is no longer where he thought she was, he speaks, instead, of ‘l’antica
fame’. In both cases, the situation has to do with matching a memory or an
idea with the present phenomenon.73 In Purgatory, Dante’s perception of
Beatrice’s presence reawakens a recognizable physiospiritual sensation. It is
the sensible evidence that this is indeed Beatrice, resurrected beyond the
boundaries of her human life. The Croatian pilgrim travels to see the
Veronica in hopes of recognizing the face of Christ as that which
he imagined or knew through depictions familiar to him. As Petrarch
will stress in his sonnet, ‘Movesi il vecchierel canuto et biancho’ (RVF 16),
such a recognition serves to set the stage for a hoped-for future recogni-
tion, when the pilgrim will see Christ’s face after his own death and be
somehow prepared, by his earthly vision, to know Him. The Croatian
pilgrim’s ‘antica fame’, however, is not sated in Dante’s account. His
enduring desire is unabated, leading him to further question semblance
and veracity: ‘Dio verace, / or fu sì fatta la sembianza vostra?’74 But this
questioning does not perhaps come in the terms that we might expect;
Christ’s face itself, not the Veronica impression, is described as ‘sem-
bianza’. Here, as Paradiso reveals again and again to the reader, the truth
is ‘sembianza’.

72 ‘Like someone coming from Croatia, say, / to view our Veil—the Saint Veronica— /
who still can’t satisfy the age-old ache / and, while the image is displayed to him, / will
murmur in his thoughts: “My Lord, Christ Jesus, / was this the way, true God, you looked
on earth?” / so I—with wondering eyes on that bright life / of caritas who, contemplating,
caught / some taste within our world, of final peace.’ See Rachel Jacoff, ‘Lectura Dantis:
Paradiso XXXI’, Quaderns d’Italià, 16 (2011): 103–14, on the nature of the parallel
between Bernard and Christ via the Veronica.

73 On the ‘antica fiamma’ in Purg. 30, see Hawkins, Dante’s Testaments, pp. 125–42.
74 Botterill, Dante and the Mystical Tradition, p. 80.
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In Paradiso 30, Dante dips his eyes into the river of light and sees one
‘sembianza’ transformed into another:

come gente stata sotto larve,
che pare altro che prima, se si sveste
la sembianza non süa in che disparve. (Par. 30, 91–3)75

This is by no means an indication that what Dante saw previously was in any
way ‘wrong’; it is themetaphor of themask in these lines thatmaymislead our
assumptions. Imagowas the name for thewax deathmask in ancient Rome. At
that time, a surname was understood to derive from the imago, from one’s
ancestors. But only a persona had the right to a surname; persons were defined
by the fact that they are images of their ancestors.76 As Marcel Mauss puts it:
‘La propriété des simulacra et des imagines est l’attribut de la persona.’77 The
slave, by contrast, is not a persona, does not own his body, has no attributed
personality, no name, no surname, no ancestors, and no personal goods.78

The mask, in this context, is no alter ego, but is the proper image of the
ancestor.Themask is the conveyance of properness; it is thatwhich constitutes
personhood. In Paradiso, where each inhabitant of that realm is fully persona,
any image,mask, or simulacra, any ‘sembianza’, is proper to them; it is ‘verace’.
The images Dante saw before dipping his eyes into the stream are, as Beatrice
explains, ‘umbriferi prefazi’ (‘shadowed prefaces’, 30, 78), ‘sembianze’ that are
no less true, but are simply seen in a darker or more shadowy mode.

The Veronica was often understood precisely in such terms. A prayer
accompanies an image of the Veronica in a book from the Lambeth Palace
Library: ‘O God, you have left us the image of your face impressed as the
Veronica on the sudarium. Grant us by your passion and crucifixion that
as we now adore your face in this image, as in a glass, darkly, so when you
come again, as judge we may see one another face to face.’79 The prayer
recalls 1 Corinthians 13:12: ‘We see now through a glass in a dark
manner; but then face to face. Now I know in part; but then I shall
know even as I am known.’80 This is the promise of Paradise, that we will

75 ‘If masqueraders, hidden in their veils, / undress those features (not their own) in
which / they’d vanished once, their look seems somehow changed.’

76 Marcel Mauss, ‘Une catégorie de l’esprit humain: La notion de personne celle de
“moi” ’, The Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute of Great Britain and Ireland, 68
(1938): 263–81 (pp. 276–7).

77 Mauss, ‘Une catégorie de l’esprit humain’, p. 277.
78 Mauss, ‘Une catégorie de l’esprit humain’, p. 277.
79 London, Lambeth Palace Library MS. 368, fols. 95v–96r (English, mid-thirteenth

century). See Gervase Rosser, ‘Turning Tale into Vision: Time and Image in the Divina
Commedia’, RES: Anthropology and Aesthetics, 48 (2005): 106–22 (p. 121).

80 ‘Videmus nunc per speculum in aenigmate: tunc autem facie ad faciem. Nunc
cognosco ex parte: tunc autem cognoscam sicut et cognitus sum.’
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see God face to face. The Veronica offers a darker, but true, image of that
luminous future. Just as Christ’s face is a true image of God, the Veronica
is a true image of Christ.

In Dante’s time, the Veronica was publicly displayed in Rome, where it
was a hugely popular and extensively promoted object of pilgrimage; those
who travelled from overseas to see it received twelve thousand years of
remission, and Romans were given three thousand. Giovanni Villani tells
us that it was displayed every Friday and on other holidays. It is likely that
Dante would have seen the Veronica at some point, if not in 1300.81 The
meanings associated with the Veronica were rich and complex, as the story
of the veil underwent changes to associate it ever more closely with the
Passion. In the Legenda Aurea of Jacobus de Voragine (c.1260), the author
relies upon an apocryphal text, the Mors Pilati, for the story of Veronica,
one of Jesus’s companions:

When the Teacher was going about preaching and I, to my regret, could not
be with him, I wanted to have his picture painted so that when I was
deprived of his presence, I could at least have the solace of his image. So
one day I was carrying a piece of linen to the painter when I met Jesus, and
he asked me where I was going. I told him what my errand was. He asked for
the cloth I had in my hand, pressed it to his venerable face, and left his image
on it. If your master looks devoutly upon this image, he will at once be
rewarded by being cured.82

81 On the importance of the Veronica in Dante’s time, see Alessandro Vettori,
‘Veronica: Dante’s Pilgrimage from Image to Vision’, Dante Studies, 121 (2003): 43–65;
Rosser, ‘Turning Tale into Vision’; Hans Belting, Likeness and Presence: A History of the
Image before the Era of Art, trans. Edmund Jephcott (Chicago, IL: University of Chiacgo
Press, 1994), pp. 208–24, 541–4; Gerhard Wolf, ‘ “Pinta della nostra effige”: La Veronica
come richiamo dei Romei’, in Romei e giubilei: Il pellegrinaggio medievale a San Pietro
(350–1350), ed. Mario D’Onofrio (Milan: Skira, 1999), pp. 211–18; Arsenio Frugoni, ‘La
Veronica nostra’, Humanitas, 5 (1950): 561–6, repr. in Arsenio Frugoni, Pellegrini a Roma
nel 1300: Cronache del primo Giubileo, ed. Felice Accrocca and Chiara Frugoni (Casale
Monferrato: Piemme, 1999), pp. 83–95; Steno Vazzana, ‘Il giubileo del 1300 nel poema
dantesco’, L’Alighieri, 13 (1999): 75–90.

82 ‘Cui Veronica: dominus meus cum praedicando circuiret et ego ejus praesentia nimis
invite carerem, volui mihi ipsius depingi imaginem, ut, dum ejus privarer praesentia, mihi
saltem praestaret solatium imaginis suae figura, cumque linteum pictori defferem pingen-
dum, dominus mihi obviavit et quo tenderem, requisivit. Cui quum viae causam aper-
uissem, a me petiit pannum et ipsum mihi venerabili sua facie reddidit insignitum. Imaginis
ergo hujus aspectum si dominus tuus devote intuebitur, continuo sanitatis beneficio
potietur.’ Jacobi a Voragine Legenda aurea vulgo Historia lombardica dicta, ed. Johann
Georg Theodore Grässe (Lipsiae: impensis librariae Arnoldianae, 1850), cap. 53, p. 233.
Jacobus de Voragine, The Golden Legend: Readings on the Saints, trans. William Granger
Ryan, 2 vols. (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1993), I, 212. Further relation to
Christ’s Passion is established by the editorial title given to the section on the Veronica,
which is called ‘The Passion of the Lord’. Mors Pilati, ed. Constantin von Tischendorf,
Evangelia apocrypha (Leipzig: Mendelssohn, 1876), pp. 456–8.
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The image of the ‘figura’ is meant to stand in for Christ’s presence in some
way. Veronica intended to obtain a represented image from a painter, but
instead, meeting Jesus, is given the impression of His face on the cloth.
The ‘vera icona’ is a true image, the name Veronica itself thus inherently
defying the standard opposition between image and truth. The name
likewise defies the opposition between male and female; the Veronica
bears a female name, but bears Christ’s face.83 The image of the face, as
asserted by its miraculous powers, offers a form of presence in Christ’s
absence.84 Or to put it another way, it shows that Christ is truly never
absent.

This is the substance of Beatrice’s accusation of Dante in the Paradiso
terrestre: he failed to recognize her presence beyond her death. The
Veronica story in its early version dealt with the issue of Christ’s absence
when he was travelling; it was associated more directly with the Passion
over the course of the thirteenth century.85 Christ’s death becomes the
potential absence that the cloth works to supplant with traces of presence.
In the eternal image in the cloth, Christ’s continuing presence is asserted,
beyond death and beyond the temporal realm. His presence on the cloth is
a sign of his eternal life, a visible indication that any sense of absence is
illusory.

In Dante’s work, the Veronica comes up first in the Vita nova, when
Beatrice has recently left Florence bereft of her beatific presence (or so it
would seem):

Dopo questa tribulazione avvenne, in quello tempo che molta gente va per
vedere quella imagine benedetta la quale Iesu Cristo lasciò a noi per essemplo
de la sua bellissima figura, la quale vede la mia donna gloriosamente, che
alquanti peregrini passavano per una via la quale è quasi mezzo de la cittade
ove nacque e vivette e morio la gentilissima donna. (VN 40, 1)86

83 See Vettori, ‘Veronica: Dante’s Pilgrimage from Image to Vision’, p. 52, on gender
ambiguity of the Veronica. The gender ambiguity of the Veronica is somehow analogous to
Beatrice’s gender ambiguity.

84 Vettori, ‘Veronica: Dante’s Pilgrimage from Image to Vision’, p. 51.
85 See Vettori, ‘Veronica: Dante’s Pilgrimage from Image to Vision’, p. 51; see also

Tiziana Maria Di Blasio, Veronica: Il mistero del volto: Itinerari iconografici, memoria e
rappresentazione (Rome: Città nuova, 2000), p. 34, who claims that Roger Argenteuil’s
1300 Bible en français creates an indissoluble link between Veronica, the gesture of wiping
Christ’s face, and the Via crucis.

86 ‘After this period of distress, during the season when many people go to see the
blessed image that Jesus Christ left us as a visible sign of his most beautiful countenance
(which my lady beholds in glory), it happened that some pilgrims were going down a street
which runs through the center of the city where the most gracious lady was born, lived and
died.’ Dante’s ‘Vita nuova’: A Translation and an Essay, trans. Mark Musa (Bloomington,
IN: Indiana University Press, 1973), p. 82.
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The pilgrims are travelling to see the image of the face that Beatrice looks
upon in glory. In other words, they are going to see what she sees. What
troubles Dante is that they do not know of Beatrice; they are unaware that
they are passing through the space of Beatrice’s historical life to reach a
place where they will share in some aspect of her eternity:

Questi peregrini mi paiono di lontana parte, e non credo che anche udissero
parlare di questa donna, e non ne sanno neente; anzi li loro penseri sono
d’altre cose che di queste qui, ché forse pensano de li loro amici lontani, li
quali noi non conoscemo. (VN 40, 2)87

This same problem is rendered in verse in the direct terms of presence:
‘Deh peregrini che pensosi andate, / forse di cosa che non v’è presente’
(‘Ah, pilgrims, moving pensively along / thinking, perhaps, of things at
home you miss’). Both the poetry and the prose render a notion of the
existential state of pilgrims that will return in Purgatorio 8:

Era già l’ora [ . . . ]
che lo novo peregrin d’amore
punge, se ode squilla di lontano

che paia il giorno pianger che si more. (Purg. 8, 1, 4–6)88

In each case, the pilgrims’ thoughts are not directed towards their goal,
like the single-minded ‘vecchierel’ that Petrarch describes, but rather, their
bodies move forward distractedly while their thoughts tend backwards to
those people that they have left behind. Pilgrims, for Dante, seem to be
groups of solitary individuals, sharing a common state of mind, but
entirely abstracted from their proper relational coordinates. What does it
matter, they seem to wonder, to see the image of Christ’s face if we must
see it without our loved ones? This sense of absence finds its correction in
Purgatorio 8, when a soul lifts his palms, ‘come dicesse a Dio: “D’altro non
calme” ’ (‘as though to say to God: “For nothing else I care”’, 12). Thus
modelling a state of presence with God, the soul forms a group around
him, in which all those present participate in a moment of prayer in which
all look towards the same thing. Those in that group look through freshly
configured relational networks (former enemies who are now ‘consorti’ or
‘conservi’) but also with those they have left on earth present to them in a
renewed way in their prayer.

87 ‘These pilgrims seem to come from distant parts, and I do not believe that they have
ever heard this lady mentioned; they know nothing about her—in fact, their thoughts are
centered on other things than what surrounds them; perhaps they are thinking of their
friends far away whom we cannot know’, p. 82.

88 ‘It was, by now, the hour [ . . . ] / when by love the pilgrim, new to this, / is pierced to
hear, far off, the evening bell / that seems to mourn the dying of the day.’
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Dante’s ‘Deh peregrini’ similarly wishes to impose a sense of presence
upon the pilgrims. If they could understand the sensation of Beatrice’s loss
for the city of Florence, ‘ell’ha perduta la sua beatrice’ (‘lost is the city’s
source of blessedness’, VN, 40, 12) they will understand what it means to
look upon the image of Christ’s face in Rome as a version of the same one
that Beatrice is looking upon: ‘quella benedetta Beatrice la quale glorio-
samente mira ne la faccia di colui qui est per omnia secula benedictus’ (VN
42, 3).89 They will, in some way, be looking with her. The pilgrims will
share in contemplation on earth what Beatrice sees in heaven—as the vera
icona, the Veronica is, substantially, the face of Christ. For Dante, the
Veronica offers not only the possibility of seeing an image of Christ’s face,
but also, and perhaps above all, offers the possibility of looking together
with Beatrice. The Veronica as goal of pilgrimage offers the possibility of
seeing God with other pilgrims but on another level, as an imprint of the
divine, it offers the possibility of seeing with those loved ones who have
already died. It forms a transmortal network of attention.

As Gervase Rosser points out, the plural ‘la Veronica nostra’ stresses the
availability of the image. It was considered possible to encounter a version
of the holy face in this life, to witness it as a visible point of intersection
between mortal time and eternity, between the suffering Christ in His
human form at the Passion and the promise of His Resurrection.90 The
face, as linked to the Passion, suggests the imminent threat of absence
staged by Christ’s death, to be followed by His renewed presence in His
Resurrection. The potency of its meaning sheds light on Dante’s mention
of the Veronica in chapter 40 of the Vita nova, when Beatrice is recently
dead; her absence will ultimately be reinterpreted in the reunion in the
Earthly Paradise as having been illusory or temporary. And when the
Veronica is mentioned in Paradiso, Beatrice is, I would argue, present in
a renewed way, just as Christ is present after the Resurrection. Unlike the
loss of Virgil, there is no loss of Beatrice.

We might understand the Veronica as a figure for, as well as an
instantiation of, the prodigiously generous availability of the real presence
of the divine. Papal indulgences were attached not only to the ‘original’
Veronica, with its particular generation story from direct impression, but
also to copies of the Veronica. By 1300, the pictores veronicarum filled the
colonnade in front of St Peter’s, producing numerous copies of the
Veronica.91 With such a proliferation of the image, Dante could certainly

89 ‘that blessèd Beatrice, who in glory contemplates the countenance of the One qui est
per omnia secula benedictus’, p. 86.

90 Rosser, ‘Turning Tale into Vision’, pp. 121–2.
91 Rosser, ‘Turning Tale into Vision’, p. 121.
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expect his reader to have some version of the image to call to mind when
he references or invokes the Veronica. Furthermore, when we consider the
fact that each copy was considered adequately potent to unleash real
presence effects, might we not also imagine that Dante’s reference to the
Veronica might function as a similarly efficacious copy?92 Perhaps ‘refer-
ence’ is not the right word; is Dante not, in fact, embedding a ‘Veronica’
into his text? The effectiveness of Dante’s copy of the Veronica rests on the
fact that his readership participates in a community of viewers that sees,
looks upon, and knows the image. Those reading or hearing his poem, he
presumes, would be capable of producing, at that moment in their reading
of the text, their own mental or physical copy of the Veronica. One of the
key implications of this embedding is that Dante is inviting his readers to
access a shared visual resource. We should each know what the other sees
when the Veronica is mentioned. Dante assumes that ‘la Veronica nostra’
is present to all of his readers in an immediate and perhaps even tangible
way. Dante is offering us, his readers, a site in his text in which we may
enter into a community of viewers. We are asked to recognize that as we
mentally or physically access our version of the Veronica, we are looking at
the same thing that Beatrice beholds. We are asked to look upon the face
of Christ as it is available to us, and to do so in recognition that we are
looking in concert with the blessed.

For Dante, Paradiso is about seeing consortually with those dear to us.
This is a crucial concept that is overlooked in critical discussions of the
paradisiacal souls’ desire for their bodies in canto 14. Solomon explains
that when the souls are clothed in their resurrected bodies, ‘la visïon
crescer convene’ (Par. 14, 49).93 Like Christ’s face and garments at the
Transfiguration, the glorified bodies of the blessed will reach their indi-
vidual perfection of luminosity and their individual perfection of vision. It
is to this that the souls reply:

92 On the efficacy of the copy see chapter 5 of Jane Garnett and Gervase Rosser,
Spectacular Miracles: Transforming Images in Italy from the Renaissance to the Present
(London: Reaktion, 2013); on the Veronica specifically, they note that reproductions
were also made at a distance, and without seeing the original. Nonetheless, ‘the vicarious
encounter with Christ’s face in the copy was understood to be no less direct than if it were
experienced in the presence of the Veronica in St Peter’s itself ’, p. 199. Manuele Gragnolati
writes of Bonvesin da la Riva’s Scrittura Rossa as a ‘Veronica verbale’, a verbal Veronica, in
‘From Decay to Splendour: Body and Pain in Bonvesin da la Riva’s Book of the Three
Scriptures’, in Last Things: Death and Apocalypse in the Middle Ages, ed. Caroline Bynum
and Paul Freedman (Philadelphia, PA: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1999), pp. 83–97.

93 ‘our seeing will increase’.
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‘Amme!’
[ . . . ]

forse non pur per lor, ma per le mamme,
per li padri, e per li altri che fuor cari
anzi che fosser sempiterne fiamme. (Par. 14, 62, 64–6)94

The desire is thus not to increase their own vision, but to increase their
vision so that they may see together in a new way with those particularly
dear to them. Like Bernard’s ardour for Dante’s vision, the souls each
yearn for increased vision for their mothers, their fathers, and all those dear
to them, in order that those dear ones may see them ‘tutta quanta’ in the
fullness of their persona even as they see their beloveds and look together
into and with the divine light.

FROM FACE TO FACE TO VEDER CONGIUNTO :
MODES OF LOOKING IN THE EMPYREAN

Alessandro Vettori sees the reference to the Veronica as marking the
beginning and end of the journey to Beatrice, with those references placed
just before the final vision of the Vita nova when Dante proclaims intent
to glorify Beatrice in the future, and then again when Beatrice ‘disappears’
in the Paradiso:95

Uno intendëa, e altro mi rispuose:
credea veder Beatrice, e vidi un sene. (Par. 31, 58–9)96

Vettori, like many other critics, writes of Beatrice ‘abandoning’Dante; her
emplacement in the Empyrean is described as a ‘disappearance’.97 Lino
Pertile describes it as follows: ‘Beatrice’s replacement cannot take place
directly on the axis of sublimated eroticism—for example, through the
Virgin Mary—but on that of sanctity, through a sene who, being holy, old,
and male, is above all suspicion of concupiscence.’98 Stephen Botterill
refers to Dante at this point as ‘Beatrice’s deserted lover’ and speaks of the

94 ‘ “Amen” / [ . . . ] not only for themselves but for their mums, / their fathers, too, and
others dear to them, / before they were these sempiternal flames.’

95 Vettori, ‘Veronica: Dante’s Pilgrimage from Image to Vision’, p. 52.
96 ‘I’d looked for one thing. Something else replied. / I’d see Beatrice, as I believed, / and

saw an elder.’
97 Vettori, ‘Veronica: Dante’s Pilgrimage from Image to Vision’, pp. 44, 52.
98 Lino Pertile, ‘Does the Stilnovo go to Heaven?’, in Dante for the New Millennium, ed.

Teodolinda Barolini and Wayne Storey (New York: Fordham University Press, 2003),
pp. 104–14 (p. 111).
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‘effacement of Beatrice and the introduction of her substitute’.99 He goes
on to explain that:

Bernard’s interposition of himself between Dante and his beloved guide
makes plain, in short, that Beatrice herself is not the terminal point of
Dante’s pilgrimage; he must go beyond her, even outgrow her, and, as part
of that process, both see her in her proper (Empyrean) setting and learn how
to bid her farewell. [ . . . ] Bernard’s appearance thus provides the necessary
distance (and note the stress on precisely that in lines 73–6) from which
Dante can apply his ‘novella vista’ to the object of his adoration, and
therefore also makes possible the new understanding that informs the solemn
prayer of leave-taking that follows.100

Whether we read the prayer as one of leave-taking or instead as renewed
commitment, as I have suggested earlier in this chapter, an issue that must
be tackled is the way in which we understand Beatrice’s reaction to that
prayer:

Così orai; e quella, sì lontana
come parea, sorrise e riguardommi;
poi si tornò a l’etterna fontana. (Par. 31, 91–3)101

This has often been read as, in fact, a parting. Botterill suggests that her
reaction shows:

benevolence towards her ‘fedele’ [ . . . ], their mutual contemplation [ . . . ]
and, finally, the knowledge that it is time for them to part, and for both to
turn to fresh and worthier objects of contemplation [ . . . ]. It is by no means
without significance, in fact, that Beatrice’s response to Dante’s prayer takes
the form not of words but of almost hieratic gesture, nor that this gesture is
an unmistakable, if affectionate, sign of dismissal.102

And thus, as some have argued, Dante has finally detached himself from
Beatrice and can now focus on seeing God. As Robert Hollander puts it:
‘When [Beatrice] resumes her undeflected love of God, Dante is ready for
his final ascent.’103 In each of these readings, Beatrice and Dante have
been ‘deflections’ for one another and less-worthy objects of contempla-
tion. They now must part.

99 Botterill, Dante and the Mystical Tradition, p. 72.
100 Botterill, Dante and the Mystical Tradition, p. 73.
101 ‘My prayer was thus. And she, as far away / as she might seem, smiled and looked

down at me, / then turned again towards the eternal spring.’
102 Botterill, Dante and the Mystical Tradition, pp. 74–5.
103 Robert Hollander, Dante: A Life in Works (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press,

2001), p. 127.
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Such readings seem to suggest that the relationship with God must be
singly focused, as if two earthly persons were face to face. These readings
also presuppose that Beatrice is an object to be looked at, as if inert and
unreactive. Furthermore, the readings imagine that Dante’s gaze, at this
point, must be directed at one ‘object’ or ‘another’. As I will propose here,
critical discussions of this moment have not taken into account all the
potentialities of Dante’s ‘novella vista’ or the full implications of Dante’s
trasumanare. In what follows, I will propose that theories of joint attention
may help us think through what Dante describes and performs at this
juncture in the text: a gaze that is seen as it sees in the heavenly mode of
conjoined vision.

While many of the ladies of early Italian lyric poetry might be objects to
be looked at, Beatrice and Mary, as described in Paradiso (and already, as
we have seen, in the Earthly Paradise), certainly do not fall into this
category. Bernard is not an active agent contemplating an ‘object’ that
might or might not be chosen as the ‘most worthy’, he is, in Dante’s
words: ‘colui ch’abbelliva di Maria, / come del sole stella mattutina’ (32,
107–8).104 He is made beautiful in her, through her, reflecting her light as
Venus reflects the sun’s rays. By describing Mary as sun, Dante makes it
clear that she is an agent, fully present and active. Botterill argues that
when Bernard invites Dante to look at Beatrice in her place in the Celestial
Rose, he invites him to contemplate Beatrice ‘as if she were an icon rather
than a person’, and that ‘the later use of “effige” is also highly significant in
this regard’.105 I will suggest, instead, that it is precisely in this moment
that Dante finally fully encounters Beatrice as person. She is presented in a
situated fashion, ‘siede Rachèl di sotto da costei / con Bëatrice, sì come tu
vedi’ (32, 8–9),106 fully relational and active on Dante’s behalf. She will
appeal to Mary along with the others as Bernard prays. The use of effige, as
we will see, sets up Beatrice as person in the mode of Christ, linking her
presence to His.

If critics have persisted in feeling that Dante must choose a single
‘object’ of contemplation, this is probably due to the ongoing stage
direction for Dante’s gaze in the poem. Bernard urges Dante:

‘Figliuol di grazia, quest’ esser giocondo’,
cominciò elli, ‘non ti sarà noto,
tenendo li occhi pur qua giù al fondo;

ma guarda i cerchi infino al più remoto,

104 ‘one who drew his beauty from Maria, / as, from the sun, the morning star draws
light’.

105 Botterill, Dante and the Mystical Tradition, p. 72.
106 ‘below Eve, Rachel sits. And then along / from Rachel, as you see, is Beatrice.’
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tanto che veggi seder la regina
cui questo regno è suddito e devoto’. (Par. 31, 112–17)107

This would suggest that if Dante is looking in one place, he cannot be
looking in another. Certainly, when Dante sees ‘legato con amore in un
volume, / ciò che per l’universo si squaderna’ (‘bound up and gathered in a
single book, / the leaves that scatter through the universe’, Par. 33, 86–7),
this is no longer the case. Beatrice must also be in that ‘volume’. As Dante
continues his trasumanare, he becomes able to see things bound together
in the paradisiacal mode. But even before he acquires the possibility of
seeing multiple persons at once (and this, fundamentally, is what looking
at the Trinity means), his mode of gazing is altered by the emphasis on
looking together. By looking with Beatrice, she is as present to him as if he
was looking directly at her.

Throughout Paradiso, Dante is urged to practise alternating between
looking at Beatrice and looking with Beatrice:

Vincendo me col lume d’un sorriso,
ella mi disse: ‘Volgiti e ascolta;
ché non pur ne’ miei occhi è paradiso’. (Par. 18, 19–21)108

It is crucial to note the ‘non pur’, not only. Paradise is in Beatrice and also
beyond her. Dante describes his difficulty in dragging his gaze away from
Beatrice’s beauty:

Qual savesse qual era la pastura
del viso mio ne l’aspetto beato
quand’ io mi trasmutai ad altra cura,

conoscerebbe quanto m’era a grato
ubidire a la mia celeste scorta,
contrapesando l’un con l’altro lato. (Par. 21, 19–24)109

But this is a problem that exists only for Dante in Paradiso. The blessed
have no need of this sort of transfer, of singly-focused looking:

ella [ . . . ] vedëa il tacer mio
nel veder di colui che tutto vede (Par. 21, 49–50)110

107 ‘ “Child born of grace” (so he began) “if you / continue with your eyes still fixed
below, / you’ll hear no note of this bright, joyful state. / Look through these circles to the
furthest off / so far that you shall see, enthroned, the queen / to whom this realm is subject
in its vows.”’

108 ‘A smile—its light defeating me—she now / addressed me: “Turn around. Pay heed
to him. / Heaven is found not only in my eyes.”’

109 ‘Whoever knows the pasture, for themselves, / that my eyes grazed on in that blessed
sight, / when once I’d altered to that other care, / will recognize the pleasure that I took /
I bowing down to that celestial guide, / weighing consent against the sight of her.’

110 ‘So she who saw my silence in the sight / of Him who sees the all of everything.’
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In this triple use of vedere in the space of two lines, we see Beatrice’s vision
as omnipresent, even in the way that it appears physically on the page. Her
sight is not singly focused. In the same way, in the stadium seating of the
Empyrean, there is a unitary, but never single, focus:

Questo sicuro e gaudïoso regno,
frequente in gente antica e in novella,
viso e amore avea tutto ad un segno. (Par. 31, 25–7)111

An overly literal reading of this passage would suggest that all the souls are
looking in the same place. But closer inspection shows that although this is
in some essential way true, it is not the whole story. Anna, for instance,
looks fixedly at her daughter:

Anna,
tanto contenta di mirar sua figlia,
che non move occhio per cantare osanna. (Par. 32, 133–5)112

Charles Singleton worried about this, noting that ‘Mother gazes con-
stantly at daughter, instead of gazing upwards to enjoy the direct vision
of God!’113 The concern is that if looking at God is the only source of
peace, then Anna might be missing out:

Lume è là sù che visibile face
lo Creatore a quella creatura
che solo in lui vedere ha la sua pace. (Par. 30, 100–2)114

And yet, while the souls in Paradiso would never deprive themselves of the
beatific vision, at the same time, they do seem to manage to look at other
souls. Richard Kay goes to some lengths to suggest that we might get past
this ‘contradiction’ in the case of Anna if we imagine the Empyrean as an
eyeball, with God’s image in the location of the lens. In this way, Anna
could be looking at God andMary ‘simultaneously’.115 Even without such

111 ‘That realm—its gaudeamus free of strife— / where chosen, past and new, such
crowds resort, / aims all its love and seeing at one sign.’

112 ‘Anne, / so happy as she wonders at her child / she does not move her eyes to sing
“Hosannah”.’

113 Charles S. Singleton, gloss on Paradiso 32, 133–5.
114 ‘There is, above us there, a light that makes / the All-Creator in creation seen / by

those who only seeing him have peace.’
115 Richard Kay, ‘Dante’s Empyrean and the Eye of God’, Speculum, 78 (2003): 37–65

(p. 54). Kay explains that the contradiction disappears if Anna looks at ‘God and Mary
simultaneously, which would be the case if God’s image were on the same level as the edge
of the amphitheatre. Theologically, this solution is appealing, as it places all of the blessed
equidistant from the object of their vision, irrespective of its intensity, which is indicated by
the graduated ranks of the amphitheatre. We can accordingly take God’s image in the
Empyrean to be a precise parallel to the location of the lens in the eyeball.’
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spatial considerations, it seems entirely possible that a simultaneity of
multiple presences should be available to those in the Empyrean, who
exist in a state without space as we understand it.

But perhaps the very best vision of this scene can come to us in
Leonardo da Vinci’s work, whose Sant’Anna, la Madonna e il Bambino
con l’agnello presents Anna’s gaze as fully consortual. Mary and Jesus are
face to face, though in an active, ethically engaged, dynamically inclined
position.116 But Anna, who shares in her daughter’s maternal love for the
infant Jesus, and who shares, with her poignant half-smile, in foreknow-
ledge of the great and terrible destiny the infant faces (visible also in the
lamb who gazes back), looks at Mary even as she looks at the infant.
Leonardo has painted her so that her gaze enfolds Mary and Mary’s gaze
upon the infant, even to the lamb, just as her generous lap holds her
daughter and thus the whole cascade of mother, child, lamb. It is through
Mary’s body, at the centre of the painting, that this consortual vision
becomes possible.

When Dante looks upon Mary in Paradiso 31 (Figure 5.1), he sees:
‘ridere una bellezza che letizia / era ne li occhi a tutti li altri santi’
(134–5).117 This would suggest that all the saints, and not just Anna,

Figure 5.1 Egerton 943 f. 184v. Prayer to the Virgin.

116 Cavarero, Inclinazioni, pp. 238–40.
117 ‘smiling [ . . . ] the height of Beauty who, as height of Joy, / was there in all the eyes of

all the saints’.
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are gazing upon Mary or at least have her ‘in their eyes’. Gabriel, certainly,
also keeps his gaze fixed upon her:

qual è quell’angel che con tanto gioco
guarda ne li occhi la nostra regina,
innamorato sì che par di foco? (Par. 32, 103–5)118

An overly literal, overly spatialized reading such as the ones that Anna’s
gaze has been subjected to would suggest that if Mary and Gabriel are
looking into one another’s eyes, they cannot be looking at God. But of
course these lines do not suggest any such thing. We must, instead,
reconfigure the ways in which we imagine the gaze, away from the sorts
of trajectories, rays, and lines that explain vision in the earthly realm.
Paradiso does, in fact, provide us with the tools for understanding vision in
different ways. We might take the case of angelic sight:

Queste sustanze, poi che fur gioconde
de la faccia di Dio, non volser viso
da essa, da cui nulla si nasconde;
però non hanno vedere interciso

da novo obietto, e però non bisogna
rememorar per concetto diviso. (Par. 29, 76–81)119

Joyful in the face of God, the angels do not turn their own faces from
Him; for this reason, they see all things in Him. ‘Non hanno vedere
interciso / da novo obietto’, their sight is seamless, without interruption or
any eruption of the new. In the same way that God is ‘colui che mai non
vide cosa nova’ (‘the One who sees no thing that’s new to Him’, Purg. 10,
94), the angels see all things as present together.120 Our human sight
works by means of the ‘concetto diviso’; we can only see one thing at a
time. Focus on one thing obscures something else in human vision, but
such is not the case for those who share in God’s vision. And this does not
apply to angels alone, but also, to a certain degree, to the blessed (and to
varying degrees for each of the blessed), as Peter Damian explains in
Paradiso 21:

118 ‘which is that angel who, with such delight, / looks at our Queen and gazes in her
eyes / so deep in love he seems to be on fire?’

119 ‘These beings, full of happiness to see / the face of God from which there’s none who
hide, / at no point turned their eyes away from that. / And so their line of vision is not cut /
by new-formed objects, and they, therefore, need / no memory (thought dividing these
from thought).’

120 On beatific vision and angelic memory, see Tamara Pollack, ‘Light, Love and Joy in
Dante’s Doctrine of Beatitude’, in Reviewing Dante’s Theology, ed. Claire E. Honess and
Matthew Treherne, 2 vols. (Oxford: Lang, 2013), I, 263–319.
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Luce divina sopra me s’appunta,
penetrando per questa in ch’io m’inventro,

la cui virtù, col mio veder congiunta,
mi leva sopra me tanto, ch’i’ veggio
la somma essenza de la quale è munta.

Quinci vien l’allegrezza ond’ io fiammeggio,
perch’ a la vista mia, quant’ ella è chiara,
la chiarità de la fiamma pareggio.

Ma quell’ alma nel Ciel che più si schiara,
quel serafin che ‘n Dio più ha l’occhio fisso,
a la dimanda tua non satisfara. (Par. 21, 83–93, emphasis mine)121

This ‘veder congiunto’, or conjoined vision, is what characterizes the
vision of the angels, and also, to varying and lesser degrees, the vision of
the blessed. When Dante reaches the height of his vision in the Empyrean,
he too will share in this conjoined vision to some degree. The very
nature of conjoined vision is its simultaneous multiplicity of facing in
which time, distance, and directionality are irrelevant. To understand
what ‘veder congiunto’ might be, we might do well to observe its
opposite. In Purgatorio, Virgil is asked to explain why he claimed in
the Aeneid that the prayers of the living cannot serve the dead. He
responds that he was writing in a time when ‘’l priego da Dio era
disgiunto’ (6, 42).122 Purgatorio reveals the power of prayer that is
conjoined to God’s will; such prayer is community forming, joining
the living to the dead. In Paradiso, vision itself is conjoined in God,
forming a community of vision that singularly connects each to each.
Fundamentally, what happens to Dante in the final cantos of Paradiso is
not that he learns to turn away from Beatrice and towards God, but
rather that he transitions from an earthly logic of binary facing to the
heavenly mode in which he conjoins his vision to Beatrice’s so that he
may come to see her in God.

In Paradiso 31, Dante transfers his modality from facing Beatrice to
seeing her within a multiplicity that encompasses himself as well. Such a

121 ‘Divine light drives its point upon me here. / And, penetrating that in which
I’m wombed, / its virtue, joined with my own powers of sight, / lifts me so high above
myself, I see / on high the essence where that light is milked. / Hence comes the
brightening joy in which I flame. / Equal to what I see in clarity / is this clear flame
that I myself display. / But still the soul in Heaven that brightens most— / that seraph
with its eye fixed most in God— / could never satisfy your last demand.’ On Peter
Damian’s discussion here in the context of thirteenth-century discussions of the
beatific vision, see Pollack, ‘Light, Love and Joy in Dante’s Doctrine of Beatitude’,
pp. 304–11.

122 ‘prayer was then not linked or joined to God’.
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transition is posed as a distinct problem in Levinas, who, like Dante, has
founded his notion of relation in the face to face:123

it is the fact of the multiplicity of men and the presence of someone else next
to the Other, which condition the laws and establish justice. If I am alone
with the Other, I owe him everything; but there is someone else. Do I know
what my neighbor is in relation to someone else? Do I know if someone else
has an understanding with him or his victim? Who is my neighbor? It is
consequently necessary to weigh, to think, to judge, in comparing the
incomparable. The interpersonal relation I establish with the Other,
I must also establish with other men; there is thus a necessity to moderate
this privilege of the Other; from whence comes justice. Justice, exercised
through institutions, which are inevitable, must always be held in check by
the initial interpersonal relation.124

The link between ethics and politics for Levinas comes in the movement
from two to three, from duality to plurality, from the ethical relationship
between two who face one another to a social relation with many who do
not look one another in the face. But institutions must contain the
memory of the first encounter and be derived from that directness of
facing.125 For Dante, the movement from two to three, from duality to
plurality, from the relationship with Beatrice to the fullness of the Empyr-
ean, is constitutively based upon and supported by that initial relationship
of facing. Roberto Esposito points out that: ‘It is not sufficient to expand
or vertically extend the dyadic order in order to obtain a triadic one. The
lexicons associated with them are as incompatible as those of the line and
the circle.’126 And in fact, in Paradiso 30, Dante finds the means to move
between the line and the circle. His vision is transformed from a linear
mode to a circular one as he passes from the mode of the face to face to a
multiple facing that grounds itself in a triadic, or rather, Trinitarian, order:

123 William Franke, Dante and the Sense of Transgression: The Trespass of the Sign
(London: Continuum, 2013), p. 153, writes that ‘Dante’s universal cosmological journey
of consciousness culminates in the vision of God, whereas Levinas’s effort is primarily aimed
at acknowledging the claim made by the particular other person facing one as limitless
obligation of unconditional responsibility.’ However, as I emphasize, for Dante we must
not imagine one person gazing on God. That is not how vision works in Paradiso—it is only
through the Levinasian particular other person that we manage to look with others and be
in God. See also William Franke, ‘The Ethical Vision of Dante’s Paradiso in Light of
Levinas’, Comparative Literature, 59 (2007): 209–27.

124 Emmanuel Levinas, Ethics and Infinity: Conversations with Philippe Nemo, trans.
Richard A. Cohen (Pittsburgh, PA: Duquesne University Press, 1985), pp. 89–90.

125 See Cavarero, Inclinazioni, p. 233.
126 Roberto Esposito, The Third Person: Politics of Life and Philosophy of the Impersonal,

trans. Zakiya Hanafi (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2012), p. 124.
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per far migliori spegli
ancor de li occhi, chinandomi a l’onda
che si deriva perché vi s’immegli;

e sì come di lei bevve la gronda
de le palpebre mie, così mi parve
di sua lunghezza divenuta tonda. (Par. 30, 85–90)127

Such ‘novella vista’, lifted from the linear to the circular, would entail the
possibility of entering into divine vision. Seeing a line as circular means
moving away from the possibility of seeing a ‘novo obietto’; in circular
vision, all objects (or subjects) are equally present and simultaneously
available. There is no distance, and facing takes on a multiple mutuality.

Dante describes this new mode of vision as all-encompassing and
unimpeded by any medium:

La vista mia ne l’ampio e ne l’altezza
non si smarriva, ma tutto prendeva
il quanto e ’l quale di quella allegrezza.

Presso e lontano, lì, né pon né leva:
ché dove Dio sanza mezzo governa,
la legge natural nulla rileva. (Par. 30, 118–23)128

Such a mode is radically different from what he describes in Paradiso 27,
when:

Lo viso mio seguiva i suoi sembianti,
e seguì fin che ’l mezzo, per lo molto,
li tolse il trapassar del più avanti. (Par. 27, 73–5)129

In the Celestial Rose, there is no medium, and nothing to impede vision,
there is only an intense immediacy of presence.

This veder congiunto that seems key to understanding how vision works
in the Empyrean, not just for the blessed, but for Dante as well, might be
understood in the terms of ‘joint attention’. Andrew Pinsent defines joint
attention as:

127 ‘To make my eyes, as mirrors, better still, / I bent towards the wave that, flowing
there, / will sweep us always onward to in-bettering. / I drank to the arching eaves of my
brow, / and then saw all anew, as though that length / of light had now, in form, become a
round.’

128 ‘My eyes, despite such breadth and altitude, / were not confused or blurred but took
all in— / the kind and sum of this light-heartedness. / Nothing’s gained here or lost by
“near” and “far”. / For where God rules without some means between, / the law of nature
bears no weight at all.’

129 ‘My eyes, in following these semblances, / followed until the space between became /
so great it took away sight’s power to pass.’
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a triadic person-person-object scenario in which the object is the focus of
attention of both persons; a sharing an awareness of the sharing of focus; and
a shared sense of mutual presence and union with one’s co-attender in the
context of the attention.130

Discussions of joint attention tend to focus on two observers contemplat-
ing the same object, a subject–object relationship that needs to be sur-
passed for our discussion of Dante. But to begin here, the emphasis is on
the personal presence of both observers, and the shared availability of each
to the co-observer, so that at any moment, one of the co-observers can
address the other in the second person, as ‘you’, and the reference would
be immediately clear. This is a basic sort of ‘mind-reading’.131

Dante’s Paradiso urges us to imagine a place in which everyone, except
for Dante himself, has the possibility to enter into every other mind.
Dante’s mind is infinitely open to all the souls in Paradiso, something that
Bill Burgwinkle describes as a ‘loss of his hold on sensual containment’.132

Such hyper-available awareness of shared focus serves to exalt, in the
paradisiacal frame, the recognized link between joint attention and the
second person.133 Pinsent notes that ‘joint attention and the second-
person mode of address share the common characteristic of mutual pres-
ence’.134 In Paradiso, the intensification of the presence effects of each of
the blessed to one another, ‘se io m’intuassi come tu t’inmii’ as complete
for the blessed and partially available in Dante’s trasumanar, allows for
utter liberation of the second-person mode of address.

Thus when Dante sees Beatrice in her place in the Celestial Rose, he is
able to address her with the ‘tu’, the second person, despite her great
distance:

Da quella regïon che più sù tona
occhio mortale alcun tanto non dista,
qualunque in mare più giù s’abbandona,

quanto lì da Beatrice la mia vista;
ma nulla mi facea, ché süa effige
non discendëa a me per mezzo mista.

130 Andrew Pinsent, The Second-Person Perspective in Aquinas’s Ethics: Virtues and Gifts,
reprint edn (New York: Routledge, 2013), p. 44.

131 On mirror neurons and mind-reading, see Vittorio Gallese and Alvin Goldman,
‘Mirror Neurons and the Simulation Theory of Mind-Reading’, Trends in Cognitive
Sciences, 2.12 (December 1998): 493–501.

132 Bill Burgwinkle, ‘Modern Lovers: Evanescence and the Act in Dante, Arnaut, and
Sordello’, in Desire in Dante and the Middle Ages, ed. Manuele Gragnolati, Tristan Kay,
Elena Lombardi, and Francesca Southerden (London: Legenda, 2012), pp. 14–28 (p. 25).

133 Pinsent, The Second-Person Perspective, p. 47.
134 Pinsent, The Second-Person Perspective, p. 48.
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‘O donna in cui la mia speranza vige
e che soffristi per la mia salute
in inferno lasciar le tue vestige’. (Par. 31, 73–81)135

She is entirely present to him, vertiginously close, still within him. Her
effige, her face, her person, is not separated from Dante’s by any medium.
This is the first time that Dante uses the ‘tu’ with Beatrice; he had been
using the ‘voi’ with her up until this point. The use of the ‘tu’ here is the
intimate language of prayer. There is no question that Beatrice knows he is
speaking to her, as her smile acknowledges (l. 92). In this vastly plural
situation, it is always possible to speak to the individual.

There is also no question that she will also be listening to whatever
Dante says next. That ‘poi si tornò a l’etterna fontana’ (‘then turned again
towards the eternal spring’, Par. 31, 93) is not a dismissal, or a turning
away, but rather a turning withDante to the work of veder congiunto to see
within God. From this point on, the second-person mode of address
moves freely in the poem, from the ‘tu’ for Beatrice, to the ‘tu’ Bernard
uses for Dante (and Dante for Bernard), to the ‘vostra’ Dante uses in the
voice of the Croatian pilgrim who looks upon the Veronica and speaks to
Christ, to the ‘tu’ Bernard uses to address the Virgin in Paradiso 33, to the
‘tu’ Dante uses for God in the final vision. The availability of those who
may be addressed in the second person shows their responsiveness to their
interlocutors: ‘the ability to engage in joint attention and to be moved by
other persons is correlated with the ability to relate to others in a specif-
ically second-personal sense’.136 This, of course, is what is missing in
Inferno. Farinata is literally unmoved by the suffering of his neighbour,
Cavalcanti, and woodenly continues his quarrel with Dante. He is unable
to pay attention to what Dante attends to in that conversation. Or we
might think of Guido da Montefeltro, whose incipit to Dante shows that
he wasn’t really attending to what Virgil and Ulysses were saying at all.

At the far other extreme of Dante’s universe, Mary is supremely
movable, supremely compassionate. Beatrice shows that she continues to
be moved by Dante’s desires; in Bernard’s appeal to the Virgin he singles
her out: ‘vedi Beatrice con quanti beati / per li miei prieghi ti chiudon le
mani!’ (Par. 33, 38–9).137 She has, of course, heard every word, and looks
with, joins her gaze with, Dante’s.

135 ‘From that high region where the thunder rolls, / no mortal eye could ever be so
far— / though sunk beneath the ocean’s utmost depth— / as my sight was from Beatrice
now. / Yet that meant nothing. For her image came / not blurred or lessened by the space
between. / “In you, beloved, my hope grows strong. All this / you bore: To greet me and to
make me whole, / you left your footprint in the depth of Hell.”’

136 Pinsent, The Second-Person Perspective, p. 49.
137 ‘See! Beatrice with so many saints / closes her hands in prayers along with mine.’
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In his examination of Aquinas’s understanding of the gifts of grace,
Pinsent notes that:

the gifts enable a person to be moved by God in a manner that can be
understood, metaphorically, in terms of a person appropriating the psycho-
logical orientation of a second person in joint attention. Expressed from the
standpoint of a first person before God, I take on your stance toward
something, in a desired union of my soul with you.138

In this scenario, looking together is looking with, not at, God. God is not
the object but is instead the co-agent, the co-beholder. If Beatrice is not to
be considered an object, but a co-agent, and Mary is also not an object,
but a co-agent, then here we must take the next step and recognize that the
co-agent is a kind of model, an instantiation of what it looks like to attend
to something. In Dante’s Paradiso, the second-person address moves
between the co-looker and the beheld, who is also and above all a
beholder. God is both beheld and beholder. Beatrice, as Christ, is both
beheld and beholder. With a reconfigured understanding of the joint
attention scenario, learning from and borrowing from the concepts of
shared presence, the availability to be moved by those present, and the
mode of second-person address as manifestation of that presence and
shared attention, we may think the joint scenario in a truly Trinitarian
mode, in which there is no ‘object’, but the triad is made up of three
agents and the gaze is shared in circular vision.

Paradiso asks the reader to stretch to imagine, as far as possible, a shift
from the sort of face to face encounters that we are accustomed to in
Inferno and Purgatorio to such moments of Trinitarian, conjoined atten-
tion. This conjoined attention conforms to the model of the mode of
being of the Trinity itself:

tre giri,
di tre colori e d’una contenenza,

e l’un da l’altro come iri da iri
parea reflesso, e ’l terzo parea foco
che quinci e quindi igualmente si spiri. (Par, 33. 116–20)139

Within those circles that reflect and breathe into one another, Dante sees
‘our effigy’:

138 Pinsent, The Second-Person Perspective, p. 62.
139 ‘three circling spheres, three-coloured, one in span. / And one, it seemed, was

mirrored by the next / twin rainbows, arc to arc. The third seemed fire, / and breathed to
first and second equally.’
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dentro da sé, del suo colore stesso,
mi parve pinta de la nostra effige:
per che ’l mio viso in lei tutto era messo. (Par. 33, 130–2)140

This is the second use of effige in the Commedia; the first was for Beatrice’s
face:

ché süa effige
non discendëa a me per mezzo mista. (Par. 31, 77–8)141

What are we to read in the connection between ‘süa effige’ and ‘nostra
effige’? What Dante sees as he sees God is also Beatrice’s face. As he joins
his sight with hers, the effige that is the second person of the Trinity reveals
itself as ‘ours’, Christ’s, Beatrice’s, Dante’s.142 The ultimate plenitude of
persona is revealed in the recognition of the second Person of the Trinity as
one’s own particular beloved.

140 ‘deep in itself, it seemed—as painted now, / in those same hues—to show our
human form. / At which, my sight was set entirely there.’

141 ‘For her image came / not blurred or lessened by the space between.’ Teodolina
Barolini, ‘Toward a Dantean Theology of Eros: From Dante’s Lyrics to the Paradiso’, in
Discourse Boundary Creation (Logos, Nomos, Poesis), ed. Peter Carravetta (New York:
Bordighera, 2013), pp. 1–18, connects the ‘effige’ of Paradiso 31 and 33 with the ‘imagine’
‘pinta’ in ‘La dispietata mente’ in which the conceit is that just as humans bear God’s image,
so the lover bears the lady’s image in his heart.

142 ‘What Dante beholds is not simply Christ’s figure, but our figure, all of our
humanities. And he does not simply behold this from the outside. Line 132 is once again
fruitfully ambiguous: our image is both something Dante is drawn to behold, and some-
thing in which he sees his own figure too. In—as—the Second Person of the Trinity Dante
sees Christ, himself, and all of us. In other words, Christ is what, at the end of the journey,
gives meaning to the coincidence between singular and plural with which the Commedia
begins.’ Montemaggi, Divinity Realized in Human Encounter. For considerations of vision
in Paradiso, see Marguerite Mills Chiarenza, ‘The Imageless Vision and Dante’s Paradiso’,
Dante Studies, 90 (1972): 77–91. On Dante’s vision of God, see Kenelm Foster, ‘Dante’s
Vision of God’, Italian Studies, 14 (1959): 21–39; Edward Hagman, ‘Dante’s Vision of
God: The End of the ItinerariumMentis’,Dante Studies, 106 (1988): 1–20. On possibilities
for the reader after the end of the Paradiso, see Steven Botterill, ‘Mysticism and Meaning in
Dante’s Paradiso’, in Dante for the New Millennium, pp. 143–51.
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