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ABSTRACT 

In thirteenth- and fourteenth-century Italy, all matters of government and society 

were conducted in Latin, thus meant only for the upper, educated classes. Thus, the vast 

majority of Italians who spoke only their regional dialects were not privy to the literature 

of the time period. However, when Dante Alighieri chose to write his La Divina 

Commedia in his own Florentine dialect rather than the Latin of his leamed peers, he 

helped give birth to an entire movement that would finally bring linguistic unity to the 

Italian people. Dante took a stigmatized slang considered to be barabarous and 

incompetent and, through a drastic organization and manipulation of sounds and 

vocabulary, created the foundation of the modem Italian language. 
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CHAPTER I 

AN INTRODUCTION TO THE CULTURE AND LANGUAGE 

OF TRECENTO ITALY 

In the very first manuscript of La Divina Commedia, hand-written from the 

author's pen around 1306, a subtitle appears immediately undemeath the heading: 

''''Incipit comoedia Dantis Alagherii florentini natione non moribus.'" - "Here begins the 

Comedy of Dante Alighieri, a Florentine by birth, not by disposition" (Olson 11). This 

short, ostensibly benign inscription is rather a confiising riddle: it whispers to the reader a 

hint about this man's life, and it insinuates something that has baffled scholars for 

centuries. Perhaps he was expressing bittemess and frustration with his present state of 

nomadic exile or with the political strife that was wreaking havoc throughout Tuscany 

and all of Italy. Or maybe Dante felt alienated from Florence on a much different level: 

he was fighting for cohesive communication. When he began the Commedia, Dante was 

in the midst of a ceaseless stmggle with his medium, his language, the "paint" of his 

poetry. Why were his fellow peers so reluctant, and at times belligerent, when addressed 

with the Florentine dialect? What sort of implications did the vemacular carry and why 

were these implications also attached to Dante? These questions can best be answered by 

looking at the political and social state of Italy in the time of Dante and examining the 

various cultural revolutions that were sweeping across the country and its people. 

In the late thirteenth- and early fourteenth-centuries (or Duecento and Trecento), 

Italy was quite literally tom: "[b]etween north and south there were very radical 



contrasts in climate, land formation, urbanization and governmental traditions. Italy was 

and remained a subcontinent rather than a single country or state, and its peoples could 

not feel a sttong sense of national identity based on cultural, linguistic, or racial bonds" 

(PuUan 25). Political parties were vying incessantly for power over one city or another, 

and wealthy megalomaniacs were climbing the lawmaking ladders in order to seize 

control. The government and the church were essentially synonymous, and all art and 

literature was sanctioned by this all-powerful institution. Included under the influence of 

the government was the language of Italy: up until the Trecento, the requisite use of Latin 

was an incontestable norm, despite the fact that only a handful of people actually spoke 

it. Latin was tacitly established as the official language of Italy by church and 

government officials who used it for diplomatic purposes in correspondence between 

cities or states in different regions. However, towards the end of the thirteenth-century, it 

became apparent that a vast portion of Italian people were not literate in Latin, a growing 

issue which civic authorities had to acknowledge. Thus, in 1246, the city of Bologna laid 

down statutes that required notaries to be able to ttanslate Latin into the vemacular for 

the benefit of the unleamed. However, enforcing this policy throughout the continent 

only resulted in more friction between various groups of "elitists and humanists." The 

linguistic discord throughout Italy is just a small representation of the wretched political 

and cultural condition. "The Empire was vacant. The Papacy... had migrated to France. 

The communes were tom by strife, and petty tyrants were finding suitable opportunities 

for establishing themselves. Italy as a nation did not exist, for she had no consciousness 

of cultural unity and no language more suitable than Latin to draw her people together. 



Dante gave her those things" (Migliorini 118). The fransition from Latin to the 

vernacular, steered by Dante and a few contemporaries, was an arduous shift mostly 

because of a certain sense of fradition and esteem that some had associated with the 

Latin: "in most areas of diversity between dialect and standard language, there attaches a 

social prestige to the latter" (Pulgram 55). Though a couple of scholars had 

acknowledged the existence of the vemacular, very few had been able to define it or 

justify it as a valid scholarly medium. "One will then say that the vemacular begins at 

the moment in which the speakers become aware of the existence not of two different 

varieties of the same language (classical vs. vulgar or literary vs. spoken), but of two 

different languages, one the vemacular, acquired by all in infancy and used as everyday 

speech, the other Latin, acquired only as a result of study and used as a literary language" 

(Lepschy 20). Provided with these polarizing characterizations, it became difficult for 

scholars to accept the vemacular and reject the Latin that had become synonymous with 

education and prestige. Thus, given the cultural situation of Italy and the scholarly 

temper of the time period, it was to be expected that Dante's language would not be 

rapidly and universally accepted. "It is remarkable that among the three most important 

Romanic countries Italy was the first to produce a dictionary of a model language yet the 

least successfiil in propagating this language among its people" (Pulgram 63). Though 

the people of Italy had before them a dialect that was ripe with a complex grammar and 

rich vocabulary, many defied adopting it as an official literary language. It is possible 

that the resistance of a universal language was largely due to the lack of political and 

national unity in Italy, or perhaps it was the stark social sfratification that was to blame. 



Whatever the reason, the vemacular would remain a stigmatized slang for many more 

years. 

At the tum of the fourteenth-century, the rather oppressive disorder all over Italy 

became the foundation from which the Renaissance would spring forth: out of the 

cacophony came a "rebirth of the common man." In an effort to pull out from under the 

cormpt powers, many Florentine luminaries generated a resurgence of art and music that 

celebrated the beauty and power of man. Essentially, the Renaissance was a conscious 

and deliberate movement of revival in certain fields of human development, in which 

men believed themselves to be rejecting commonly accepted values and techniques, and 

reviving those of an idealized past which had been obscured over time. "The concept 

arose of a purely literary education, which was not subordinated to philosophy, science, 

or theology; which was based on the reading of certain ancient authors; and which 

involved the study of grammar, rhetoric, history, poetry and moral philosophy: the so-

called 'humanities', the civilizing disciplines whose subject was man" (Pullan 181-2). 

This ideology opened the door for figures like Dante Alighieri and other writers, who 

now placed a greater interest in biography and introspective works: people were seen as 

characteristically unique, not just as a social type. "For the writer, individualism took the 

form of expressing his personal feelings or reactions to a certain situation, in the belief 

that they were unique, and were worth communicating to others and recording for 

posterity - it opened the way to a literature of introspection..." (Pullan 169). The 

individual became a symbol for humanity at large, or a vessel for the divinity and 

instruments of God's purpose. 



Out of this new artistic and literary style came a group of poets who wrote in a 

style of poetry that would influence the literary face of Italy for centuries to come: the 

''docle stil novo- the sweet new style." Lasting from 1270 to 1310, the dolce stil novo 

was a group of young Italian writers including Guido Cavalcanti, Brunetto Latini, and 

Dante himself. These poets wrote many works on a variety of different subjects; the 

common thread, however, was that they all celebrated the Renaissance ideas of love, 

learning and linguistic appreciation. "The poets of the sweet new style.. .create a 

linguistic tradition that is characterized by strict terminology...The word in itself 

dominates, as does the tendency to play with words and their etymologies, in accordance 

with a trend that appears in the Convivio by Dante" (Devoto 216-7). From the stilnovisti, 

as the members of this froop were called, Dante developed many of his own beliefs on 

the subjects of love, poetry, and language. The dolce stil novo were some of the first 

poets to address the vemacular, starting with one of Dante's mentors, Guido Guinizelli 

(1235-1276). "Even at that early time, Florentine was so much in the ascendancy that 

Guido Guinizelli, the first lyric poet of the new direction, though himself Bolognese, 

gave his language a decidedly Florentine coloring. After him came the poets of the so-

called dolce stil novo, all Florentines, and finally Dante himself, also a tme Florentine" 

(Pulgram 56). Along with the subject of the vulgare illustre, one of the main tenets of 

this group was the admiration and elevation of lyrical "love poetry." In the thirteenth-

century the forms and sentiments of Italian poetry were sfrongly influenced by the lyrics 

of froubadours from Provence, by their songs of "fine love": love of the heart and mind, 

which foreshadowed Dante's worship of Beatrice, and they achieved this through the use 



of the melodic vemacular. "Briefly, the sweet new style demands elevation, nobility, 

both in style and in substance... [It] idealizes love and the beloved. Love rises from its 

sensual origins to a realm of purity, where it blends with the divine" (Smith 21). From 

the dolce stil novo sprang many other troops of poets who were inspired by the 

humanities, like "The Chroniclers," who were a group of men of the merchant class who 

began to write down the tales of their fravels in the vemacular. Out of this influx of new 

writers arose two other vemacular poets, who, with Dante, would constitute the "triad of 

Italian lyrical genius": Boccaccio and Pefrarch. (Baldwin 11) 

These three men, all very different in persona and demeanor, all shared one 

common idea: the propagation of the vemacular through their own lyrical poetry. "It is 

an interesting question to ponder whether Tuscan could have become Italian par 

excellence also without Dante and the other two great Florentines, Boccaccio and 

Pefrarch, the triad of greatest luster in Italian literary history" (Pulgram 59). Though they 

each had very different methods and perspectives on the "vulgar tongue," they are all 

three credited with making the greatest strides in the unification of the Italian language. 

The idea that there had recently been a dramatic revival of valid and permanently 

correct principle in literature and linguistics was certainly present in the works of 

Giovanni Boccaccio (1313-75), a Florentine novelist and scholar. Boccaccio's greatest 

work was the Decameron, hailed today as a "merchant's epic." "Admittedly, 

Boccaccio's Decameron, written in the Florentine vernacular, did enjoy great popularity. 

It consisted of a hundred mercilessly irreverent stories of camal love and trickery, of 

merchants, adventurers, usurers, pirates and fraudulent fiiars, with settings all over the 



peninsula as well as in the foreign capitals frequented by Italian men of business" (Pullan 

180). Also a champion of the Tuscan dialects, Boccaccio wrote a work about the people 

in the language of the people, achieving a high sense of intimacy and gratification for the 

Florentine people. Boccaccio was an enthusiastic apostle of Dante's "vemacular cult," 

and, thus, his work is reminiscent of the same linguistic stmctures as his predecessor. In 

the Decameron, the varying linguistic models and lexical combinations are at 

Boccaccio's disposition and are brought into perfect harmony, "the formal moment is 

liberated and transformed in harmony, proportion, and music" (Devoto 226-7). In his 

work, Boccaccio displays a frank linguistic realism and a more rapid style, characteristic 

of the vemacular, and a veering away from ostentatious narrations and language. 

"Boccaccio conforms in the Decameron to the grammatical norms of the Florentine of his 

time, in accordance with his declared aim of writing it mfiorentin volgare [Florentine 

vemacular]" (Migliorini 137). Along with being one of the most prominent writers in 

Italian history, Boccaccio was also one of the most dedicated followers of Dante himself 

"Dante had scarcely been in his tomb for half a century when a 'Chair of Dante' was 

established in the city of Florence itself, occupied for the first time in October 1373, by 

none other than Giovanni Bocccaccio of Decameron fame" (Smith 1). Included among 

Boccaccio's lesser-known works is a laudatory biography of Dante, titled La Vita di 

Dante - The Life of Dante. One of the earliest enthusiasts of humanism, Boccaccio 

praises Dante for the work that he did on the vemacular and on the underlying humanistic 

themes of his poetry. "A sincere admirer of Dante, a fellow Florentine, Boccaccio 

described him in his biography [La Vita di Dante] as having 'opened the way for the 



retum of the Muses, who had been banished from Italy', and as having revived 'dead 

poetry'" (Pullan 167). 

The second major player in the "triad" of great Italian poets was Francesco 

Petrarch (1304-1374), who differed greatly from either one of his peers. Though just as 

much of a pioneer in the codification of the vemacular, Pefrarch definitely adhered to the 

Latin vocabulary and foundations much more so than Dante. For the latter, the Florentine 

vemacular came without question: the choice to use the dialect and its vocabulary was 

one he defended until his death. Pefrarch, on the other hand, attempts to integrate the 

work of Dante and assure for it the prestige which it deserves while simultaneously aware 

of the Latin tradition from whence the vemacular was bom. "Unlike Dante, Petrarch 

recognizes the 'greater dignity' of Latin, and he makes use of it. Unlike Dante, who 

identified with the Florentine vemacular in an instinctive way, Petrarch - with regard to 

formal characteristics, rhythmical pattems, and choice of vocabulary - always works very 

deliberately, continuing the traditions..." (Devoto 223). Petrarch is important in Italian 

linguistic history due predominantly to his lyric poetry. Starting with a postion in the 

dolce stil novo and an admiration for the Proven9al troubadours, Petrarch developed a 

signature style of love poetry and an "exquisite verbal music that was achieved through 

long and patient revision and elaboration" (Migliorini 135). Petrarch's most significant 

work was the Canzoniere, a grouping of love poetry written in the vemacular and 

dedicated to an idealized woman named Laura, comparable to Dante's Beatrice. 

Though both men were relaying the same essential messages, Dante's epic 

mggedness and Pefrarch's lyrical smoothness implied a radically divergent philosophy of 



language. Their varying opinions on language soon became the subject of many rumors 

and myths: several contemporaries of Petrarch even believed that he might have harbored 

some jealous animosity for Dante. Some sources say that Petrarch, as a child, met the 

aging Dante and studied his research, and, in tum, his work was often compared to that of 

his predecessor. In a letter to his friend Boccaccio, Petrarch fervently disclaims the 

mmors of jealousy and is almost excessively laudatory of Dante's poetry and language. 

You think, then, that I do not take pleasure in the praises of illustrious men and 
glory in them? Believe me, nothing is more foreign to me than jealousy; there is 
no scourge of which I know less.. .As for me, far from scoming his work, I 
admire and love him, and injustice to myself I may venture to add that if he had 
been permitted to live until this time he would have found few friends more 
devoted to him than myself... On the other hand, there are none to whom he 
would have been more obnoxious than these same silly admirers, who, in general, 
know equally little about what they praise and what they condemn, and who so 
mispronounce and lacerate his verses that they do him the greatest injury that a 
poet can suffer. As it is, I can only give voice to my irritation, when I hear the 
common herd befouling with their stupid mouths the noble beauty of his lines. 
(Robinson 178-9) 

Though Pefrarch's views of language differed from those of most of his contemporaries, 

he cannot be mled out as an advocate for the propagation of the vemacular. His culture 

and learning, along with his natural inclinations about language, gave him an intense 

interest in communicating and recording the feelings and theories representative of poets 

of that time period. When Petrarch's Italian poems and Boccaccio's Decameron became 

known they were associated with Dante in what has come to be called the cult of the Tre 

Corone, or 'three crowns', and, henceforth, writers in Italian had three models to whom 

they could tum in the same way as humanists tumed to great writers of antiquity. 

(Migliorini 138) 



Trecento Italy was characterized by the development of a very high degree of 

autonomy, especially in Tuscany. Individuals began to gain an acute consciousness of 

possessing rights and privileges which were innately theirs, including their art, literature, 

and, especially, their language. "The germ of the concept of the Renaissance was here: 

the notion of abmpt revival, the role in it assigned to certain great figures, the implied 

belief that Florence, which had fathered them, was to Renaissance Italy as Athens had 

been to fifth-century Greece" (Pullan 167). During this time of risorgimento ("revival"), 

Dante was justifiably proclaimed to be the pater patria, "father of the country," because 

it was he who ultimately gave a sense of cohesion and unity to a fragmented people by 

codifying their own language and proliferating it throughout the country. "The tmth is 

that Dante's attitude to language was very complex, for it involved emotional, technical, 

and philosophical factors in constant interaction, and this (along with the progress of 

personal experience) also made for change" (Chandler 8). Despite the fact that he spent a 

large part of his life as a political exile from the city to which he was devoted, Dante 

cherished the hope of returning to Florence on honorable terms, determined to 

communicate his knowledge in the vemacular tongue so that it could reach as wide an 

audience as possible. "Generations later, champions of the virtues of the 'active life' 

were to see in Dante a modem Socrates or Cicero, who had combined literature and 

philosophy with the life of a responsible citizen and been martyred by his political 

enemies" (Pullan 177). The elevation of the vemacular to elite literary status was one of 

Dante's primary goals in his literature, and, thus, his method was to use his dialect as the 

principal medium for his final great work: La Divina Commedia. It was hardly to be 

10 



expected, however, that, after him, works written in the vemacular would pour forth in 

great quantities. But, over the next century, "there was opened a break in the dyke, and 

no amount of shoring by scholars and grammarians could close the hole or indeed prevent 

its progressive enlargement" (Pulgram 405). 

The grandeur of Dante's conception of one language utilizes the new ideas of the 

Romance vemacular as examples of linguistic differentiation, and Latin, the noble root 

from which the language would grow. In Dante's mind and in the mind of his fellow 

humanists, "language combines the two aspects of man's nature: it is based on the senses 

because it makes use of sound, and it is based on reason because it communicates 

meaning. The defense of the vemacular and its nobility rests on its antiquity and its 

simultaneous immediacy" (Shapiro 22). Prior to La Divina Commedia, all matters of 

social and scholarly importance were conducted in Latin, so that only the educated elite 

could participate. Thus, the majority of Italians who spoke only regional dialects and 

were not scholars of Latin were not privy to the classical literature of the time period and 

had no hopes of moving up the social hierarchy. However, when Dante Alighieri chose 

to write his epic poem in his own Florentine dialect instead of the language of his leamed 

peers, he helped give birth to an entire movement that brought art and literature to the 

people of Italy. Dante took a language that was stigmatized and considered barbarous 

slang and, through a drastic organization and manipulation of the sounds and vocabulary, 

codified and created the Italian language. 
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CHAPTER II 

THE POET AND THE MAN: THE LIFE AND EARLY 

WORKS OF DANTE ALIGHIERI 

The passions and ambitions of any man are always greatly influenced by the 

environment and belief sytem in which he was raised. This idea stands tme in the case of 

Dante Alighieri. Therefore, in order to understand the literature, it is cmcial to first 

understand the author. "Just as the Divine Comedy reflects the human experience, 

Dante's life as an artist, citizen, and exile sheds light on the Comedy" (Lewis 9). 

Knowing the particulars of Dante's life, from his upbringing in Florence through his 

tumultuous political involvement and to the completion of the Commedia, help to give 

further insight into the psyche of one of the greatest literary minds of Westem 

civilization. 

Dante Alighieri was bom in May, 1265, in the modest San Martino quarter of 

Florence. He was the only child in a family that had pretensions of aristocracy but had 

neither the recognition nor the importance to support the ambition. Dante's mother -

Donna Bella - died soon after his birth, so it is possible that he never even knew her 

(Smith 1). Dante's father was a small landowner, and Dante oddly never mentions him. 

However, later historians like Forese Donati obscurely hint that the elder Dante might 

have been a usurer. Dante's father remarried a woman named Lapa, with whom he had 

three more sons. A brief mention of this second family is made in the Vita Nuova, noting 

12 



that his brothers were very affectionate toward him and that the family lived quite 

happily. The elder Dante died in 1277, when Dante was twelve years old. 

One of the most significant events in Dante's childhood and perhaps his whole 

life occurred in 1274: outside of his home, the nine-year-old boy was introduced to a 

young girl named Beatrice, who was just a few months his junior. "She was dressed 'in 

most noble crimson' and adomed in the refined fashion of the day. When he caught sight 

of her, Dante's senses stirred for the first time and he began to fremble violently. The 

impression was so profound that [she] became 'the glorious lady of my mind' - and the 

first lady of Italian poetry for all time" (Lewis 10). Most believe the girl to be Beatrice 

Portinari, the daughter of a wealthy Florentine. She married a rich and noble banker, 

Simone dei Bardi, and lived a life of aristocracy. However, there are still many critics 

who believe her to be more than simply a flesh and blood woman, but an exalted idea of 

femininity as well, or, especially in the Commedia, the personification of philosophy or 

theology. In all of Dante's works, Beatrice plays the role of mediator between the human 

world and that of the divine: his love for her "forms the 'personal' focus for the theme of 

the love in the Divine Comedy, and it was through her death that Dante's love is at last 

atfracted towards the God in whose presence she went to dwell forever" (Smith 27). Her 

function to Dante is unique: to him she is both a flesh-and-blood woman and a channel to 

the grace of God. "We know nothing absolutely certain about her, whether she was an 

actual woman or whether she is a fictitious lady of the sort that love-poets invented in 

order to have a subject to write about. The text, on the other hand, makes it clear that we 

are to understand that she means more than she seems, for she is ineluctably joined with 

13 



tiie Trinity, and in particular with the life of Christ" (Hollander, Infroduction to Inferno 

xxiii). Whatever or whomever she was, we do know for certain that she became the 

future poet's muse, his etemal inspiration. In one of his many pieces on Dante, 

Boccaccio wrote, "This girl, then, such as I describe her, and perhaps even more 

beautiful, appeared at ihefesta... before the eyes of Dante, who, though still a child, 

received her image into his heart with so much affection that from that day henceforward, 

as long as he lived, it never again departed from him" (Smith 6). Beatrice's influence and 

function in Dante's writing has been the focus of thousands of scholars and researchers 

over the years. Many theories exist on the role she has in Dante's psyche. "Is it possible 

that he fransferred to the departed Beatrice, in his middle years (albeit at an unconscious 

level), the love for a mother whom he never knew?" (Smith 5). Whichever form she took 

in Dante's mind, many credit her for being his definitive muse and arousing him to pen 

his first major works. 

Dante would see Beatrice only twice more: once in 1283, when they were both 

eighteen, and finally in 1290, when she died. Though he was in love with Beatrice until 

the day of his own death, Dante married a woman by the name of Gemma Donati some 

time between 1290 and 1292, for reasons that seem for purely social elevation. 

Historians agree that his marriage to her "seems not to have been a very happy one... she 

was of a family considerably more elevated than Dante's... though Gemma bore her 

husband four children, she did not share his exile, and was still alive in 1332, eleven 

years after her husband's death" (Smith 6). 

14 



Dante's education was quite typical: he regularly attended the standard Florentine 

schools. In his secondary institutions, Dante leamed how to read, write, and work with 

figures and numbers. He also began to study drawing and infroductory ethics, 

metaphysics,and astronomy. However, he simultaneously acquired a vast amount of his 

knowledge by studying on his own. Perhaps the most influential person to Dante's 

scholarship and "the major architect of the young man's cultural education" was Brunetto 

Latini, a prosperous citizen and official of Florence, and a renowned lover of learning 

(Lewis 11). "The most significant precedent for Dante's rhetorical grounding, his 

evaluation of the importnace of eloquence, and his insertion of rhetoric within an 

encyclopedic context is his maestro, Brunetto Latini" (Shapiro 19). Latini was an 

exfremely leamed and revered scholar, and he influenced Dante and became the poet's 

mentor, guiding him into his first steps as a writer and helping him through the death of 

Beatrice. In fact many believe that it was Latini who first handed Dante the great books 

he would later so frequently allude to. Dante's literary influences were countless, laying 

the foundation on which Dante first began to build his own major works. "[A]part from 

the Bible - from which there are said to be over 500 references or quotations in the 

Commedia alone - the other main sources on which the poet drew were mainly of a 

philosophical and religious order rather than a specifically literary one. The included 

most of the great classical writiers: Virgil (preeminently), Cicero, Statins, Boethius, 

whom Dante quotes profusely, and many others" (Smith 21). For his involvement in 

Dante's linguistic and literary development, Latini is accredited along with Dante for 
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having a powerful leadership role in the cultural reform and the emphasis on the poetic 

vemacular. 

Because he spent the majority of his adolescence with only the company of his 

books, Dante had very limited contact with the "outside world." His first connection to 

public life was through military service. In the late thirteenth-century, the country of 

Italy was in a state of constant political and social turmoil. The two primary factions 

fighting against each other were the Guelphs and the Ghibellines. The Ghibellines were 

said to be aligned with the emperor, or, more specifically, the hopes of one. The Guelfs 

were in support of the papacy, and were themselves divided into two subgroups: the 

Black Guelfs, who were staunchly allied with the church and were more authoritarian, 

and the White Guelfs, the sect to which Dante belonged, who tended to lean a little more 

toward a "republican notion of govemance" (Hollander 5). A fourteenth-century 

Florentine translated and hypothesized the origins of the "Guelf' and "Ghibelline" 

names. He believed that "Ghibellines had originally been those who were making war 

(gerentes bellum) upon the church, and the Guelfs were those who kept the faith 

(gerentes fidem) with it" (Pullan 23-4). The conflict between the Guelfs and the 

Ghibellines lasted for decades, resulting in the overthrow of many Italian towns and the 

deaths of hundreds of Italian citizens. Though at the time of Dante's birth, the Guelfs 

mled Florence, the Ghibellines recaptured confrol of the city in approximately 1267. The 

discord between the two factions was felt throughout the peninsula: the Italians "made it 

a theafre of war. It became an arena in which innumerable local contests and rivalries 

seemed at intervals to be subsumed into one much vaster and more far-reaching stmggle" 
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(Pullan 17). When the Black Guelfs finally secured confrol of the city, they chased out 

the remaining Ghibellines and the White Guelfs, destroyed their houses and businesses, 

and condemned them all, including Dante, to exile. Dante initially fled to Siena, and, in 

January, 1302, Dante was fined 5,000 florins, sentenced to two years in prison, and 

prohibited from holding any public office. Because he never retumed to Florence to 

serve his time, word reached him in March that a new sentence condemned him to be 

burned alive. Thus, Dante was now a "permanent exile": for the rest of his life he 

wandered from city to city, staying in the houses of other exiles he had befriended. In a 

letter to one of his correspondents, Dante wrote that exile made of him a citizen of Italy, 

rather than a citizen of Florence: "he wandered, he said, 'through almost every part of the 

land where the Italian languae extends, a pilgrim, almost a beggar', 'a vessel without sail 

or mdder, carried to various ports and river mouths and shores by the dry wind that 

wretched poverty brings forth" (Pullan 177-8). There are no recordings of his exact path 

of travel; the only definite mention is in the Divina Commedia, which testifies that he 

spent some time in Verona (Lewis 19). Nevertheless, it was during the exile years that he 

wrote the vast majority of his great works, including all of the Commedia. 

Many have said that Dante began to write at eighteen, after his second meeting 

with Beatrice, when his old emotions began to overwhelm him once again. "The renewal 

of his great love tumed him decisively toward poetry, and the virtuous austerity of 

Beatrice inspired him from the first to ennoble this gentlest of women as if she were a 

heavenly being" (Lewis 11). Whether or not this is tme, Dante was at an early age when 
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he taught himself "the art of saying things in verse," specifically lyrical verse, written in 

the Florentine vemacular. 

Dante's first major work was a very delicate love story called La Vita Nuova, or 

The New Life. It tells the story of the immense love Dante harbored for Beatrice, mixing 

poetry and prose: it consisted of a series of poems with commentaries or introductions in 

prose. It was composed at some time between 1283 and 1292, in the dolce stil novo style. 

Dante's love and ardent adoration for Beatrice is expressed in this work through flowing 

expressions of genuine love, desires and dreams. 

The Vita Nuova reveals an inner life of unbelievable intensity. Dante's love is a 
love which not only overflows the limits of his soul, filling the very stteets of 
Florence with light, gilding the churches, and heightening the colour of the 
Tuscan sky: it parades the very world itself in mystic ways. For Dante, the rest 
of mankind cease to have any real significance; he is alone with his all-consuming 
love. Even God Himself and his angels must speak of his Beatrice. In the course 
of this confessional narrative Beatrice herself becomes at times almost a 
theological and quasi-philosophical concept. (Smith 13) 

The Vita Nuova was originally copied by Boccaccio himself, and holds the status of 

Dante's second most frequently read work. The language that Dante uses is a unique 

blend of typically "Christian words" with terms of love and corporal beauty; it is a "fairly 

complex story that is given focus by words charged with hidden meanings" (Hollander 

19). For example, upon one meeting between Dante and Beatrice, she greets him with 

salutare, a well-wishing for one's health and soul, usually reserved fraditionally for the 

clergy. Modem texts later changed the word to saluto, a more casual greeting like a 

wave. The reason for the change is not known for certain; perhaps later translators felt 

that the religious connotation was simply inappropriate for a love-story. Dante's 

language in the Vita Nuova is a colorful mix that creates a story of one man's divine love. 

18 



The historian E.H. Wilkins wrote that in the Vita Nuova, "Every event has its higher 

significance. Wonderous coincidences occur within the walls of Florence. Visions hover 

in the Tuscan air" (Smith 13). 

Dante's next major work was also his only unfinished one. // Convivio, or The 

Banquet, was one of the first works Dante wrote while in exile, and was probably started 

some time between 1304 and 1307. It is a much more serious work than the former, in 

which Dante hoped to demonstrate the extent and depth of his knowledge, to achieve 

great fame, and to hopefully have his exile revoked. In the work, he establishes an 

allegorical setting of a banquet in order to discuss his views on societal roles and 

especially on language. "Dante wanted to prepare a banquet of knowledge, inviting all 

those who tmly hungered for it. To be able to teach them, he had to address them in their 

everyday language, which the professional intellectuals quite wrongly spumed. That is 

why the Convivio is written in Italian - or better, in the vemacular - rather than in Latin" 

(Lewis 34). Dante compares his language to several different recognized images, 

including his parents, various elements of the universe, and to the wine and bread of 

Communion, "investing language with a sacramental aura and almost deifying it" 

(Chandler 8). In relating the language to his parents, he says that he was raised by his 

father the vemacular, which guided and taught him throughout his upbringing. Then, as 

the cycle progresses, he then becomes the "father of the vemacular," molding it and 

shaping it into the new literary language, "From sonhood to fatherhood is a normal 

reversal of role in the course of life, but it is exceptional where a whole culture is 

concemed. Only people like Dante become the fathers of their own language after having 
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been its offspring" (Chandler 7). The entirety of 77 Convivio is written in the dialect of 

Florence, and it is one of the first major treatises Dante wrote on the use of the 

vemacular. In making his case for the language, he outlines several reasons for his 

choice and "adduces proximity as his first and chief reason for choosing the humble 

vemacular over the official language of scholarship; and warm intimacy is indeed the 

quality of his relationship to it in these lively pages" (Chandler 8). In the 150 pages that 

he did complete, Dante expounds on the state of the Italian culture and the policitcal and 

social divisions in the country more extensively than any other prose writer before him, 

and he had intended to write over 450 more pages. Though he would dedicate every page 

of his next composition, De Vulgari Eloquentia, strictly to the use of the vemacular, the 

fluent arguments he makes in 77 Convivio are some of the most compelling and 

convincing in all of his works combined. The piece "counterpoints the dramatic reversal 

of valuation conceming the respective merits of Latin and of the Italian volgare; the 

former is initially given primacy and described as the absolute lord looking down from 

the turrets of absfraction on the busy servant, the vemacular, then a crescendo of 

eloquence actually shifts the whole argument to the latter's side, and carries the day for it, 

the ecstatic climax" (Chandler 7). II Convivio sanctioned the use of the vemacular in 

educated literary works and widened the gap between Latin and the volgare almost to the 

point of unevenness, shifting the balance of influence in favor of the dialect. 

Dante's next major work, De Vulgari Eloquentia {On Eloquence in the 

Vernacular), has been labeled the definitive philological ttact. Though most agree that it 

was written between 1304 and 1309, the dating of the work is often debated: some views 

20 



have it overlapping with the Convivio while others date it as several years later. In fact, 

many scholars have theorized that the reason Dante stopped writing the Convivio was 

because he grew so passionate and involved in his writing about the vemacular that he 

decided to immediately begin a separate composition. Whenever he began it, De Vulgari 

Eloquentia was a work important enough in its own right to be considered the first 

European treatise on historical linguistics: a work which "was to have explained how all 

forms of discourse, from the most exalted poetry to the humblest domestic conversation, 

could be derived from principles suited to common speech" (Olson xxiv). Written 

entirely in Latin, Dante addresses it to the leamed and upper classes, appealing to them to 

consider the vemacular as more than obscene slang. Now much more bold and direct, he 

calls the vemacular "nobler" and criticizes Latin for its austere constmction and 

immutability, putting down "Latin's invariable nature and its auctoritas [judgement]" 

(Hollander 62). Compared to Dante's other works, De Vulgari Eloquentia is the only 

work that puts more weight on contemporary theories and ideas than on any figure or 

institution. He treats the vemacular like he does any character, creating for it an 

environment and a problem which it must overcome. "The vemacular's literary 

relationship to Latin, which in the Vita Nuova wa conceived as submissive apprenticeship 

without prospects of full emancipation, and in the Convivio as perfunctory obeisance in 

actual esfrangement, is now dialectically refocused on the principle of open autonomy" 

(Chandler 16). The work is divided into two books: the first outlining his organization of 

all the Italian and other European dialects, and the second a direct petition for the 

Florentine and a discussion on the study of dialectology. 
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[H]e discusses in Book One the origin of language, finding perfect eloquence in 
Adam's praise of God, and uniformity of speech in human communication such 
as prevailed before the building of the Tower of Babel, not directed to the 
purposes of human pride. Rules of grammar and eloquence are attempts to 
compensate for the effects of human sin; but it is human nature, and not these 
mles, which produces works of eloquence. Thus, in Book Two, he finds that the 
experts in eloquence who used common speech could, and did, discover by 
intuition uniformities different in detail, but not in kind, from those prescribed by 
the grammarians and rhetoricians. (Olson xxiv-v) 

The first serious study of a vemacular tongue, De Vulgari Eloquentia represents a 

milestone in the history of linguistics. For this work, Dante studied the Romance 

languages and classified them into subgroups and dialectical regions, which will be 

explained in more detail in Chapter IV. Through all of his studies in dialectology, Dante 

"strove to define a 'noble' literary style in poetry distilled from the fourteen regional 

dialects which he had identified" (Pullan 178). One of Dante's primary desires for the 

vemacular was to establish a distinct incommensurability from its Latin predecessor and 

raise it to a position of leading influence. When defending the superiority of the 

vemacular, he argues for its appeal to the masses: it is literally a language of the people. 

"Servile imitation is out of the question; the vemacular is the spontaneous, the concrete 

language of all, while Latin is an abstract locutio secundaria [secondary speech] of the 

leamed few" (Chandler 16-7).' Dante had a clear vision of his language and what it 

could do for the Italian people. His attempt to classify and regroup the dialects 

anticipates the modem science of philology. At the same time, the glorification of the 

Italian vemacular above all regional dialects plainly presupposes an awareness of a 

unified Italy at a time when the concept of a single nation was almost nonexistent. 

Excerpt from De Vulgari Eloquentia, I, I 
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There is no doubt that Dante's final work. La Divina Commedia, was also 

unquestionably his greatest: it firmly secured his place in the annals of literary history. 

This landmark piece has become practically synonymous with Dante's name, 

overshadowing all of the rest of his works. 

It is a curious fact that all the greatest literary figures of the fourteenth-century in 
Europe - Dante, Pefrarch, Boccaccio, and Chaucer - eventually almost sacrificed 
the viability of their other writings by producing works nearly immediately 
recognized as masterpieces - the Comedy, the Canzoniere, the Decameron, and 
the Canterbury Tales, respectively. It is probably fair to say that, had Dante not 
written his Comedy, he would be known to scholars and to few others; it is the 
Comedy that directs our attention to all the rest. (Hollander Dante 1) 

The Commedia takes place in Easter week of the year 1300, when Dante is approximately 

thirty years old. In regards to when he actually wrote it, however, there is much more 

ambiguity. Giorgio Pefrocchi, who is said to have compiled the very first complete 

edition of the Divina Commedia, records the dates in the following stages: Inferno (1304-

1308, but mainly 1306-8); Purgatorio (around 1308-12); and Paradiso (1316-21) 

(Hollander, Dante 91) The poem is made up of an introductory canto and three principal 

divisions- Hell, Purgatory, and Paradise. Each of the divisions is composed of thirty-

three cantos of about one hundred and forty lines each, leaving us "precisely 14,233 

verses artanged in one hundred cantos, all of which confined precisely the number of 

verses we find in them today in every modem edition" (Hollander, Dante 90). This last 

work was Dante's fundamental thesis on the political, ecclesiastical, and cultural state of 

Italy in the fourteenth-century. The power of the Divina Commedia existed further 

beyond the story of one man's fictional joumey through the three realms of the "Christian 
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universe": the ultimate power was in how he told the story, the unifying language he used 

that conveyed deeper desires and concems for the future of the Italian people. 

At the time Dante completed the Commedia, he was staying at a villa in Ravenna 

under the care of a friend. Lord Guido da Polenta. Some historians believe that Dante 

might have had a teaching post in the town during this time. However, in the year 1321, 

Dante fell sick while returning from a small trip to Venice. It is said that his wife came to 

his aid and the lord of Ravenna called every doctor he knew. However, on the night of 

September 13, 1321, Dante Alighieri died in Ravenna of a fever. Dante was buried in the 

Church of San Francesco in Ravenna, and there his body allegedly lies to this day, 

despite the many eamest efforts of his native Florence to have his bones removed there. 

Ironic that the same city that threatened to bum him alive if he retumed would later fight 

so fervently for the right to have him back. Nevertheless, a monument was erected in the 

Franciscan Church of Santa Croce, Florence, but the sarcophagus is, of course, empty. 

"The poet is seated in a pensive mood with his immortal work upon his knee, while a 

female (Florence) points to him sadly, and another female (Poetry) weeps" (Smith 11). 

The inscription on the monument is taken from the fourth canto of the Inferno: ""Ornate 

I 'altissimo poeta" - "Honor the loftiest of poets!" To some extent, Dante did retum to 

Florence and is still there today: he exists in the mouths of the Italian people who, 

everyday, speak the language that he created for them. 
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CHAPTER ni 

DANTE'S 'DIVINE' PURPOSE FOR THE VOLGARE ILLUSTRE 

At the beginning of the fourteenth century, Dante's deep appreciation for his 

native dialect was becoming more and more apparent. The Florentine tongue was just 

one of several dialects of the Tuscan region in central Italy, and it would later become the 

foundation on which the Italian language was built. After such works as De Vulgari 

Eloquentia and Vita Nuova, which expounded on the validity and beauty of the Italian 

language, it was clear to the rest of the literary world that Dante seemed to have a new 

purpose in his work: to perpetuate the same feelings of admiration for the vemacular and 

establish it as a legitimate literary medium. Dante felt this progression was necessary, 

choosing the Florentine tongue for three equal, yet explicitiy different reasons: a caution 

about the incompatibility of the immutable Latin language with the constantly evolving 

Italian people, an attempt to establish an identity in the literary world that his people 

could be proud of, and, finally, a purely natural love of his own native dialect. Thus, the 

rest of his writing career was spent studying the vemacular and perfecting it to create a 

new literary medium. "Dante has invested all his values in the native language, as poet, 

citizen, and thinker, and it in tum grows into much more than a vehicle of thought" 

(Chandler 6). In Dante's stmggle to accomplish this linguistic unity throughout Italy, he 

was faced with many obstacles from all sides of the issue, forcing him to justify his 

language from several different cultural perspectives. In evaluating the complexity of 

Dante's decision, he had to first consider the several different roles he played in the 
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cultural landscape of Italy. Thus, Dante had to reconcile his positions as a proud citizen 

of Florence, a member of Christianity, and as the tme artist that he was. 

As an artist, he felt both the potential and tiie limits of his native medium; as a 
Florentine, he cherished in it a personal heritage, the tradition handed down to 
him by the ancestors who had made him what he was; as an Italian, he saw it as a 
pledge of national unity, a fledgling language which had to compete with the 
Latin so many poets and thinkers and saints had canonized; however, as a 
Christian, he could not help recognizing in Latin the necessary bridge to other 
thinking men who spoke different vernaculars. (Chandler 9) 

From the outset, Dante recognized the complications that would go into attempting to 

validate a language that was viewed by his peers as a common slang. At the time that he 

wrote Divina Commedia, Dante was an exile from Florence, a city that was the epicenter 

of a political storm that was ravaging Italy. Dante saw the language as a way to create 

some sense of unification throughout the country, a thread of commonality amongst the 

people. He knew that the dialect had to be, in essence, "purified": the dialect had to be 

broadened, organized, and, to some extent, invented. The steps Dante took to codify the 

vemacular were ultimately for the perpetuation of his own language and the social 

elevation of his fellow Florentines. This notion operates in confrast to most grammatical 

processes, which consider the mles and pattems of the language first. "His prescription 

for the creation of a 'volgare illusfre' therefore runs counter to what one would consider 

the normal formation of a literary standard language, that, one arising in accordance with 

the norms of human social and cultural, including linguistic, behavior" (Pulgram 55). 

Though Dante's methods might have seemed unconventional to some, his reasons were 

genuine and displayed a dedication and respect for the language of his people. In a 

country that had been tom apart for over a century by political strife and social 
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megalomania, Dante sought to bring a sense of unity to the broken people of Italy and a 

resurgence of pride throughout Florence. The language that he would create would have 

the ability to evolve with its speakers, it would elevate his dialect to a status beyond a 

jargon, and it would be the ultimate display of tme esteem for the Florentine vemacular. 

Throughout Dante's stmggle with his linguistic medium, one of his main concems 

with the use of Latin was a caution about the incongruity of the austere language with the 

people who would be reading it. In order to create any long-lasting work, a poet's task is 

to transform the language of his own time into one that will survive any future linguistic 

fransformations. Thus, Dante could simply not justify matching a sovereign, ancient 

language with a people who do not know it. Dante wanted his works to reach all comers 

of the country, not just the circles of the educated. While the culture around him was 

perpetually changing, Dante watched as the dialects of the people also continued to 

evolve and develop. Latin was still being spoken throughout Europe as a lingua franca, a 

common tongue among speakers of different languages. Also, members of the church 

and the elite social groups valued Latin as a tool to maintain a permanent foothold on 

tradition and what they saw as a tmly "noble tongue." "Dante, viewing the mother 

tongue as the most noble repository of the spontaneous element in man, is also aware that 

only a continuing process of change in spoken languages prevents codified vemaculars 

from becoming as frozen as Latin" (Shapiro 44). In De Vulgari Eloquentia, Dante 

discusses his belief that Latin, though perfect in its own right, is an immutable, 

"unforgiving" language that would not be able to match with the continually changing 

people. In contrast to this, the dialects of the Tuscan region, since they were not 
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officially acknowledged or even written down yet, were constantly evolving to 

accommodate for the frends and linguistic needs of the Italians. Thus, when grappling 

with the language of his work, the choice of his native dialect was his way of "putting the 

upstart vemacular in its place since it would be beneath the dignity of changeless Latin to 

stoop to such a low scholarly service... Eloquence supersedes syllogistic diplomacy 

when it comes to asserting the personal relevance of the 'lingua volgare'" (Chandler 6). 

This decision on Dante's part further proves his abilities as more than just a poet: he was 

a skilled linguist and grammarian, a champion for the language of Florence. 

In Dante's opinion, the vemacular had an almost palpable potential for being just 

as powerful and influential in the literary world as its Latin predecessor. Because it was 

regarded by most as a dialect of the common people, no great literary works had yet been 

produced in the vemacular tongue, and, thus, the speakers of this dialect were completely 

underrepresented in the realm of art and learning. In order to ameliorate this cultural 

glitch, Dante, who saw himself as a "writer for the people," worked toward achieving 

what is known as "vemacular bonding": adopting a stigmatized variety of languages in 

order to show group solidarity and identity. Thus, Dante wrote the Commedia in the 

language of the unlearned, regarded by speakers of that time as "low Latin" as opposed to 

the "tme, or high, Latin" of the elite, as a gesture of "spontaneous generosity," a way of 

showcasing the beauty of the vernacular language and securing its legitimacy among 

scholars. By writing an epic poem in the melodic Florentine dialect, Dante established 

precedence for the use of the vemacular in one of the most popular literary genres. "The 

eventual choice before Dante was between two forms of Latin- the one reserved for 
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schools and scholars, the other bandied to and fro by men, women and children in the 

lively commerce of daily life. He cast his vote for the people, and thus set poetry upon its 

proper throne" (Smith 74). Dante, utilizing his position as a leamed and politically 

influential man, contributed to the humanistic ideas of the growing Italian culture by 

choosing the vemacular for the instmction of ordinary people and furthering its growth as 

a common poetic language. In his freatise De Vulgari Eloquentia, Dante proclaims with 

fervor the possibilities he sees in the development of the vemacular for the common 

people. "This shall be the new light, the new sun which shall rise when the old one has 

set, and shall illuminate those who are in shadow and darkness because the wonted sun 

does not shed its beams on them" (Pullan 178). By composing such a powerful literary 

piece in the common Florentine vemacular, Dante was providing the "average man" with 

a thing of beauty, creating in them a sense of identity and giving them a work of which to 

be proud. 

Evident in his several studies on the vernacular and his vast amount of research, 

the devotion that Dante had for his language was a driving force behind his literary work. 

Throughout his career, Dante maintained a tme appreciation and respect for the acoustic 

and syntactic beauty of his language. Dante's poetry has long been revered for its 

brilliant musicality, referring both to the melodic flow of the words and to the technical 

perfection of each rhyme within each stanza. 

Since Dante conceives of music both as the philosophical, larger acceptance of 
the term and as the artistic manifestation of the larger sense, as belonging to a 
world order, it follows that for him the form yielding up the essence of language 
is poetry, that form most similar to music. At the same time, it is music that 
distinguishes poetry from prose: poetry is a fiction produced according to rhetoric 
and music. (Shapiro 36) 
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In both the Convivio and especially in De Vulgari Eloquentia, he speaks feverishly of the 

musical perfection that is created by the Florentine tongue, alluding to the incidental 

adornments attached to it - such as rhyme, rhythm, and meaning - and the easy flow of 

the syllables and propriety of the syntactical constmctions. In the Divina Commedia, "a 

sheer delight in words transpires through the high seriousness of Dante's poetic ethics. ... 

Here the poetic of sound emerges with examples of bizarrely long words and 

comparisons..." (Shapiro 41). To Dante, the Florentine vemacular was poetry itself, 

using passionate invective to vindicate the worth of his beloved Itdian vemacular against 

leamed prejudice and the snobbery of the Latin supporters. In the Convivio, he lashes out 

against "those hateful dastards of Italy {abbominevoli cattivi d'Italia) - who think vilely 

of this precious language; which, if it is vile in anything, is vile only so far as it sounds in 

the prostituted mouth of the adulterers" (Smith 73-4). In Dante's mind, the Florentine 

dialect, viewed by most as the simple slang of the people, had just as much depth and 

complexity as its Latin precursor. However, his ultimate stmggle came when he had to 

prove this to everyone else. Many critics of Dante's time felt that the elevation of the 

vemacular was inappropriate and not fitting for the mouths of leamed men. One 

Florentine Humanist, Niccolo de Niccoli, called Dante "the poet of shoemakers and 

bakers," continuing to say, "Therefore I should exclude this poet of yours from the 

company of literary men and should leave him with the girdle-makers, bakers, and that 

kind of crows; for he talks in such a way that it seems he would rather want to be 

associated with that sort of people" (Pulgram 61). For Dante, tiiere was a language to 

justify and repossess; but, in the case of tiie Florentine dialect, it was a language 
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brimming with potential for growth, not an exhausted one to be reactivated by some 

stylistic iconoclasm. 

Thus, Dante had a dilemma before him. He sincerely wanted to enhance the 

prestige of the Florentine dialect, a desire driven by cultural ambition. However, at the 

same time, he wanted to maintain his status among his peers and be assured that his work 

would be considered great among the literary masterpieces that came before him. Thus, 

from the Vita Nuova onwards, Dante's work was "plurilingual- not trying to put one 

language over another, but putting them alongside each other, Latin with Italian... The 

move towards comedy is a refusal to hierarchize languages, and to allow different 

registers to work against each other" (Tambling 183). By allowing himself and his 

dialect to be influenced by the tongues and the ideals of the cultures surrounding him, 

even beyond the Italian borders, Dante could create a language for Italy that did not assert 

any judgments and could be appealing to a wide range of speakers. While other writers 

of his time treated plurilingualism as a literary game or simply as a fact of life, Dante 

perceived it as a cmcial cultural problem, which he had to resolve if he was to succeed as 

a poet. Dante was conscious of having this young vemacular to plant, and he was 

determined to therefore do everything in his power to see that his new language became 

accredited in the literary and social spheres. 

[H]is sophisticated perception of the linguistic pluralism of his culture which 
underpins his case enabled him to appreciate the fluidity, even the precariousness, 
of the situation. He saw the jockeying for position of the different Romance 
languages as the opportunity to establish a new canon, where Latin was still the 
measure, though in more direct competition than hitherto with a pre-eminent 
vemacular. (Tambling 187) 
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Dante, lacking an established literary language (outside of his poetically uncongenial 

Latin) for his grand purpose, had to constitute his own by initiating the fradition of epic 

poetry in the Florentine vemacular. "Dante's goals rely on an omnivorous intellectual 

curiosity and on a willingness to grapple with diverse and sometimes contradictory 

currents of thought" (Shapiro 43). Throughout his career Dante stmggled with the ratio 

of personal style to linguistic convention and heritage. On one hand, Dante had his place 

as a poet and author, following strictly a fradition of grammatical exemplification and a 

textually oriented approach to linguistic stmcture. On the other, Dante's intense analysis 

of everyday language use as it existed on the diverse Italian peninsula influenced him 

immensely as both a driving force in his writing and as a part of his identity that was not 

to be ignored. Faced with the dichotomy of the traditional, somewhat archaic Latin and 

the ambitious, budding vemacular, Dante strives to mold the words and idioms of his 

country and codify them into some sort of grammatical organization in order to establish 

the vemacular as a unified language for the Italian people. 
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CHAPTER rV 

DANTE'S DIALECT AND ULTIMATE STRATEGY 

Italians say that the best spoken Italian is lingua toscana in bocca romana- 'the 

Tuscan tongue, in a Roman mouth' (Scateni 1). In the middle of the thirteenth century, 

Dante was confident as he began to shape his own "linguistic reality" to fit his purpose, 

completely cognizant of his plurilingual culture. Dante had taken on the grand project of 

bringing the Tuscan dialect of his own people to the whole of Italy and convincing them 

to adopt it over the others. Dante's fascination with the "global diversity of languages" is 

first extensively discussed in De Vulgari Eloquentia, when he characterizes the three 

divisions of the Romance languages in Europe by their respective franslations of "yes": 

"...French, the language of oui; Proven9al, the language of oc; and Italian, the language 

of 5f' (Tambling 183). Furthermore, within the Italian language, he distinguishes 

fourteen major dialects, seven on either side of the Apennines, each one with endless 

municipal variations. 

Realizing that "the vemacular is not one, but many," Dante chooses to use his 

native Florentine and Tuscan dialects of cenfral Italy, called the Cenfral-Meridional 

dialects, as the primary base for his new literary language (Chandler 18). The Florentine 

dialect, in which Dante later wrote his Commedia, became the basis of a national literary 

language partly through the excellence of the literature written in it during the fourteenth 

century, partly because of general historical developments in Italy at the time (the 

political, economic and cultural prestige of Florence) and partly on linguistic grounds, as 
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the Tuscan dialects were, not only geographically but also linguistically intermediate 

between the north and the south (Lepschy 22). Thus, he relied on his native tongue for 

his linguistic foundation, arguing that, "among [the dialects] he found none suitable for 

literary use because of varied intrinsic shortcomings" (Pulgram 54). In fact, in De 

Vulgari Eloquentia, Dante describes the dialect of the capital Rome as the "vilest of all 

Italian speeches," adding that this was "no wonder, because the Romans seem to stink 

above all other Itdians through the baseness of their morals and customs" (Pulgram 416). 

This view portrays the vast amount of conflict that existed between Florence and other 

Italian cities, which only further fueled Dante's desire to back his own dialect for use as 

the common poetic language. This sort of contention existed all over the country, tearing 

towns apart and setting up a model of conflict for the Italian people. Thus, Dante knew 

that what Italy needed was a noble literary language which was constmcted out of pieces 

from all the dialects, yet always preserving a core of common features from the 

Florentine. By discarding local peculiarities, he could create what Bertoni called "a 

fiorentino smunicipalizzato, sregionalizzato, nazionalizzato- a dismunicipalized, 

disregionalized, nationalized Florentine" (Baldwin 55). This new language he would call 

the volgare illustre, or the "illustrious vemacular." The task before Dante, albeit a noble 

one, was far from a simple one. 

With the publishing ofDe Vulgari Eloquentia, Dante became the first writer to 

frace the outiine of Italian dialectology from tiie point of view of a vemacular writer. 

When the vemacular began to emerge, at a time when many critics disparaged its use, 

considering it "imcouth, undignified and cormpt compared to Latin," Dante endeavored 
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to formulate a grammar and codify this "vulgar slang" (Lepschy 22). Initially, he had to 

make the dialect of the Tuscan region familiar enough to everyone so as to not affront 

any one particular region and make any transition as smooth as possible. "Here the 

linguistic problem becomes the stylistic one, and the standards of elegance and euphony 

Dante mercilessly applies to the sampled dialects (includmg his native one) show he has 

come to take the role of author of his own language; for the volgare illustre clearly has to 

be invented" (Chandler 18). Thus, Dante must linguistically "mold tiie vemacular," 

ensuring the perfect organization and simultaneous simplicity of tiie language by 

borrowing words and grammatical characteristics from all over the country and shaping 

them to fit into his own dialect. While staunchly maintaining the Florentine base, the 

overall grammar of the volgare illustre adheres to every regional and municipal dialect of 

Italy: the simple constmctions and melodic tones were not necessarily limited to any one 

particular part of the peninsula. However, the intricate lexicon of Dante's literary 

language is almost strictly Florentine. 

To some extent, however, the effect of his work was to enhance the prestige of the 
Florentine dialect and to give it a disproportionate influence on the development 
of a common poetic language for Italy. He was prepared to use any Florentine 
word that he needed, even if it was markedly plebeian. From other sources-
Tuscan, other Italian dialects, Latin, or French- he used only words which had 
already found their way into literary currency. (Pullan 178) 

There can be little doubt even today that the modem Italian standard language is still 

fundamentally and principally the dialect of Tuscany, especially of Florence. Though 

several of the dialects of Dante's Italy have now died away, the Florentine vemacular 

attained prestige and supremacy over the others to such a degree that "it soon became the 

standard, the paradigm for all formal linguistic expression, be it literary or leamed, 
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prosaic or poetic... If Dante had been a child of Naples, Neapolitan and not Tuscan 

would have become Italy's national language. ... Dante made Tuscan into Italian" 

(Pulgram 60). The city of Florence had aheady achieved great power and fame for its 

booming businesses, such as textiles and revolutionary banking practices, and now it was 

achieving fame for being the mother-city of a new language, a region whose tongue 

became the first prototype of the modem Italian language. 

However, before any linguistic organization could be achieved, Dante had to 

create and apply certain mles of ortiiographic standardization and grammatical 

codification. In order to formalize a dialect, one must establish first that it indeed is 

capable of adhering to the rules of a systematic grammar. Dante argued in several of his 

works that his breed of the Tuscan dialect could undergo such a stmcturing. Dante's 

Italian grammar "might have been fashioned after the Latin model, for Italian, as Dante 

proudly points out, has more traces of 'grammar' than any other medieval vemacular. 

Dante could have undertaken the laborious task of constmcting such a grammar, and 

perhaps the more difficult task of securing the agreement of the leamed Italian world" 

(Olson xxix). In order to assess the "grammatical suitability" of any language, three 

theoretical processes are put to use: formalism, adherence to and analysis of a recognized 

form; stmcturalism, contrasting elemental aspects coming together in an organized 

system; and semiotics, the theory and study of the sign, symbols, words, and sounds that 

make up a given language. 

The fijst concept, formalism, is the hardest to define and often harder to put into 

context with a language. David Robey describes the process as providing "an 
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approximative characterization oi formula of the artistic intuition from which the 

aesthetic value derived" (Robey 167). hi otiier words, Dante had to determine if tiie 

Florentine vemacular harbored enough "aestiietic value" to be appealing, yet 

simultaneously contain the stincture needed to work as a common language. He needed 

the stability and uniformity of a grammar as the basis for "rules of art," and he needed an 

art in order to make vemacular poetiy a useful instilment of learning and culture. "Since 

Dante assumed, quite plausibly, that the art of classical poetiy was based upon a 

grammar, a language derived from the vemacular and given regularity and stability by the 

common agreement of the leamed, he might reasonably have been expected to constmct 

an Italian grammar as tiie basis of his own vernacular art" (Olson xxvii-xxbc). The 

coexistence of these two factors, aestiietic merit and stmctural solidity, evident m Dante's 

poetic vernacular, comprised the necessary "formula" for the first step of 

grammaticalization. 

Secondly, the idea of linguistic stmcturalism is a very broad one: it can entail the 

coming together of confrasting aspects of two languages, the evolution of a language's 

morphology or vocabulary, the syntactical order, or the day-to-day grammatical rules. 

For the purposes of this particular section, however, I will deal mainly with the syntax of 

the Italian vemacular versus Latin, referring occasionally to some mles of the grammar. 

Before Dante, most writers preferred the Latin language as the ideal medium for poetry 

because of its exfremely flexible syntactical stmcturing, or sentence order. In Latin, it 

was possible "for one to say, guided by aesthetic preference alone, pater amatfilium, 

pater fllium amat, amat pater filium, and so on, all of them meaning, thanks to sufficient 
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morphemic signalmg devices and regardless of word order, 'the father loves the son'" 

(Pulgram 58). Italian, however, like English, lost most of the "Latin inflexional 

equipment," and, thus, can express the same meaning only as il padre ama ilfiglio, any 

deviation from this word order becoming virtually illogical. In this respect, tiien, Latin 

poets who were able to easily direct word order to fit their poetic lines looked down on 

the vemacular as hopelessly remedial and inelegant, unable to ever be used in graceful 

poetry. To circumvent this problem, Dante manipulated certain words and sfressed 

certam syllables in each line of his poetry so that they perfectiy fit an established rhythm 

and rhyme scheme, called terza rima, which will be discussed extensively later on. 

Although he did not have the flexibility of the Latin syntax and vocabulary, Dante was 

able to achieve the same degree of stmcturalism while still adhering to the same rules. 

"He wished to establish for vemacular culture the principle that its works must follow 

rules which were systematic, suited to the medium, and capable of producing effects 

which could not be obtained without them" (Olson xxxvii-xxxviii). This principle, to a 

very large extent, was put into practice in Dante's composition of the Commedia. 

The rhjTne scheme that Dante used for this work was substantial on many levels. 

Terza rima, or "rhymes of three," consists of interlocking rhymes, written in iambic 

tercets. Dante is credited with inventing this form, which is, as one scholar observed, "a 

brilliant solution for a narrative poem, for it both 'looses and binds,' at once bringing the 

verse to momentary conclusion and propelling if forward" (Hollander, Dante 144). 

Written in the partem of ABA BCB CDC DED, and so forth, and consisting strictly of 

eleven syllables per line, Dante's terza rima has been called one of the most difficult and 
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demanding poetic mediums. Many scholars believe that Dante created the terza rima 

perhaps as a means of symbolizing the Holy Trinity, or for providing an overall sense of 

unity to his entire work. Whatever the reason, the terza rima is just one of many 

examples of the way in which Dante applies a meticulous stmcture and symbolic 

numerology to his work. "He was essentially a theorist with an exceptionally tidy mind 

who systematised almost everything in the most orderiy maimer" (Smith 32). 

The last theory applied to the grammaticalization of a language is the review of its 

semiotics, how the author or speaker utilizes the sounds, words, and symbols of their 

language to convey a deeper meaning. Dante's language is govemed by what Robey 

calls "an attitude expressed in such features as a preference for material and spatial terms 

over absfract, logical ones, for the precise individuation of objects in their external 

aspects (frontalita), and for alogical and elliptical constmctions, especially the irregular 

arrangements of objects and images in strings of elements unrelated to one another" 

(Robey 171). Dante's extensive study of the vemacular allowed him to use it in a way 

that no writer had done before him. He blends the words and phrases together to create a 

picture of his world, and the sounds and rhymes that he manipulates make the poem 

sound less like literature and more like music. 

Furthermore, semiotics also includes the strategic manipulation of a language's 

vocabulary to suit the needs of the speaker or author. Other medieval writers and 

scholars who had discoursed on their own vulgare illustre had proscribed the following 

sorts of words: 

Childish (puerilia) mamma, babbo 
(mommy, daddy) 
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Rural isilvestria) greggia, cetra 
(herd, lyre) 

Urban (urbana) femina, corpo 
(woman, body) 

However, Dante, in an attempt to move away from the tragic literary style of the 

medieval period, includes all six of these words a total of seventy-five times in the 

Commedia. Dante offers these words and several others as "exemplary of Florentine 

barbarity," further individualizing his new style and language (Hollander, Dante 72). 

The poem is linguistically the most Florentine of all of Dante's works. He utilizes 
in it every register of his native language, and further embellishes this with 
Latinisms, Gallicisms, a wide range of neologisms, regionalisms, words 
associated with particular literary genres, other kinds of technical vocabulary-
drawn, for example, from optics, asfronomy, scholastic theology, mysticism, the 
language of merchants- and, finally, foreign words. (Tambling 192) 

In the Commedia, Dante was able to subtly take several different languages and 

interweave them together, modulating his lexical choices and creating the impression of a 

single language. Contini, a twentieth-century philosopher and Dante critic, called Dante's 

gift a ''''pluralita di toni epluralita di strati lessicali... intesa come compresenza 

[plurality of tone and plurality of lexical layers, agreeing as though they were co-

present]" (Tambling 192). By the tactical use of his vocabulary, Dante forged the 

Florentine dialect into a superb vehicle for literary expression. 

Linguistically, the ripples of Dante's Divina Commedia are still felt today. 

Through his poetry, Dante gave the gift of a unified language to his country. By the time 

he was writing the Commedia, Dante knew that "the initially narrow limits of his 

fledgling vemacular had come to coincide with the limits of human language as such" 

(Chandler 23). Dante wrote his work m the volgare illustre establish the vemacular as a 
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legitimate literary language while still maintaining its 'Soilgar" roots among the people of 

Italy, fulfilling the fundamental point of "making language the specifically human act" 

(Chandler 24). Dante's ability to enhance the prestige of the Florentine dialect with 

foreign words and Latin expressions establishes the style of the poem as a low, comic 

style, differentiating it linguistically and rhetorically from the high, lofty status of Latin 

poetry. One of the ways in which he sets up this style is simply by naming his great work 

La Commedia. This issue has been the subject of much debate, begging the question of 

why a poem with such a serious topic could be called a comedy? 

A comedy, according to Latin mles, is written in the low style [the vemacular], 
and has a plot which begins with adversity and ends with prosperity. The 
vemacular is, by definition, colloquial, and it is regularly used by the unlearned, 
even by women; it therefore fits all the criteria of classical low-style diction. 
There is no greater adversity than Hell, and no greater prosperity than Heaven; a 
joumey from Hell to Heaven, therefore, is the comic plot par excellence. (Olson 
xxxvi) 

Though the title initially seems problematic, Dante's use of it in this regard follows the 

mles of the classical fradition in order to further create the vemacular's literary 

legitimacy. It is important to note also that the '^Divina" was not added by Dante. The 

"Divine" contributor is unknown even today: presently, the leading argument is for 

Boccaccio, though cases for Michelangelo and other Renaissance figures have also been 

made. 

The language of the Commedia makes just as much of a statement as any of the 

images do within. "His was a concrete and forceful vision of eternity, peopled with 

figures from the recent as well as from the remote past, imagined in sfrangely intimate 

and everyday terms" (Pullan 179). Once again channeling his plurilingualism, Dante 
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peppers the vemacular language with Latin literary traditions and ideals. This 

relationship is literally embodied in the two focal figures of the poem: Virgil, the paragon 

of Latin poetry, and Dante himself "[T]he guiding function that a formalized literary 

language like Latin can perform for the developing vemacular finds its dramatic 

embodiment in one aspect of the relation between Virgil and his ward" (Chandler 17). 

Dante incorporated pillars of Latin culture who would coincide the ideology and events 

of his own story and time period. For example, Dante, being an avid devotee of the 

Aeneid, gives Virgil the functions of guide, stylistic model, and precedent for an 

underworld joumey. Also, just as the Italy is undergoing changes in politics and 

language. Statins, another great Latin poet, appears in the story, explaining the natural 

mode of fransition between one culture to another. "Dante required of his commentators 

and followers that they find in his subject and technique a synthesis which adapted 

classical Latin culture to new conditions and expanded the scope and potential functions 

of the vemacular" (Olson xxvi). Dante's explicit and implicit allusions to Latin icons and 

their teachings fiirther establish ancient poetry as a model and source of the new poetic 

style. 

Even in the midst of writing his epic poem, Dante could not help but acknowledge 

the cmcial difficulties of his own language, as he does here in the thirty-second canto of 

the Inferno: 

che non e impresa dapigliare a gabbo 
discriver fondo a tutto I 'universo, 
ne da lingua che chiami mamma o babbo 

for it is no paltry enterprise 
to get to the foundation of the universe 
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in portraying it, no task for an infant language. 

Dante was perfectly aware of the problems that would face him when attempting to write 

such an influential and provocative piece in a language of "the uneducated." To dismiss 

this avowed inadequacy of expressive power is to ignore one of Dante's principle 

concems with his language- "a concem which became actual drama and myth, thereby 

feeding the very work h might have been expected to undermine" (Chandler 3). Dante 

further addresses the issue of language by repeatedly focusing on the inevitability of 

language change. In the tiiirty-first canto of Inferno, Dante comes face-to-face, literally, 

with what he deems as the root of all language disorder: Nimrod, alone and shouting 

unintelligible utterances. 

"...this is Nimrod, thanks to whose ill-conceived idea 
one language is no longer used throughout the world. 

Let us leave him alone nor speak in vain; 
For any language is to him exactly 

As unknown as his is to anyone else." 

In the book of Genesis, h was Nimrod's idea to build a tower, called the Tower of Babel, 

that would be high enough to speak directly to God. For this display of arrogance, God 

stmck the tower in the middle, splitting it into many pieces and scattering the climbers all 

over the world. According to the legend, this is how language diversity began. By 

building the Tower of Babel, Nimrod brought about the etemal battle of language 

diversity and confusion of tongues. "Perversion of language, and dismption of 

mankind's linguistic unity, is in Dante's eyes one of the worst offenses against the 

spiritual order, and he therefore makes biblical Nimrod a lesser Lucifer who, by his 

hubris, dragged busily aspiring humanity into another Fall; Nimrod is appropriately 
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punished by confinement in a realm of enormity and meaninglessness" (Chandler 13). 

The story of Babel becomes characteristic for tiie whole of the Hell that Dante 

expenences. His first impression upon entering the gates is a chaotic state of noise: an 

uproar of voices, yells of anger, clapping, screaming, and meaningless shouts in all 

various forms of speech. 

As Dante continues to move upward in his joumey, his experiences with language 

begin to change. In Purgatory and Paradise, the diversity of language is more 

comprehensible. Language multiplicity is no longer anarchy, and the cacophony of Babel 

and Hell yield to polyphony. Slowly, the languages seem to "blend" together as the 

speakers leam to coexist and adapt for communication. In the twenty-sixth canto of 

Paradiso, Adam speaks to Dante about the inevitability of language change. 

Long before the people under Nimrod 
Attempted that unfmishable task. 
The language that I spoke became extinct. 

That man speaks is a natural phenomenon. 
Beyond that, in one way or another. 

Nature lets you do whatever suits you. 

Dante's discussions of language in the poem all point to his idea of educating the 

population about language and fiirthering the proliferation of the "people's language," the 

vemacular. Through Dante and the Divina Commedia, Italy came to possess a common 

literary tongue. "The influence of the Commedia on the development of an Italian poetic 

language - on style, mefre, and vocabulary - was enormous" (Pullan 179). Despite the 

rather serious tone and story line of the poem, the language sets in a style that is 'comic' 

and intimate to every reader. Dorothy Sayers is a leading Dante franslator and scholar, 

and she quoted a student of hers responding to reading the Divina Commedia for the first 
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time: "It isn't at all what I expected ... I thought it would be all grand and solemn - you 

know - 'Of man's first disobedience and the Fmit of tiiat Forbidden Tree... Sing 

Heavenly Muse' - that sort of thing. But it's like someone sitting tiiere in an armchair 

and telling you a story" (Smith 31). hi the Divina Commedia, Dante formed the dialect 

of his native Tuscany into a simple but perfect channel through which to express his 

thought and ideas, and he had the valor to pen his work in the lowly and despised 

vemacular. This style of diction and syntax is the result of an exfremely steady confrol of 

story and medium, of a scmpulous attention to the value of every word. 
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CHAPTER V 

THE 'DIVINE' PROBLEM: TRANSLATING 

THE COMMEDIA 

An old Russian proverb reads: "A franslation is like a woman: if she is faithful, 

she is not beautiful; if she is beautiful, she is not faithful." The franslation of any work 

between languages inevitably introduces a swarm of issues: in the forefront, the battle of 

imembellished literary accuracy of the text versus maintaining a degree of poetic 

"attractiveness" (i.e. rhyme scheme, meter, et cetera). This area of research and debate, 

known as Translation Studies, is classified into two separate schools of thought. The first 

aims to be a "human science," like linguistics or sociology, that studies behavior; the 

second takes on the role of an "art," like rhetoric, that imparts a certain skill (France 6). 

Thus, the role of the franslator is multi-faceted: they must be able to take the original text 

and, integrating both of the aforementioned techniques, formulate an accurate and 

atfractive rendition. "Everything that enters the target text: idea contents, figurative 

language, metre, rhyme, the mle of syntax, word order, stylistic norms, etc., presents the 

translator with a problem, for which he/she must offer what some theorists called 'an 

elegant solution'...one that satisfies to a maximum degree all the afore-said norms, 

violating them as little as possible" (Tsur 3). The primary subject of Translation Studies 

is to reconcile "beauty with faith," to measure exactiy how an author's work can best be 

franslated into English while still maintaining the author's original spirit. As a poem 

begins to be carried through centuries, it evolves an existence of its own in the minds and 
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m the words of each individual reader. "The poem that survives the receding particulars 

of a given age and place soon becomes a shifting kaleidoscope of perceptions, each of 

tiiem in tum provisional and subject to time and change, and increasingly foreign to those 

horizons of human history that fostered the original images and references" (Merwin 1). 

The ultimate goal of a franslator is to produce a work that is as close to the original as 

possible; so close, in fact, that the reader or critic is not able to recognize the two separate 

works. If the franslation is noticed, tiie critic may compare it favorably or unfavorably 

with the original, the dominant tendency being to judge it beyond its authenticity, to its 

naturalness, fluency, and elegance. Also, the grammar and vocabulary of the classical 

text must be in accordance with the contemporary style and lexicon of the English 

language. "It is assumed that tiie franslator's task is, as John Denham famously put it, to 

make the foreign author speak English 'not only as a man of this Nation, but as a man of 

this age'" (France 7). Thus, in this case, a franslator of Dante must be able to "develop 

an English" that is both appropriate for the work and identifiable to the present-day 

reader. 

The challenge of franslating the Commedia poses in extreme form the 

fundamental questions that accompany the franslation of all poetry. Should it be "sense-

for-sense," relaying the underlying themes and senses of the original story, or "word-for-

word," franslating each word and each line with as much faithfulness and accuracy as can 

be achieved through the English language? Should it be in prose or verse? Should the 

original rhyme scheme, Dante's terza rima, be retained, or is "blank verse" more 

desirable? Among the franslators of Dante, both past and present, there are no right 
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answers to these questions. Dante himself warned against the translation of poetry: 

"Nothing that is harmonized by the laws of poetry can be changed from its own language 

to another without desfroying all its sweetness and harmony" (France 469). Dante is 

referring to a certain underlying implications that are associated with knowing a work 

like the Divina Commedia in its original, "tme" Florentine language versus knowing it 

through the mouths of various franslators. One scholar and professor of Dante, W.S. 

Merwin, agrees with this notion. In the Introduction to his tt-anslation of Purgatorio, 

Merwin discusses his technique of teaching Dante's linguistic to his classes. He takes a 

single line from the first infroductory canto of the Inferno, ""Tant'e amara chepoco e piu 

morte," and asks his students to intone it over and over. His goal in doing this is to 

demonsfrate the impossibility of translating Dante, "indicating the sounds of the words," 

he says, "their primary meanings, implications in the context of the poem and in the 

circumstances and life of the narrator, the sound of the line insofar as I could simulate it 

and begin to hear its disturbing mantric tone. How could that, then really be translated? 

It could not, of course. It could not be anything else. It could not be the original in other 

words, in another language" (Merwin 2). Many other scholars have agreed with Merwin 

that a certain amount of authenticity and realism is simply lost in an English franslation. 

Nevertheless, today there are probably more franslations of Dante's Divina Commedia 

than of any other postclassical literary work. 

The first attempt to translate the work into English was done by Charles Rogers 

(1711-84), who wrote a rendering of the Inferno into blank verse. The first franslation of 

From Hollander's translation: "It is so bitter death is hardly more so.", Inferno, I, 7. 
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the work in its entirety was published in 1802, by Henry Boyd, in rhymed six-lme 

stanzas. Soon after these came what would become one of the best known translations of 

the nineteenth-century: a blank verse franslation written in 1814 by Henry Francis Gary 

(1772-1844). This franslation still has followers today. Cary has been immortalized in 

Westminster Abbey as "The Translator of Dante." 

Moving into the late nineteenth- and early twentieth-centuries, the dispute of terza 

rima versus blank verse became more of a cenfral issue among franslators. In his 

infroduction, Cary makes the claim that his use of the blank verse comes with the 

approval of the Italian poet Ugo Foscolo, who said that "if Dante had written in English 

that is the form he would have chosen!" (France 469) Tme blank verse does not attempt 

to maintain the original rhyme scheme or meter, usually spearing in the prose form to 

allow for as little distortion as possible. Some twentieth-century blank verse translators 

include Longfellow and John D. Sinclair, who both wrote in a "paragraphed," prose style, 

and whose franslations remain some of the best to date. Also, the translation used for this 

thesis, that of Robert Hollander, is written in blank verse. Hollander, however, does not 

write in the prose style, but in a poetic style of three-line stanzas, freely changing the 

meter to represent the mood or the action. He states that the aim of his style "was two 

fold: to produce a text that was as close an approximation of what Dante said in verse in 

an English that is sayable as poetry" (Hollander, "A New Translation" 1). The blank 

verse is preferred by many poets because of its lexical tmthfulness to the original. 

However, some critics feel that, without any modification at all, some of the rather 

archaic words and stmctures of Dante do not appeal to the modem English reader. 
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In perhaps an attempt to match Dante's "musicality" and style, many recent 

translators have followed the tme terza rima. The following three translators are some of 

the most admired and well-known disciples of this style: Laurence Binyon, Geoffrey L. 

Bickerseth, and Dorothy L. Sayers, whose version gamered much acclaim and was 

adopted by the Penguin Classics publishers, making it the most widely used. Sayers' 

attempt to communicate the overall "effect" of the poem and its language results in a 

rather artistic manipulation of the actual text. "Throughout the poem she has managed to 

keep up the proper number of syllables per line, and the strict rhyming scheme of aba bcb 

cdc.. .(with, as she admits, the cost of 'some rather acrobatic rhyme')" (Tsur 5). While 

the lyrical inflection of the terza rima style may be tme to the original, the actual text 

must be drastically changed in order to work in English. Allen Mandelbaum, another 

famous franslator and follower of the blank verse style, gives the following franslation of 

the first six lines of Canto XXVII in tiie Inferno: 

The flame already was erect and silent -
It had no more to say. Now it had left us 
With the permission of tiie gentie poet. 

When, just behind it, came another flame 
That drew our eyes to watch its tip because 
of the perplexing sound that it sent forth. 

Here is the same passage in terza rima, from Dorothy Sayers' franslation: 

Erect and quiet now, its utterance done. 
The tall flame stood; and presentiy, dismissed 
By the sweet poet's licence, it passed on; 

When lo! Our eyes were drawn towards the crest 
Of a new flame, coming behind its fellow. 
By the sfrange muffled roarings it expressed. 
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Among the franslators of Dante, the blank verse style represents a freedom from the 

distortion which tme terza rima allegedly imposes, while its critics feel that a greater 

fidelity to tme meaning and style is exemplified m the terza rima. Though botii styles 

have positive and negative implications, the decision is ultimately up to the translator to 

determme which technique best embodies tiieir unique vision of the Divina Commedia 

and its author. 

The only other type of rhyme scheme present today is called "defective terza 

rima."' This method, in which just the middle line of each tercet is left unrhymed, is most 

famously used by an American franslator named John Ciardi, who, along with many 

others, experimented witii a more modem, "slangy" style (France 470). The ultimate 

issue of which approach to take plays a large role in the way readers today view Dante's 

language. The manipulation or adherence to the original rhyme scheme is "the eventual 

challenge for any franslator of Dante into verse (e.g. the tme terza rima of Laurence 

Binyon, John Ciardi's loose and Robert Pinsky's exacting approximations)" (Hollander, 

"A New Translation" 1). Regardless of which rhjone scheme is used, which words 

replace which other ones, how many syllables make up a certain line, the story and the 

message are an unwavering constant. In every country and every language, the Divina 

Commedia is the tale of one man's Easter joumey from the disparaging pits of Hell to the 

grandest peaks of Heaven. 

The ultimate impact that the Divina Commedia had on Italian culture was an 

overall redefining of nationalism. "For it was by their reading of Dante, and supremely 

of his immortal poem that the educated Italian public at least had for the first time the 
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clear sensation that it belonged to a civilization which had common foundations" (Smith 

1). After Dante's first initial steps, over the next few centuries the Florentine dialect 

began to flourish into an organized, grammatical form of modem Italian. As word of 

"Dante's new language" began to climb up the social hierarchy in the thirteenth- and 

fourteenth-centuries, the tme implications of the movement slowly rippled throughout 

Italy. Finally, in 1470, "books were first printed in volgare, starting of course with an 

edition of the Bible, and followed by three editions of Dante's Commedia, Boccaccio's 

Decameron, and Petrarch's Canzoniere...Once books in the new language were printed, 

the need for some orthographic standardization and for a grammatical codification 

became pressing" (Pulgram 60). At last Italy had a unifying thread: finally past the 

political strife and social clashing, the people had also united under one language, the 

Italian that had blossomed from Dante's Florentine tongue. In the pages of La Divina 

Commedia, Dante Alighieri achieved a progression toward linguistic standardization and 

amalgamation, and instigated a weakening of the inhibiting social and dialectal 

boundaries throughout Italy. 
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