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    The City of Poetry
What did it mean to be a poet in fourteenth-century Italy? What counted as poetry? In an effort to answer these questions, this book examines the careers of four medieval Italian poets (Albertino Mussato, Dante Alighieri, Francesco Petrarch, and Giovanni Boccaccio) who wrote in both Latin and the Italian vernacular. In readings of defenses of poetry, speeches and letters on public laurel-crowning ceremonies, and other theoretical and poetic texts, this book shows how these poets viewed their authorship of poetic works as a function of their engagement in a human community. Each poet represents a model of the poet as a public intellectual – a poet-theologian – who can intervene in public affairs thanks to his authority within texts. The City of Poetry provides a new historicized approach to understanding poetic culture in fourteenth-century Italy which reshapes long-standing Romantic views of poetry as a timeless and sublimely inspired form of discourse.
David G. Lummus is the co-director of the Center for Italian Studies and Devers Family Program in Dante Studies and a visiting assistant professor of Italian at the University of Notre Dame. He has published on fourteenth-century Italian poetry and poetics, especially Giovanni Boccaccio, and the reception of classical culture in medieval Italy. He is the co-editor of A Boccaccian Renaissance (2019).
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Introduction
adventum ipsum et huic urbi et illi de qua et universe Ytalie, ipsa saltem rei novitate, non inglorium futurum esse confido.
Scire decet … poete officium atque professionem [minime esse] quam multi, immo fere omnes opinantur.
— Petrarch, Collatio laureationis

I trust that my coming, because of the novelty of the occasion if for no other reason, may serve to bring some glory to this city, to the city whence I come, and to all Italy.
You must know & that the office and profession of the poet are not by any means what they are commonly believed to be.
— Petrarch, Coronation Oration1

On April 8, 1341, when he addressed the Roman Senate on the Capitoline to accept the laurel crown as poet and historian, Petrarch asserted that poetry was a profession. Poets had an officium, or civic duty, and a professio, a declared occupation. He described that duty in terms of the figurative representation of history for the moral betterment of humankind. Petrarch’s address was based on the exegesis of two lines from Virgil’s Georgica, which were expanded into a commentary on history and on the present’s relationship with the past. For Petrarch, the poet’s role was based on a privileged understanding of the events of history and a calling to inspire others. The activities of the poet as interpreter and as inventor – as auctor – were the foundation of the poet’s status and role in society. For all of its symbolic cultural value, Petrarch’s performance of authority on the Capitoline indicates that in fourteenth-century Italy the conception of what a poet should be and do was linked to communities beyond the book. In order to carry out the poet’s officium, the author needed to emerge from the text and enter the city. Petrarch was not alone in relating the work of the poet to a social reality consisting of more than readers. Albertino Mussato, Dante Alighieri, and Giovanni Boccaccio all, in diverse ways, also situate the work of poetry in relation to the city. It is in view of this civic role of the poet that they all conceive of and defend poetry as theology. The production of meaning in their poetry according to the allegorical models of biblical exegesis forms the basis of these poets’ status and reputation in diverse social realities.
In this book, I examine how these four Italian poets represent the role of the poet as a part of a civic context. The focus of my inquiry is the defense of poetry and the laurel crowning of the poet in the city (or its promise), though I also consider other texts that shed light on how these individuals perform their authority as poets in relation to the world beyond the book. I interpret this performance of authority primarily in view of their political concerns, but also in connection with their ideas about language and meaning. The central argument that I want to advance is that these poets viewed their authorship of poetic works as a function of their engagement in a human community, real or imagined. Indeed, as I hope to show, each poet creates a model of the poet as an intellectual who can intervene in public affairs thanks to their authority within texts.
Studies on medieval poetry and poetics tend to treat authorship as a phenomenon that inhabits books and schoolrooms, as if medieval poets considered their enterprises only in relation to other authors and other books. Indeed, ideas of authorship did develop out of the exegetical and pedagogical traditions, as the work of Alastair Minnis, Rita Copeland, and others has shown.2 My inquiry in this book is possible thanks to the research on medieval exegesis and rhetoric that has taken place over the past several decades. Minnis’ work on the commentary tradition has demonstrated, for example, that the literal or historical sense of a text’s meaning increasingly became seen as the foundation for further allegorical interpretation.3 The historical sense offered a level of certainty that the other senses could not provide. In interpretations of the Gospels and of classical poetry, exegetes as far afield as Hugh of St. Victor, Peter Abelard, and Nicholas of Lyre, on the one hand, and Arnulf of Orleans, Giovanni del Virgilio, and Giovanni Boccaccio, on the other, found the intentionality of the writer key to the interpretation of a text’s meaning. If the historical sense offered certainty to medieval exegetes, then their concern for it also demonstrates an awareness of the historicity of the creation of meaning. Copeland, furthermore, has demonstrated how literal and allegorical modes of reading were associated since antiquity with political disenfranchisement and agency respectively. In her study of the pedagogical practices surrounding the Lollard heresy, she shows how interpretation of the literal sense became the grounds for political dissent and for the promotion of intellectual activity beyond the university.4 The poets considered in this study assimilate poetic and biblical modes of allegorical meaning and by so doing assert a political status in concomitance with the university. Applied to poetic strategies that make far-reaching truth claims, such as those of Dante, the attention given to the historical intention of the author reveals a related concern both to control allegorical modes of discourse and to locate the text’s meaning in the world of history.
Similarly, the question of how a poet like Dante constructs for himself an authority that equals and even surpasses that of his classical models and contemporaries is often addressed as a phenomenon limited solely to the text. Teodolinda Barolini has argued that Dante constructed his own role as poet of the Commedia by self-consciously eroding the authority of his contemporaries and models – an authority that he assumes for himself as poeta.5 Barolini shows how Dante restricts the notion of poeta across the poem so that it applies only to himself as the successor of Virgil. Albert R. Ascoli, furthermore, has shown the extent of Dante’s unique obsession with constructing his own author-figure in the Commedia. As Ascoli notes about Dante, however, there is a disjuncture between being a poeta and being an autore.6 As I hope to show in this book, to be a poet, while often a function of authorship, is not limited to asserting oneself as an auctor. Rather, it means to transfer and embody the writer’s authority through the text and to reach beyond it. The poets considered in this study each build their sense of authorship out of exegetical and pedagogical practices, but their poetic strategies also intersect with their ideas about the function of the poet in the world of history.
By examining how these poets project themselves beyond their works, I also look past the material conditions of medieval reading and writing practices, such as the production of codices and their historical readership. My aim is not to examine the historical realities of the role that poets or poetry played in specific communities of readers but to understand how these poets imagined their roles in communities, whether through their works or with their physical presence. The material artifact of the books that contained works of poetry, however, did represent to a certain extent the status of the poet in society. For example, Justin Steinberg has shown how Dante’s early attempts at anthologization and literary history, when viewed through the lens of the materiality of texts, demonstrate Dante’s broader cultural and political concerns about his own reception.7 Jonathan Usher, Jason Houston, and Martin Eisner have also demonstrated how Boccaccio’s practices of compiling codices reflect a broader cultural vision about the status of poetry in society.8 By examining the defenses of poetry and the historical or potential laurel crowning ceremonies of these poets, my aim is to add to this scholarship and to tell another part of the story, which escapes the materiality of the text. The poet’s role is just as much a function of reputation as it is a result of being read. While discourses on poetic fame tend to be read as a poet’s projection into the future, they are also indicative of a poet’s engagement with the present.9 The defense of poetry, like the rhetorical performance of the coronation ceremony, is a textual event that looks beyond itself onto the world of history and politics. My approach is based on a close rhetorical and intertextual analysis of verse and prose texts, which I place in the context of each poet’s political ideas and activities. I see fourteenth-century defenses of poetry not only as emerging from distinct historical and political contexts but also as self-conscious responses to those contexts.
Much of the critical debate about poetic authority has traditionally concerned the question of how vernacular poetic culture emerged from and engaged with a dominant intellectual culture that used Latin. A great part of Dante’s novelty resides, in fact, in his bold turn to the Florentine idiom as the language of the Commedia. To increase the status of the vernacular was also a major goal of Boccaccio’s hybrid cultural project in Florence. For the other two poets, Mussato and Petrarch, however, the vernacular was either not under consideration or was discarded as the language of a publicly valuable poetry. The study of medieval Italian literature has inevitably gravitated toward poetic production in the vernacular and to a large extent has viewed these poets’ Latin productions as minor works, which are valuable insofar as they shed light on their principal vernacular works. The result of this separation of the Latin and vernacular has been that the works of a Latin poet like Mussato have been all but eliminated from the history of Italian literature. It has also often rendered the Latin Petrarch a footnote to the study of his Rerum vulgarium fragmenta, a text that had an extremely limited circulation during his lifetime.10 The eclogues of Dante, Boccaccio, and Petrarch have been pushed to the margins, even if for these last two poets, they were considered among their most important works during their lives.11 With the exception of Dante’s Paradiso and Boccaccio’s Vita di Dante, this study looks primarily at the Latin production of each poet. When the question of the vernacular emerges, such as in Dante’s correspondence with Giovanni del Virgilio or in Boccaccio’s exchanges with Petrarch about the value of Dante’s Commedia, it is addressed as a part of the larger question of the poet’s role in the theater of the city. Fourteenth-century Italy was fundamentally diglossic, so by divorcing Latin from the vernacular, a significant element of its poetic culture is omitted. The emergence of vernacular poetry in Italy took place in intellectual environments that were predominantly Latinate. Thus, I try to avoid the characterizations of the relative literary value of these poets’ Latin and vernacular works that descend from the hierarchies of value embedded within the tradition of Italian literary history. My approach aims to reintegrate the Latin production of these poets with our understanding their vernacular works.12
Some explanation is due of the terms of my title – city and poetry – and of how I conceive of the question of the social and public worlds that these poets inhabited. Each poet in this study participated more or less actively as a member of a political body, whether in Padua, Florence, Rome, Avignon, or elsewhere.13 In each case, however, the poet’s ambitions for a political role are in excess of the real possibilities for political engagement. With the terms city and civic, thus, I mean to indicate not only the historical communities in which a poet lived but also the imagined communities that each poet projects in their efforts to individuate a place for poetic activity.14 For Dante, the work of Claire Honess and Catherine Keen has demonstrated that the city is “the normative human community.”15 We can apply such a definition of the city also to Mussato and Boccaccio, and even to Petrarch, whose rhetoric of non-belonging and cosmopolitanism belies the political associations that he maintained in cities. The human community denoted by the term city is both metaphorical and historical in the works of the four poets here considered, just as their conception of their role in a community oscillates between an active presence and a projected ideal. Thus, when I refer to the city and to the poet’s civic role, I mean above all to capture the poet’s reconciliation of the historical reality of a place and its community with its counterpart in the realm of the imagination. Furthermore, I use the terms poet and poetry throughout to indicate what is essentially the author and the literary text, be it in verse or prose. Although these terms have come to mean something else that is far narrower, it is important to maintain them as historical terms that cover a broad semantic field in constant flux. For each of these poets, poetry indicated a meaningful and skillfully wrought creation through figurative language, including – at least for Boccaccio – prose fiction. While the form and language of a composition were important factors in determining the nature of poetry, it was meaning, communicated through allegory, that separated poetry from rhetoric and other forms of discourse.16 In claiming a civic relevance for the work of poetry, each of these poets sought to expand the semantic field of the terms poeta and poesis to include an authority in the world. As authors of their texts, they would also be poets outside of them.
The Defense of Poetry and the Laurel Crown
In the intellectual culture of the late Middle Ages, poetry was not autonomous from other disciplines. It was associated with the lower arts of grammar and rhetoric, but was sometimes elevated to be considered a part of ethical philosophy.17 By the beginning of the fourteenth century, the poets of the Italian peninsula began to claim that poetry, as a form of knowledge, was not only superior to professional disciplines like medicine and law but also equal to theology, the highest form of human inquiry to which the study of the liberal arts ultimately led.18 Their claims were founded upon the conviction that poetry was able to communicate historical, moral, and higher truths hidden in verisimilar allegorical fictions. Their defenses of poetry were oriented toward both salvaging the value of ancient poetry and justifying their own poetic production. While they were directed at poetry’s attackers, real and imagined, more often than not they were self-created contests and were often directed at other poets as a way asserting a different role for poetry within a civic space. At stake for them was the recognition of the status of poetry as a discipline or science to which the study of the liberal arts would lead, but also the definition and acknowledgment of the poet’s task as a professional occupation.
Ernst Robert Curtius listed among the commonplaces of medieval literature the connection between poetry and theology made in Dante’s epistle to Cangrande and in the defenses of poetry of Mussato, Petrarch, and Boccaccio.19 Each poet, as he notes, links poetry to theology. For Mussato poetry is “another theology” (altera … theologia)20 and for Boccaccio theology and poetry are “almost the same thing” (quasi una cosa) or otherwise poetry is “similar” (simigliante) to theology,21 while for Petrarch “theology is the poetry of God” (theologiam poeticam esse de Deo)22 and for Dante the Commedia is “consecrated” (sacrato) and “sacred” (sacro).23 Curtius traced the commonplace of the poeta theologus, or poet-theologian, that appears in their defenses of poetry and that is implied by Dante’s letter, to Thomas Aquinas’ commentary on Aristotle’s Metaphysics, to Cicero’s De natura deorum, to Augustine’s De civitate Dei, and to a series of patristic texts that lead to Isidore of Seville’s Etymologiae. He defined the source of the debate in terms of the hierarchy of the sciences established by Aquinas.24 Moreover, he found that, while each poet was in some way reacting to a Scholastic hierarchy of knowledge that saw poetry as the lowest of the sciences, these defenses of poetry were reactionary to the Thomistic modernity of the late Middle Ages and had “little to do with the Humanism of the Trecento.”25 Rather, what these poets were calling theology was not the theology of the Scholastics but was a part of ancient culture that had already been absorbed into Christianity by the Church Fathers; it was therefore old-fashioned. Much of the scholarship surrounding the defense of poetry has been a reaction to or expansion of Curtius’ representation of the poeta theologus commonplace.
In an effort to connect the defense of poetry as theology to humanism, intellectual historians such as Eugenio Garin described the defenses of poetry of Mussato, Petrarch, and Boccaccio as part of a fundamental turning point in the secular appreciation of classical literature that would lead to the studia humanitatis of the next century.26 Charles Trinkaus, seeking to reconcile the secular and the sacred, saw these defenses of poetry as leading “towards a greater universality in the conception of human culture by finding a means of bringing the vast world of ancient paganism within the frame of a Christian image of God and His works.”27 In her exhaustive survey of humanist and Scholastic poetics, influenced by Paul Oskar Kristeller, Concetta Carestia Greenfield places these three poets’ defenses along with Dante’s poetics squarely within a humanist tradition that developed out of medieval grammar and rhetoric in concomitance with the novel approaches of Scholastic logic.28 Poets’ claims to divine inspiration were, for her, linked to a neo-Platonic tradition of divine frenzy. For Ronald Witt, these defenses of poetry “tended to emphasize the natural character of ancient society and thus to secularize its history and achievements” and therefore represent an assertion of the aesthetic and stylistic value of ancient poetry and its modern imitations.29 Each of these narratives seeks to explain how the truth value that these poets claimed either for their own poetry (Dante) or for the poetry of the ancients and their imitations of it (Mussato, Petrarch, and Boccaccio) was indicative of a future movement that would see the study of poetry and the other humanistic disciplines as foundational for the moral and political health of communities.
While these investigations tend to blend together the terms of the various defenses of poetry, as in Curtius’ account,30 Giuseppe Mazzotta has examined in different contexts the defenses of poetry of Mussato, Petrarch, and Boccaccio. As he has argued about Dante’s poetry in the Commedia,31 Mazzotta finds that their defenses of poetry intervene in the aesthetic–theological debates between Franciscans and Dominicans on the hierarchy of the arts within the medieval encyclopedic tradition, which saw theology as encompassing all the arts (Thomas Aquinas) or all of the arts as implying each other (Bonaventure). Mussato, for Mazzotta, sought to coopt this encyclopedic project through poetry “as a model for the ordering of institutions,”32 while Boccaccio’s defense was a justification of poetry’s ability to reanimate history for the present.33 Similarly, he sees Petrarch’s defenses of poetry as indicative of an engagement with this same encyclopedic tradition, whose models of abstract knowledge Petrarch critiqued in favor of the more self-questioning form of knowledge that poetry represented.34 Mazzotta’s approach seeks to show how these poets tried to divorce poetry from its origins in grammar and rhetoric and to assert it as the organizing principle for all of the liberal arts, as a kind of theology, because of its capacity to harness the imagination and to communicate meaning in a stylistically compelling way, as opposed to the abstractions of neo-Aristotelian logic.
There is no doubt that medieval and humanistic conceptions of poetry evolved out of its origins in the study of grammar and rhetoric and in relation to contemporary intellectual debates about the status of the arts. What is missing from these studies, however, is an examination of the local circumstances within which these defenses of poetry emerged. On the one hand, the historical context within which each poet defended poetry is elided in the service of a teleological intellectual history. Mazzotta, on the other, is less interested in tracing the origins of humanism and importantly contextualizes the debates on the status of poetry in terms of an intellectual tradition that is not teleological. Nevertheless, many of the local circumstances that produced these debates become absorbed within an account of a trans-historical intellectual tradition. By examining these defenses of poetry within their local historical and political contexts, we may better appreciate how poets’ claims to link poetry with theology function in relation to the worlds that they inhabited. By so doing we may see, for example, that these debates on poetry were all initiated (or feigned) by poets themselves; any attack from the clergy or professional classes was already in response to their instigations. Many of these defenses of poetry were also directed at other poets, such as Boccaccio’s revision of Petrarch’s stance on poetry and Dante’s angry response to del Virgilio. These defenses are self-created affirmations of the value of poetry that lay claim to an extra-textual authority for all poets, including ancient ones, but especially for themselves. The poeta theologus was not an esoteric notion of the poet as prophet or as divinely inspired; rather, it was a concept that allowed poets to claim moral and political authority within the civic sphere.
Dante’s place in the story of the defense of poetry is an awkward one. He never overtly made a statement on the question of poetry’s value as theology. He has been recognized as asserting obliquely the pairing of theology and poetry, both as a practice of reading allegory in Convivio 2.1, and as a practice of producing meaning allegorically in the Commedia.35 If I am correct that the poeta theologus commonplace was specific to the assertion of a poet’s role within a civic context, one of the reasons that Dante may have never felt inclined to defend poetry is that he was absent from the city in which he would have done so. Dante viewed himself and his poem as needing to have an impact on the city from which he was exiled. His only hope to return there was through the work itself, as the author of his poem, so it is only within the poem’s narrative that Dante stages the conjunction between poetry and theology.36
The laurel crowning of poets is directly linked to the claims that poetry was equal to theology inasmuch as it publicly certifies the poet’s status that is asserted in the defense of poetry. It has often been portrayed by scholars as an empty ceremony that demonstrates medieval humanists’ admiration for Roman antiquity and their ambition to recreate it by imitation.37 However, both of the poets who were crowned with the laurel, Mussato (1315) and Petrarch (1341), took away with them privileges and powers that secured their status in the political arena. Mussato, for example, who was prohibited from teaching at the university and who was not among the elite classes in Padua, was allowed to declaim his historical tragedy on Christmas Day for three years, during a period of political unrest and conflict with Verona when he was also named defensor populi, or defender of the people. Petrarch took away a diploma that granted him the right to read and teach poetry publicly as a magister and that gave him Roman citizenship. While these ceremonies certainly had symbolic value for both poets’ intellectual enterprises of classical revival, they also and above all represent the acquisition of a certain status within the civic sphere.
While Dante was never crowned with the laurel for his efforts, he was offered the possibility toward the end of his life by Giovanni del Virgilio. This was the subject of their brief exchange between Bologna and Ravenna, in which del Virgilio criticized Dante’s choice of the Florentine idiom and suggested he write a historical poem in Latin. Dante’s refusal of the offer and his expression in Paradiso 25 of the hope to be crowned poet laureate in Florence have led many scholars to understand that Dante entertained hopes of returning to Florence at the end of his life. Boccaccio sorely desired to be recognized with the laurel crown, but he effaced his own aspirations in the service of championing Dante’s posthumous repatriation as author of his poem. Linked to Boccaccio’s ideas about the civic role of poetry was also Petrarch’s promise as poet laureate of Rome, which he tried to bring to Florence on several occasions. Nevertheless, he also intimates at the end of his treatise on myth, the Genealogie deorum gentilium, that his work itself deserves to be crowned for his efforts.
The circumstances of the laurel crowning of poets also indicate the link between poetry and history. Both for Mussato and for Petrarch, the laurel was granted in their function not only as poets but also as historians. The conjunction of poetry and history is indicative of the authority that they wished to acquire. Both sought to demonstrate the poet’s ability to interpret and pass judgment on the events of history and to apply them to the present. It was not only a question of the status of the arts in a hierarchy of learning, rather it was also and above all a question of the poet’s authority to understand and communicate the myriad meanings of the world of creation. This was the privilege of theologians, whose superiority in the intellectual culture of the time had political repercussions as well. Mussato inscribes such an authority into his Ecerinis and Petrarch imagined the function of his Africa in much the same way. The texts in which Dante and Boccaccio assert their own laurel crowning also have to do with the poet’s privileged vantage point over history. Before the end of Dante’s journey in the Commedia, after a theological examination during which he is crowned, the pilgrim is given license to be the voice of Saint Peter in speaking the truth to the world. After the pilgrim briefly gazes back down on the path he has traversed, Beatrice pronounces a scathing diatribe against cupidigia, the source of all vice for Dante, and prophesies the coming of divine intervention to correct the course of history. Boccaccio’s Genealogie, furthermore, is an encyclopedia that seeks to tell the history of the cosmos from chaos to civilization by interpreting ancient myths, which he sees as repositories of cultural memory. In different ways, the poet’s task involves a figurative representation of history from the privileged perspective provided by poetry as theology.

Humanism and the City of Poetry
While my focus in this book is on the texts and contexts of these four individual poets, the question of humanism does not entirely escape its scope. The etiologies of the studia humanitatis mentioned above, along with others, represent the emergence of the appreciation of classical and modern letters as the foundation for moral and political education. Each participates in one way or another in qualifying or perfecting the thesis advanced by Hans Baron that civic humanism came about as a phenomenon between 1400 and 1402 as the Florentine response to aggression from Milan. For Baron, the civic humanists heroically defended against the threat of tyranny the values of republicanism, which were connected to their appreciation of classical texts.38 The political underpinnings of Baron’s thesis are grounded in the intellectual atmosphere that Baron himself experienced during his lifetime. His thesis was a response to Jacob Burckhardt’s understanding of the Renaissance as the triumph of the individual, which was itself an effort to find the roots of his own modernity in the past.39 For Burckhardt, Dante was the great precursor to the Renaissance will to individual power, while for Baron it was Petrarch who embodied the man of letters who would come to fruition in the civic context of fifteenth-century Florence. Although Baron’s ideas about civic humanism have been contested and revised over the years, especially concerning its origins and development and regarding the political or professional motivations of Leonardo Bruni,40 they continue to exert force on the study of humanism in the Italian fourteenth century, especially on the study of Petrarch.41
As David Wallace has argued, Baron’s thesis led him to “segregate the poetical and humanist Petrarch from the political conditions in which he worked … Baron locates Petrarch in a mythical limbo that escapes definitions of time and place.”42 Although I do not entirely agree with the way that Wallace connects “a vatic, time-transcending Petrarch with the absolutist regimes he actually worked for,”43 his point about Baron and about the historiographical foundations of civic humanism deserves to be addressed. In Burckhardt, Baron, and the historians of humanism discussed above, there is a tendency to divorce ideas about culture from the political and historical conditions in which they were born. Exceptions occur when those conditions represent the studia humanitatis in a positive light – such as in the republican struggle against tyranny. This is the case not only for the study of Petrarch, which Wallace and others have partially undertaken in the form of a critique of the ethical and political foundations of his humanism.44 Mussato’s place in humanism is generally ascribed to his engagement with the classics, either in terms of style or in terms of imitative strategies, and either way in function of his status as pre-humanist, while the content of his poetry is often portrayed as political propaganda. With few exceptions, Dante’s difficult politics tend to be treated aside from his universalizing poetic and theological strategies, which attenuate his reactionary political outlook. Boccaccio’s political outlook, which may very well be the closest to the civic humanists of the early fifteenth century, has only recently begun to be considered in relation to his literary production. In response to this trend, I have done my best to show how each poet’s ideas about poetry both emerge from and react to specific historical circumstances, without passing judgment on their respective ideologies or on their associations with power. It becomes clear that for each poet their officium was conceived in relation to the wielding of power in diverse political contexts – not only in republics.
My readings of fourteenth-century defenses of poetry and representations of the poet as theologian serve to demonstrate the fundamentally political role that poets saw themselves as filling. Essentially, I show how poets harnessed classical and biblical traditions of figurative speech in the service of truth in order to construct themselves as public intellectuals. This is not to say that the notions of publics or intellectuals as we understand them today have any place in fourteenth-century Italy. Nor is it the purpose of this book to attempt an etiology of the figure of the public intellectual that begins in the Italian fourteenth century.45 The history of the public intellectual is a disjointed one, which often manipulates the past in the service of the present. While analogies can be made between the present and the past without an awareness of history, my hope is that by examining these poets’ ideas about the role of the poet in their own world we might more fruitfully view the connections between that world and ours. I would invite readers of this book, therefore, if they are so inclined, to reflect on how our own shifting notions of intellectuals and their publics can be enriched by the examples of these poets of medieval Italy.
*
The following chapters examine each poet’s claims about poetry in their distinct civic contexts, with each chapter functioning both autonomously and in connection with the overall narrative of the book. The titles of the chapters express in terms of prepositions of relation – of, without, beyond, for – the model that each poet represents for understanding the place of the poet’s civic duty. I proceed chronologically from Mussato and Dante to Petrarch and Boccaccio, concluding with a brief epilogue about the status of poetry in the city after Boccaccio, when poetry begins to be defended by a civil servant like Coluccio Salutati.
Chapter 1 examines Mussato’s defenses of poetry in relation to his political role in Padua between 1309 and 1320 and to the poetry he composed during this period, a tragedy on the tyranny of Ezzelino da Romano, Ecerinis (1314), and a short epic poem on the siege of Padua by Cangrande della Scala, De obsidione civitatis Padue (1320). Challenging received notions that Mussato’s defenses of poetry are not politically oriented, I argue that Mussato employs them to authorize his political role in the city. I describe Mussato as the poet of the city inasmuch as he establishes what he calls a ministerium, or institution, of poetry, which allows him to participate with increasing authority in the political debates of his city. This institution is formally recognized in the civic sphere with Mussato’s crowning as poet laureate. In his efforts to defend poetry after his crowning, Mussato responds to those in the city who question the legitimacy of this new office, which also coincided with Mussato’s appointment to the position of defensor populi, or defender of the people.
While his defenses of poetry have largely been viewed in terms of a humanistic appreciation for classical poetry in a Christian world, Mussato’s poetry has long been described as political propaganda whose aesthetic value resides in its imitation of new classical models like Seneca. Instead, I argue that it functions in tandem with his defenses of poetry as the vehicle for the moral ideology of the poet. If in his defenses of poetry Mussato establishes the poet as equal to the theologian, then in his Ecerinis and De obsidione, which were both publicly declaimed, the poet performs that role by seeking to provide moral and political direction to the Latinate notaries and novices of the city. He assumes the role held by theologians of influencing the moral and political outlooks of the city’s inhabitants. A Guelph notary, Mussato actively opposed both the incursions of Cangrande della Scala from Verona and the gradual ascension to power of the Carrara family in Padua. In his poetry he sought not so much to attack his political enemies as to demand that his audience view the events of the present in the light of the past. In readings of both works, I indicate how they demonstrate a complexity that is not reducible to propaganda any more than is Dante’s Commedia. Like Dante, Mussato sees his poetry as providing a privileged historical perspective to the inhabitants of the city rather than recommending any one course of political action. Mussato’s poetry reflects a profound engagement with the city’s fate that is based on both classical and Christian ethics. While his assimilation of poetry and theology may emerge from Scholastic debates on knowledge, in practice it had a very different result.
In Chapter 2, I turn to Dante’s representation of himself as a poet in relation to the civic sphere. At stake in this chapter is not Dante’s theory of empire or his view of himself a poet of empire, a description which underestimates Dante’s dedication to the city of his birth. Rather, I take as my point of departure the ways in which Dante figures himself as poet of exile in the De vulgari eloquentia, Convivio, and Commedia. Dante’s poetics of exile forms the foundation of my description of him as a poet without a city. In a detailed analysis of the Egloghe, four Latin poems that form Dante’s correspondence from Ravenna with Bolognese professor and poet Giovanni del Virgilio, I argue that Dante justifies his place in society as a poet. The exchange with del Virgilio has typically been read in terms of Dante’s defense of his vernacular poem and his rejection of the humanist milieu of Bologna and Padua, where he would be offered the laurel crown should he write an epic poem in Latin. By focusing on the representation of place across the correspondence, I demonstrate that Dante’s position on Latin and the vernacular is determined by the way he views his relationship to the cities in which he lives and to Florence. In these eclogues, Dante measures himself against a humanist paradigm for the role of the poet in the city. In his rejection of this role, he asserts himself as the poet of exile, who stands without a city. Yet, through the pastoral imaginary, he also imagines a space for poetry in the historical world, as marginal as it may be. Like Mussato and del Virgilio, he sees his role as poet in relation to a human community, but his authority as a poet depends upon remaining outside of it.
I conclude the chapter by applying this reading of Dante’s humanism to the Paradiso. First, in an analysis of Paradiso 15–17, I establish that the human community of which Dante is poet sits in a non-place somewhere between the ideal of Cacciaguida’s Florence of the past and a utopian Florence of the future. I then move to a reading of Paradiso 22–27, which I argue contains Dante’s assertion of himself as poeta theologus together with a laurel crowning ceremony. This set of cantos is framed by the pilgrim turning his gaze down to the earth as he enters and exits the heaven of the fixed stars, where he is examined on the three theological virtues. The examination he undergoes establishes his authority to pronounce moral judgment on the world below as a poet-theologian. Furthermore, I suggest that the laurel crowning described by Dante at the beginning of Paradiso 25 is not, as is the common perception, an expression of Dante’s desire to be crowned as poet in Florence before his death. Rather, I argue that Dante is inscribing the moment of his future recognition in Florence within the poem. That is to say, Dante as poeta theologus will become the poet of Florence through the text itself of his poem. In this way, Dante the poet can live as the poet without a city, while Dante the author is projected into the future civic space of a Florence ready to accept his poem.
While the first two chapters place poetic texts in relation to the performances of public authority of Mussato and Dante, the third and fourth chapters focus on the epistles, orations, and tractates in which Petrarch and Boccaccio reflect on their role as civic poets. Unlike Mussato and Dante, their vocations as poets did not necessarily coincide with a specific text or series of texts. Rather, the two used the defense of poetry, and the performance of poetic authority in the coronation ceremony, to assert a broader cultural paradigm founded on poetry.
Chapter 3 traces how Petrarch imagines the place of the poet in the period between 1341 and 1353. It begins, like the opening of this book, with Petrarch’s coronation oration, which provides the basis for my understanding of Petrarch’s representation of his relationship with the city as poet. Petrarch’s coronation oration has long been recognized as representing the poet’s status in an oscillation between past and present. I argue that this tension in Petrarch’s self-representation is concomitant with Petrarch’s ambiguous stance about appertaining to a city or being situated beyond it. This ambiguity will remain unresolved in Petrarch’s view of his role as an intellectual, even after he discards the title of poet. In response to a challenge levied against his laurel crowning in 1343, Petrarch distances himself from any connection with the urban environment, as the place of the masses. With an ideal Rome as his city, he can claim a status that is above and beyond the vulgar concerns of the people of the city. Petrarch’s language of vituperation against the common people (vulgus) in this letter will coincide years later with the language of his rejection of the vernacular. Yet, as his engagement as political adviser to Cola di Rienzo in 1347 shows, Petrarch was not above participating in political affairs from a distance.
I argue that the disappointment caused by di Rienzo’s failed endeavor led not so much to an ideological shift in Petrarch as it did to a crisis of place. Petrarch further distances himself from the cityscape in his 1349 letter to his brother Gherardo, a Carthusian monk, in which he first links poetry to theology. In my reading of this letter, I show how Petrarch engages with Dante’s representation of the poet’s place through the pastoral imaginary. Instead of rejecting a humanist historical poetry for Dante’s rough vernacular style, Petrarch invades the Dantesque pastoral space outside the city with his historical, classical poetics. In this way, he forcibly combines his civic poetry with Dante’s marginal status vis-à-vis the city. He is able to combine the civic role of a poet like Mussato with the marginality of a poet like Dante. The chapter concludes with an analysis of Petrarch’s most extended defense of poetry in the Invective contra medicum. Challenging the traditional view of the Invective as an assertion of the superiority of poetry as a discipline over medicine, I argue that it represents a power struggle between Petrarch and the physicians who advised the Curia in Avignon. Paying particular attention to its style and tone, my interpretation links Petrarch’s poetics with his politics, showing how he associates vernacular stories with the city and an elite poetry of history with the solitary haunts of poets. Confident in his ability to attract political power to his location in solitude on the margins of the city, with the Invective Petrarch definitively abandons the city as the place of poetic authority. Soon afterward, when he takes up residence as a member of the court in Milan, he will continue to represent himself as an inhabitant of solitude, on the margins beyond the city.
Chapter 4 shows how Boccaccio manipulates the Petrarchan model for different ends. It is framed by a reassessment of the relationship between Boccaccio and Petrarch that focuses on the political differences between the two poets following Petrarch’s move to Milan. In my analysis of the initial moment of their friendship, between 1351 and 1353, I show how Boccaccio moves from seeing Petrarch’s presence in Florence as the condition for the repatriation of Dante’s poem to trying to separate the two poets from one another in his first redaction of the Vita di Dante. After establishing the fundamental political and cultural differences between the two poets, I go on to analyze Boccaccio’s extended defense of poetry in Book 14 of the Genealogie deorum gentilium, which has traditionally been understood as a reiteration of Petrarch’s ideas. On the foundation of my initial arguments about their political and cultural divergence, I argue that Boccaccio undermines and at times reverses the terms of Petrarch’s notion of the poet’s relationship to the city, which also has implications for the value of vernacular poetry. In this way, I show his defense to be directed not only at those who attack poetry but also at Petrarch and his intellectual milieu.
The first part of my analysis centers on Boccaccio’s representation of himself and of the opponents of poetry as the inhabitants of a city in the first five chapters of Book 14. I show how Boccaccio reverses the approach to the city that Petrarch had taken in the Invective. If, for Petrarch, the urban landscape represented a hierarchy of power, with a monarch at its center, for Boccaccio the center of urban reality was occupied by the university, which had an impact on the moral bearing of the city’s inhabitants. Boccaccio subverts the ideal of solitude from Petrarch’s Invective by establishing the poet as moving between solitary locales and the city, bringing the fruits of the contemplation of nature to the community at large. In the final part of this chapter, I analyze how Boccaccio’s vision of the relationship between the poet and the city manifests itself in his poetics in the remaining chapters of his defense. I argue that Boccaccio creates a poetics of inclusion that is based on his vision for the poet’s role in society, which I describe in terms of an ethics of engagement according to which the poet acts on behalf of the city. Throughout the chapter, I show how Boccaccio’s Decameron in particular and vernacular poetry in general are often in the background of his considerations in the defense. I conclude by suggesting that Boccaccio insinuates his role as poet for the city by describing the laurel-crowning of the Genealogie itself at the end of the treatise.
In the Epilogue, I ask what becomes of the city of poetry after Boccaccio, when those who take up the case of poetry are no longer poets. A part of this book’s story shows that these four poets sought to create an institution of poetry because other paths to recognition and power in the civic space were blocked to them. The defense of poetry and laurel crowning were modes of political empowerment. Mussato substantiated his local political role with the moral and intellectual value of poetry as theology. Dante, as exile, embedded in his poem the authority necessary to intervene in Florence, while avoiding associating the poem with any other city. Petrarch made himself poet laureate in order to engage with international political powers and carefully negotiated his relationship with civic centers by representing himself as a poet of solitude. Boccaccio, often caught between influence and impotence in Florentine affairs, intervened for other poets and for himself in an effort to create a space for the poet and poetry within a complex urban environment. The construction of poetic authority outside of the text was an effort to guarantee a high level of participation in the body politic.
By the end of the fourteenth century, with the increasing bureaucratization of cities like Florence, the intellectuals who take up the cause of poetry no longer do so to defend their own role in society. The authority of the poet is reabsorbed by the authors of the works read by these functionaries, who shared a similar training in grammar, rhetoric, and law with these poets, but whose effective authority in the city required no defending. The connection between these poets and the civic culture that came afterward can be found in the authority granted to poetry itself as a means of understanding history – which was at the basis of these four poets’ ideas about the civic function of the poet. As a concluding example, I examine Coluccio Salutati’s first defense of poetry in a series of private letters written to Bolognese Chancellor Giuliano Zonarini in 1378–79, near the beginning of Salutati’s chancellorship. I suggest that the previous poets’ concern for situating themselves vis-à-vis political power is translated into a role for poetry itself. Salutati, who has long been recognized as a pivotal figure between fourteenth- and fifteenth-century humanism, defends the reading of poetry as an aid to him in understanding a world that is increasingly difficult to interpret. His earliest defense of poetry represents the first in a series of developments of the fourteenth-century defenses that leads from poets’ assertions of themselves as civic actors to defenses of poetry as a form of knowledge from which political leaders, bureaucrats, and citizens might benefit.
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44 See, e.g., Wallace 1997 and Ginsberg 2002. Cf. Ascoli 2011.

45 For the place of pre-modern and humanist intellectuals in the history of the public intellectual, see Copeland 2002 and Wallace 2002. Le Goff 1993 remains important for understanding the learning environments of the Middle Ages. See Copeland 2002 for a historicization of the term intellectual, as received through Le Goff, in relation to the Wycliffite–Lollard movement. See also Hobbins 2003, who considers the role of the late medieval schoolman in terms of the intellectual’s public role.











OEBPS/Fonts/GFSNeohellenicStd-Bold.otf


OEBPS/Images/icon_popup_32x32.png





OEBPS/Images/icon_audio_32x32.png
D)





OEBPS/Images/icon_slideshow_32x32.png





OEBPS/Text/nav.xhtml
Contents

		Cover

		Half title

		Series page

		Title page

		Imprints page

		Epigraph

		Contents

		Acknowledgments

		Note on Translations

		Introduction		The Defense of Poetry and the Laurel Crown

		Humanism and the City of Poetry





		Chapter 1 Albertino Mussato, Poet of the City		Albertino Mussato and Padua in the Early Fourteenth Century

		Poetry between Nature and History

		The Ecerinis: Poetry and the Theater of History

		Becoming Poet Laureate and the Politics of Defending Poetry

		The De obsidione: A Theological Poetry of the City





		Chapter 2 Dante Alighieri, Poet without a City		Politics and Poetics: From Florence to the Commedia

		The Egloghe: Establishing the Poet on the Margins		The First Exchange: The Promise of the Laurel Crown and Dante’s Angry Response

		The Second Exchange: Polyphemus and the False Promise of the City





		Authorizing the Poet without a City in the Paradiso		Paradiso 15–17: The Poet and the City, between Florence and Verona

		Paradiso 22–27: Dante Poet Laureate, Poet-Theologian









		Chapter 3 Francesco Petrarch, Poet beyond the City		Becoming the Poet of Rome: The Collatio laureationis and the Privilegium laureationis

		The Poet of Rome’s Polemic against the City: Epystola metrica 2.10

		The Poet of Rome in Action: Petrarch and Cola di Rienzo

		Finding a Place for Poetry: Familiares 10.4 and Bucolicum Carmen 1

		The Angry Voice of the Poet beyond the City: Invective contra medicum





		Chapter 4 Giovanni Boccaccio, Poet for the City		Politics and Poetry between Petrarch and Boccaccio (and Dante)

		The Poet and the Republic: Genealogie 14.1–5

		Boccaccio’s Poetics of Inclusion: Genealogie 14.6–22





		Epilogue

		Bibliography		Primary Sources

		Secondary Sources





		Index

		Cambridge Studies in Medieval Literature



		Cover

		Contents



		i

		ii

		iii

		iv

		v

		vi

		vii

		viii

		ix

		x

		1

		2

		3

		4

		5

		6

		7

		8

		9

		10

		11

		12

		13

		14

		15

		16

		17

		18

		19

		20

		21





OEBPS/Images/icon_qanda_32x32.png





OEBPS/Images/logo.png
CAMBRIDGE

UNIVERSITY PRESS






OEBPS/Images/icon_video_32x32.png





OEBPS/Images/logo1.png
CAMBRIDGE
UNIVERSITY PRESS








OEBPS/Fonts/GFSNeohellenicStd.otf



OEBPS/Fonts/GFSNeohellenicStd-BoldItalic.otf


OEBPS/Fonts/GFSNeohellenicStd-Italic.otf


OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
| The Clty of Poetry v

Imagining the Civic Role of the Poet
in Fourteenth-Century Italy






OEBPS/Images/icon_assessment_32x32.png





OEBPS/Images/icon_animation_32x32.png





