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ABSTRACT 

Sì come dice lo Filosofo: Translating Philosophy in the Early Italian Lyric 

Akash Kumar 

 

 This study pushes back to the origins of the Italian lyric tradition in order to 

demonstrate that the impulse to distill the highest levels of intellectual culture into the 

vernacular love lyric was present from the very inception of the poetic vernacular.  I aim 

to nuance our understanding of the divide between the early schools of poetry as 

determined by Dante in his role as a literary historian by analyzing early experiments in 

vulgarizing philosophy and science in the lyric production of Giacomo da Lentini, Guido 

delle Colonne, Guittone d’Arezzo, and Guido Guinizzelli.  By isolating both formal 

elements of Scholastic argumentation and complex renderings of philosophical/scientific 

ideas, I develop a broad understanding of the early vernacular poetic engagement with 

Aristotelian philosophy that encompasses such areas as sensory perception, 

meteorology, and ethics.  I trace the progression of this engagement from its Sicilian 

beginnings to the poetry of Guido Guinizzelli that is informed by the university culture of 

Bologna and posit that this early lyric form of vernacular humanism has profound 

implications for Dante’s poetic identity as well as the development of a vernacular 

intellectual identity that feeds in to such developments as Humanism and the Scientific 

Revolution. 
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Chapter 1 

Prime Mover: Giacomo da Lentini and the Philosophy of Vernacular Innovation 

When Dante crafts an encounter between himself and the earlier Tuscan poet 

Bonagiunta Orbicciani in Purgatorio 24, he creates a division between the older lyric 

tradition and the sweet new style of poetry that is demonstrated by the citation of 

Dante’s own canzone Donne ch’avete intelletto d’amore.  It is from Bonagiunta’s mouth 

that the words emerge to codify both the new style that Dante exemplifies and the older 

tradition that could not reach such a height: “O frate, issa vegg’io”, diss’elli, “il nodo/che 

‘l Notaro e Guittone e me ritenne/di qua dal dolce stil novo” [‘O brother, I finally see,’ he 

said, ‘the obstacle/ that held the Notaro, Guittone, and me back/on this side of the sweet 

new style’] (Purgatorio 24.55-57).1  One way that this poetic divide has been viewed is 

through the lens of Bonagiunta’s sonnet Voi c’avete mutata la mainera, which criticized 

Guido Guinizzelli for changing the nature of the vernacular love lyric by importing into it 

the philosophical wisdom of Bologna.2  The resulting binary, especially in the way that 

Dante exploits it, would seem to imply that the lyric before Guinizzelli, Cavalcanti, and 

Dante was bereft of philosophical content and intellectual pedigree.   

                                                           
1
 Here and throughout, I use the Mandelbaum translation of the Commedia.  See Dante Alighieri, 

The Divine Comedy, Allen Mandelbaum, trans. (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1980-

1982).   
2
 As Chiavacci Leonardi puts it in her commentary to the canto, it was probably because of this 

sonnet that Dante chose Bonagiunta to speak these words: “Probabilmente proprio a questo 

sonetto si deve la scelta fatta da Dante di introdurre il notaio lucchese come suo antagonista in 

questa scena” (792).  For a full rendering of the intertextual complexities that are inherent in 

Dante’s treatment of other poets and of his own lyric poetry in the Commedia, see Teodolinda 

Barolini, Dante’s Poets: Textuality and Truth in the Comedy (Princeton: Princeton University 

Press, 1984).  I will fully treat the tenzone between Bonagiunta and Guinizzelli in Chapter 3 in a 

way that problematizes the “senno…da Bologna,” as it relates to the poetry of both Bonagiunta 

himself and his predecessors. 
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I will show through each of the poets that Dante mentions—Giacomo da Lentini, 

Guittone d’Arezzo, and Bonagiunta Orbicciani—that this storied reception of the early 

lyric tradition ignores an impulse found in the very first moments of Italian vernacular 

poetry to raise the pedigree of the love lyric through the importing of philosophical form 

and content.  Through this newly formed perspective on the earlier lyric tradition, we can 

also change our approach to Dante’s own lyric poetry included in his incomplete 

philosophical treatise Convivio and call attention to the vital links between Dante and his 

poetic predecessors that go beyond his own determination of the trajectory of Italian 

literary history.  We thus embark upon a systematic reinterpretation of the inception of 

Italian poetry and the development of the poetic vernacular into the language that Dante 

will eventually use to write the Commedia.  

I subscribe fully to Gianfranco Folena’s reformulation of the birth of the 

vernacular poetic tradition, but I do not agree with his characterization of it.  Folena 

argues against the overly romantic notion of a first poet creating a new literary tradition 

out of nothing.  Instead, he looks at translation and interpretation as being at the very 

heart of the moment of new vernacular creation.  Thus, he argues that the correct 

formula is not In principio fuit poeta (“In the beginning was the poet”), but rather In 

principio fuit interpres (“In the beginning was the interpreter”).  Folena calls this 

reformulation a dose of humble reality (“l’umile realtà”)3, but I will show how the acts of 

translation and interpretation in the early Italian lyric—specifically with regard to 

engagement with the philosophical tradition—were radical acts of vernacular creation.  

In this, I enlarge the idea of translation to include not just the technical process of 

                                                           
3
 See Folena, Volgarizzare e tradurre (Turin: Einaudi, 1991), p. 3.  Folena focuses on the act and 

rhetoric of translation as a fundamental aspect of the beginnings of the Italian literary tradition. 
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translating from one language to another but also the importing of philosophical form 

and content.  It is this more global sense of translatio, the carrying across of material 

over boundaries of language and cultural space, that I wish to emphasize about the 

beginnings of the lyric tradition in the court of Frederick II.  

Alison Cornish, in writing of the movement of “volgarizzamento” in the time of 

Dante, argues that the model of translatio imperii et studii makes every author a sort of 

translator.4 Moreover, there is a particular link between philosophy and translation that 

Walter Benjamin teases out in his essay “The Task of the Translator.”  Benjamin speaks 

of the language of truth as the object of the philosopher’s search and characterizes 

translation as a process of distillation that focuses that language: “And this very 

language [the language of truth], whose divination and description is the only perfection 

a philosopher can hope for, is concealed in concentrated fashion in translations.” 5  

Benjamin’s link between translation and philosophy is all the more suggestive in the 

context of the historical moment of the inception of the Italian lyric, when philosophical 

and scientific texts were being made newly available to the Latin West through the 

translation of Arabic versions and commentaries. 

The court culture of Frederick II is itself marked by moments of translation.  In 

some ways continuing where the polyglot Norman court left off, Frederick fostered an 

intellectual culture that attracted such translators as Michael Scot and Jacob Anatoli 

(men whose translation work at the Federician court included Aristotle’s De animalibus 

                                                           
4
 Alison Cornish, Vernacular Translation in Dante’s Italy: Illiterate Literature (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 2011), 3.  Cornish  
5
 See Walter Benjamin, “The Task of the Translator,” in Benjamin, Illuminations, Harry Zohn, 

trans. (New York: Schocken Books, 1968), 77. 
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and Ptolemy’s Almagest respectively).  David Abulafia, while arguing against the 

overblown portrait of Frederick’s court as a pinnacle of cultural and scientific activity, 

nonetheless concedes: “At the very highest rung of the intellectual ladder there were 

scholars of all three religions who were willing to confront together problems they 

shared, in science or even religion, such as the proof of God’s existence or the eternity 

of matter.” 6   It is in this refined air of intellectual engagement and translation that the 

Scuola Siciliana begins its lyric creation, and it is precisely this culture of translation and 

intellectual exchange that I wish to emphasize in my reading of two ‘prime moments’ in 

the poetic oeuvre of Giacomo da Lentini.7 

 Giacomo da Lentini has been widely acknowledged as the “caposcuola,” the 

founder and innovator of the Scuola Siciliana.8  Giacomo’s status as first poet seems to 

be confirmed both by the level of his lyric production and by the extent to which his work 

is relied on by others.  Moreover, it is Giacomo who appears first in the two sections of 

the Vaticano Latino 3793, the programmatic compilation of early Italian lyric poetry.  

This manuscript, assembled a mere generation after the inception of the Italian lyric and 

dated to the late 13th-early 14th century, is set apart from other collections of the early 

                                                           
6
 See Abulafia, Frederick II: A Medieval Emperor (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1988), pp. 

256-257 and more generally the chapter entitled “Culture at Court,” (pp. 251-289).  Abulafia is 

careful to avoid the more fantastic and laudatory language of Charles Haskins or German 

historians in characterizing the intellectual activity in Frederick’s court and characterizes it as 

dependent on the Castilian court.  He is also highly critical of the lyric production of the Scuola 

Siciliana, calling it unoriginal and not intended to begin a vernacular tradition.  This is no 

surprise, since his focus is entirely on Frederick and it serves his purposes to make the poets of 

the court relevant only in the context of entertaining the emperor. 
7
 For an overview on intellectual engagement on a number of fronts, see Federico II e le nuove 

culture: Atti del XXXI Convegno storico internazionale (Spoleto: Centro italiano di studi sull’alto 

Medioevo, 1995).  See also Intellectual Life at the Court of Frederick II Hohenstaufen, William 

Tronzo, ed. (Washington, DC: National Gallery of Art, 1994). 
8
 See, for example, Roberto Antonelli, “Giacomo da Lentini e l’invenzione della lirica italiana,” 

Critica del testo 12.1 (2009), pp. 1-24.   
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lyric (such as the other major “canzonieri” Laurenziano Rediano 9 and Banco Rari 217) 

by size and scope, with almost 1000 individual lyric components and stretching from the 

Scuola Siciliana to the Stil Novo.  Giacomo’s canzone Madonna dir vo voglio is the very 

first lyric text of the collection, and it is his tenzone with the Abate di Tivoli that initiates 

the section of VL 3793 that is devoted to such poetic exchanges.  I will show how these 

two ‘prime’ moments are marked by an active engagement with the language of 

philosophy and seek to distinguish Italian letters by introducing a highly intellectual 

pedigree to the tradition of the European love lyric. 

A Culture of Translation: Logic and Nature in Madonna dir vo voglio 

The fundamental observation that Giacomo da Lentini literally translates the first 

two strophes of Occitan poet Folquet de Marseille’s canso A vos, midontç, voill rettrair’ 

en cantan in his canzone Madonna, dir vo voglio goes all the way back to Francesco 

Torraca’s 1897 essay “A proposito di Folchetto,” and serves to illustrate the degree to 

which the emergence of the Italian vernacular lyric was dependent upon earlier 

developments in European vernacular poetry.  Taking a closer look at this “translation,” 

however, allows us to appreciate the complexities and innovation that feed into this 

primal moment of Italian vernacular poetry.  Both Folquet and Giacomo frame their 

poems as a lament regarding the pain that they are undergoing because the lady to 

whom the poems are addressed will not love them in return.  They are united in their 

amorous suffering, and speak of the inadequacy of their words as they live on 

unconsumed by the flame of love.  Giacomo, however, modifies the content of Folquet’s 

canso in a way that I will elaborate below.  Furthermore, he goes beyond the 
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boundaries of the two-strophe canso, writing another three stanzas that separate his 

work from his Occitan predecessor in a decisive fashion. 

I present here the full text of Folquet’s canso alongside the first two stanzas 

Giacomo da Lentini’s canzone9, along with my translation below each of them: 

A vos, midontç, voill retrair’ en cantan  

cosi m destreign Amor[s] e men’ a fre 

vas l’arguogll gran, e no m aguda re, 

qe m mostras on plu merce vos deman; 

mas tan mi son li consir e l’afan  

que viu qant muer per amar finamen.   

Donc mor e viu? Non, mas mos cors 

cocios 

mor e reviu de cosir amoros 

a vos, dompna, c[e] am tan coralmen; 

sufretç ab gioi sa vid’ al mort cuisen, 

per qe mal vi la gran beutat de vos. 

 

Parer non pot per dic ni per senblan 

lo bens ce vos voigll ab len carna fe 

mas nie[n]s es so ce vos dic: si m te 

al cor us fioc[s] que no s remuda o dan. 

Madonna, dir vo voglio 

como l’amor m’à priso, 

inver’ lo grande orgoglio 

che voi, bella, mostrate, e no m’aita. 

Oi lasso, lo meo core, 

che ’n tante pene è miso 

che vive quando more 

per bene amare e teneselo a vita! 

Dunque mor’ e viv’eo? 

No, ma lo core meo 

more più spesso e forte 

che non faria di morte naturale, 

per voi, donna, cui ama, 

più che se stesso brama, 

e voi pu lo sdegnate: 

amor, vostra ’mistate vidi male. 

 

                                                           
9
 For Folquet’s canso, I follow the text of Paolo Squillacioti’s critical edition.  See Le poesie di 

Folchetto di Marsiglia, Paolo Squillacioti, ed. (Pisa: Pacini, 1999), p. 416.  For Giacomo, I 

follow Roberto Antonelli’s edition.  See I poeti della scuola  siciliana, vol. 1, Roberto Antonelli, 

ed. (Milan: Mondadori, 2008), pp. 10-14. 
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Per cals raisons no m ausi consuman? 

Savi dion e l autor veramen 

qe logincs us, segon dreics et raiso[s], 

si convertis e natura, don vos 

deves saber car eu n’ai eissamen 

per longincs us en fioc d’amor plaisen  

 

I want to show you in song, my lady, / how 

Love grips me and leads me by a rein / 

and it does not help me at all against the 

great disdain / you show me when I ask 

you for mercy; / but so great are my 

worries and pains / that I live while I die in 

order to love properly. / Therefore, do I l 

die and live? No, but my desiring heart / 

dies and lives again through amorous 

thoughts / of you, lady, whom I love so 

much with all my heart; / in joy give back 

life to me, the desiring dead man, / since I 

unfortunately saw your great beauty. 

 

It cannot appear by word nor by image / 

the affection that I hold for you in faith / but 

I what I say to you is nothing, and so I hold 

/ in my heart a flame that does not die. / 

Why does it not consume me? / Wise men 

and authorities say truly / that long use, 

according to right and reason, / changes 

itself into nature, and so you / must know 

that I equally have / pleasure through long 

use in the flame of love. 

Lo meo ’namoramento 

no pò parire in detto, 

ma sì com’eo lo sento 

cor no lo penseria né diria lingua; 

e zo ch’eo dico è nente 

inver’ ch’eo son distretto 

tanto coralmente: 

foc’aio al cor non credo mai si stingua, 

anzi si pur alluma: 

perché non mi consuma? 

La salamandra audivi 

che ’nfra lo foco vivi stando sana; 

eo sì fo per long’uso, 

vivo ’n foc’amoroso 

e non saccio ch’eo dica: 

lo meo lavoro spica e non ingrana. 

 

My lady, I want to tell you / how love took 

me, / and with respect to the great disdain 

/ that you, o beautiful lady, show, it does 

not help me. / Alas, my heart, / which is 

put in such miseries / that it lives when it 

dies / in order to love well, and it takes this 

death to be life!10 / Therefore, is it I who 

die and live at the same time? / No, but my 

                                                           
10

 I follow Antonelli’s reading of this phrase ‘e anzi considera vita tale stato’ [and in fact 

considers such a state to be life].  See I poeti della scuola siciliana, vol. 1, Roberto Antonelli, ed. 

(Milan: Mondadori, 2008), p. 18. 



 

 

8 

 heart / dies more often and more violently / 

than it would with a natural death, / 

because of you, lady, whom it loves, / 

more than it loves itself , /and you scorn it: 

/ my love, it is unfortunate that I came to 

love you. 

My amorous state / cannot be put in 

words, / but as I feel it / neither the heart 

could comprehend nor could language 

express; / and what I say amounts to 

nothing / considering that I am gripped / 

with all my heart: / I have a flame in my 

heart that I do not believe will ever be 

extinguished, / but it burns: / why does it 

not consume me? / I have heard of the 

salamander / that lives within the flame 

and remains whole; / and so do I through 

long use, / I live in the amorous flame / 

and I do not know what I say: / my work 

seeds and does not ingrain itself. 

 

As Michelangelo Picone (2003) has shown, Giacomo makes subtle distinctions 

with regard to the ambiguous state of the Folchettian lover and his heart.  While Folquet 

focuses on the paradox of love as a living death, Giacomo carefully modifies the content 

of the canso to make it more logically sound.  Thus, the heartfelt lament that the lover 

himself lives and dies in the pain of loving well— “oi lasso lo meo cor, / mas tan mi son li 

consir e l’afan, / que viu quant muer per amor finamen” [Alas my heart, /so great are my 

worries and pains, / that I live when I die in order to love properly] (lines 5-7)—is forced 

to undergo a paradigm shift in which the lover’s heart is carefully set apart from his 



 

 

9 

self.11  In Giacomo’s version, there is no “mi” or “io” who lives and dies at the same time: 

it is only the heart that lives when it dies: “che vive quando more / per bene amare e 

teneselo a vita” [that lives when it dies /in order to love well and it takes this death to be 

life] (Madonna dir vo voglio  lines 7-8).  As Picone puts it, “Il Notaio accetta dunque il 

paradosso contenuto al v. 6 di Folchetto (che la morte sia uguale alla vita); solo lo rende 

più razionale, distinguendo la persona fisica del poeta dalla sua facoltà sentimentale” 

(30).12  This rationalization of the paradox serves to highlight the degree to which 

Giacomo is intellectually invested in his poetic production and perhaps how he sets out 

to distinguish Italian letters from what has gone on before.    

This sense is all the more heightened when we consider the subsequent verses 

of both Folquet’s original canso and Giacomo’s adaptation.  Folquet poses the very 

question that has vexed Giacomo and indeed proposes a very similar sort of separation 

between the poet’s self as a whole and his heart: “Donc muer e viu? Non mas mos cors 

cocios / mor e reviu de cosir amoros” [Therefore do I die and live? No but my desiring 

heart / dies and lives again through amorous thoughts] (lines 8-9).  I do not agree with 

Picone’s interpretation that this specification of “mos cors” should be considered as 

merely a placeholder that replaces the first person pronoun- “una circonlocuzione che 

sostituisce il pronome della prima persona” (31).  There is ample material here to 

                                                           
11

 This is no small matter, if we consider the medieval understanding of the heart as the seat of 

the soul or as the point where body and soul are united.  Both of these views are most likely 

based on the filtering of Ibn Sina’s (Avicenna) Canon through to Albertus Magnus and Aquinas.  

See Heather Webb, The Medieval Heart (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2010), especially 

pp. 19-26.  
12

 “The Notaio accepts, therefore, the paradox contained in v.6 of Folquet (that death is equal to 

life); it is just that he makes more rational, distinguishing between the physical person of the poet 

and his sentimental faculty.”  See Picone, “Aspetti della tradizione/traduzione nei poeti siciliani,” 

in Percorsi della lirica duecentesca (Florence: Cadmo, 2003).   
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distinguish Giacomo’s canzone from Folquet’s canso without resorting to such a forced 

reading.  In fact, I believe that it is vital to look back at the Occitan tradition for ways in 

which this Sicilian attention to logic, science (more properly, natural philosophy), and 

philosophy is at once innovative and derived from such rhetorical and stylistic moves as 

this Folchettian separation. Along with the historical context of vernacular and Latin 

translations of scientific and philosophical works, this intertextual relationship between 

the Occitan poets and the Scuola Siciliana remains an important aspect to consider in 

the creation of a vernacular Italian poetic.  We can very well say that there is already a 

philosophical tinge to Folquet’s question, but we can also say that Giacomo goes further 

in making Folquet’s question closer to a philosophical quaestio. 

Giacomo da Lentini’s translation of these lines from Folquet’s canso departs ever 

so slightly from the paradigm laid out by the Occitan poet.  The separation between the 

united self and the partitive, metaphorical heart is maintained, but where Folquet’s “cor” 

dies and lives again (“mor e reviu”), Giacomo’s “core” dies repeatedly: “Dunque mor’e 

viv’eo? / No, ma lo core meo / more più spesso e forte / che non faria di morte naturale” 

[Therefore is it I who die and live? / No, but my heart / dies more often and violently / 

than it would of a natural death] (Madonna dir vo voglio lines 9-12).  The cyclical 

repetition of life and death in love in Folquet gives way to only death in Giacomo’s 

rendition, a darker touch that perhaps serves as a prelude for the poetry of Guido 

Cavalcanti.  What is more significant in my view is that Giacomo is not only 

painstakingly clear in laying out the separation between the subjective “eo” and the 

“core meo,” but he also puts forth an opposition between the travails of the heart in love 

and the natural course of existence.  The visceral is thus separated from the 
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metaphorical through the language of logic.  Where Folquet is content to leave it 

ambiguous, Giacomo feels compelled to specify that natural death is to be regarded as 

something different—even if less powerful—than what the lover undergoes.  Giacomo, 

in effect, takes the mystery (and perhaps the fun) out of the equation by imposing a 

strict logic upon the proceedings.  While somewhat less effective as poetry that has the 

power to convince the beloved, this imposition of order and disambiguation of terms 

reveals a desire to attain a certain level of intellectual coherence and pedigree.   

In this regard, we might say that Giacomo’s use of the adjective “naturale” serves 

as a signpost for the importing of natural philosophy that marks a certain vein of the lyric 

production of the Scuola Siciliana.13  Indeed, as the canzone moves on and goes 

beyond the boundaries of Folquet’s two-strophe canso, there is a series of similes that 

implicates the natural world to varying degrees, from the nature of certain animals to the 

dissonance between perception and man’s ability to reproduce what he sees. 

 Before moving further in the canzone, however, I wish to dwell for a moment 

upon the intersection between philology and interpretation that this intertextual 

consideration provokes among critics.  Specifically, Giacomo’s translation of the 

question in line 7 of Folquet’s canso “Donc mor e viu?” (“Therefore do I die and live?) is 

rendered differently by Gianfranco Contini’s Poeti del Duecento and Roberto Antonelli’s 

                                                           
13

 In this, I follow Karla Mallette’s suggestive titling of a chapter “Rereading Le Origini: Sicilian 

Romance Poetry and the Language of Natural Philosophy.”  See Mallette, The Kingdom of Sicily 

1100-1250: A Literary History (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2005), p. 65.  

What Mallette does not do, however, is closely read the texts to show evidence of what she 

claims or provide any sort of context as to the possible sources for the specific use of the natural 

philosophy to which she alludes. 
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critical edition of Giacomo da Lentini’s poetry14. Where Contini chooses the somewhat 

more contrary “Dunque mor u’viv’eo?” (“Therefore do I die or live?”) Antonelli opts for 

“Dunque mor’e viv’eo?” (“Therefore do I die and live?”).  The difference of a single 

letter—“u” or “e”—makes a rather significant impact on how we read a central principle 

of Giacomo’s poetics, whether as a faithful translation of the Occitan tradition that he 

draws upon or as an innovation that modifies the existing tradition to incorporate an 

intellectual culture that values a logical and coherent argument.  Contini bases his 

reading on the manuscript evidence provided by the Laurenziano Rediano 9, where the 

text precisely reads “Dunque mor’u viv’eo?”  The other two primary manuscripts, 

Vaticano Latino 3793 and Banco Rari 217 (previously known as Palatino 418), differ 

slightly in their versions of the line in that there is no mention of the possibility of life at 

all: the text of the Vaticano reads “Adunqua morire eo?” (“Therefore do I die?”) while the 

Banco Rari text reads “Ordonqua moro eo?” (“Therefore do I die?”).  Antonelli, in effect, 

bases his version on the text of the Laurenziano but chooses to correct the conjunction 

(u becomes e) based not on any of the other manuscript evidence of Giacomo’s 

canzone but rather based on Folquet’s original canso.  Michelangelo Picone (30) points 

out that this is precisely the merit of such an intertextual consideration: it even allows us 

to correct a corrupted line in the Italian manuscripts.  However, the divergence of these 

texts leads me to wonder whether the combination of philology and interventionist 
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 I cite Roberto Antonelli’s new critical edition, I poeti della scuola siciliana, vol. 1 (Milan: 

Mondadori, 2008).  However, Antonelli follows the text of his original critical edition of 1979.   
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intertextual interpretation in this case misses and indeed hides a more complex reading 

of Giacomo’s poetic originality.15   

 The emphasis of the question remains the same, regardless of which version we 

choose to accept: is it the poetic subject eo that lives and/or dies, or something else?  

However, given what has come before in Giacomo’s canzone and taking into account 

Picone’s point that Giacomo makes Folquet’s paradox more logical, we could take the 

Laurenziano version as further evidence of the process by which Giacomo corrects the 

ambiguity and illogic in his Occitan predecessor’s work.  This is a move akin to Erwin 

Schrodinger’s famous 1935 thought experiment that demonstrated the absurdity of 

quantum mechanical principles being applied to the real world: until one opens the box 

to observe it, a cat with an equally likely chance of living and dying may be said to be 

both alive and dead at the same time.16   The question, when put in this context, takes 

on a greater philosophical and scientific import.  It is a metaphysical issue that deals 

with the limits of human perception and systems of knowledge.  However, if these lines 

of Madonna dir vo voglio distinguish between living and dying as two separate and 

irreconcilable acts, then Giacomo corrects not only Folquet but also himself, for he 

followed Folquet’s poetic rendition of living death (line 7 of Madonna dir vo voglio “che 

                                                           
15

 It is telling and worth noting that, according to Squillacioti’s edition of Folquet de Marseille, 

even the text of the canso is somewhat ambiguous in this regard.  Squillacioti (419) claims that 

the e in Folquet’s question “Donc muer e viu?” is in fact different from other e’s in the text 

(preserved only in a single manuscript, Bibliothèque Nationale fr. 15211) and says that he cannot 

completely exclude the possibility that it is an o.  While this might undermine my argument for 

the possibility of Giacomo’s innovation, it is nonetheless an important point to consider with 

regard to the intertextual relationship between Folquet and Giacomo.  It might also be taken into 

account for the next critical edition of Giacomo da Lentini’s work. 
16

 For a recent and lucid explanation of  the way that decoherence serves to resolve quantum 

weirdness on a real world scale, see Brian Greene, The Fabric of the Cosmos: Space, Time, and 

the Texture of Reality (New York: Knopf, 2004), especially pp. 210-213. 
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vive quando more” follows line 6 of the canso “que viu qant muer”).  Giacomo’s 

subsequent decision to omit any mention of life in the response to the question may well 

be seen as evidence to support a privileging of the Laurenziano version of this line that 

posits living and dying as separate terms that cannot coincide.  In fact, this makes it all 

the more interesting that the Vaticano and Banco Rari texts also omit any trace of life in 

their renditions of Giacomo’s question.  By putting the focus only on love-death, these 

two manuscripts (whether they copy the original canzone faithfully or not) perhaps pick 

up on Giacomo’s emphasis of unnatural death caused by love in lines 11-12 of his 

canzone and seek to make the question reflective of this thanatocentric ideology. 

 As the canzone moves on, we see Giacomo modify the content of Folquet’s 

canso in a rather suggestive manner.  For the most part, the second stanza of Madonna 

dir vo voglio closely follows the trajectory of the Occitan intertext.  However, when 

Giacomo comes to the description of the lover who resides in a fire of amorous longing, 

he feels compelled to explicate such a paradox with an example from the natural world.  

What is fascinating is that Folquet’s canso already raises the stakes by drawing upon 

the sagacity of others to explicate the paradox of the lover who remains in the fire of 

love without being consumed.  Folquet invokes the authority of anonymous wise men to 

put forth the principle that habit may eventually be transformed into nature over time, 

and that therefore the lover may remain unconsumed: “Savi dion e·l autor veramen / qe 

longincs us, segon dreic et raiso[s], / si convertis e natura…” [Wise men and authorites 

say truly / that long use, following right and reason, changes into nature] (lines 17-19).  

Aurelio Roncaglia (33) makes the point that Folquet’s refusal to name his source 

imbues his work with a “gravità scolastica” and parenthetically mentions that the 
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principle was a commonplace, from Aristotle to Ambrose to Augustine: “lo aveva detto 

già Aristotele; e anche nel medio evo, da Ambrogio e Agostino in giù, è difficile trovare 

chi non l’abbia ripetuto” (Roncaglia 33).  Given that the original Aristotelian reference is 

from the Rhetoric, it would have to be excluded from direct consideration by reason of 

chronology.  In fact, the Rhetoric was not translated into Latin until the early 13th 

century17, by which time Folquet had already retired to a monastery and renounced his 

secular life.  The same holds true for the Nicomachean Ethics, where Aristotle briefly 

treats the idea in a later part of the work which would not have been translated until 

after Folquet’s days of writing poetry had past.18 In any case, an important part of what 

connects all of these points of diffusion, from Aristotelian source to Christian saints, is 

precisely their importance and contribution to the history of rhetoric in their engagement 

with philosophical ideas.  We can further add to Roncaglia’s passing references 

Cicero’s De finibus as a possible auctoritas that Folquet draws upon here.   

 It is important, in my view, to consider the context of these references and how 

they relate to Folquet’s—and subsequently to Giacomo’s—poetic enterprise.  In doing 

so, we can come away with a better overall sense of the intellectual underpinnings of 
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 The Rhetoric was translated into Latin by Hermannus Alemannus in Toledo in the early 13
th

 

century.  He used a combination of Arabic texts, from Al-Farabi’s commentary and translation of 

book 1 to Ibn Sina’s short commentary, but primarily used Ibn Rushd’s middle commentary and 

translation to reconstruct almost the entire text.  Later Latin translations by Bartolomeo da 

Messina and William of Moerbeke (the latter at the request of Thomas Aquinas) used Greek 

manuscripts in southern Italy.  See James Murphy, Rhetoric in the Middle Ages: A History of the 

Rhetorical Theory from Saint Augustine to the Renaissance (Berkeley: University of California 

Press, 1974).  There is also something to be made of the vernacular translation and commentary 

of Cicero’s De inventione by Brunetto Latini as being related to the diffusion of these ideas and 

their application to vernacular poetry.   
18

 While books 2 and 3 of the Ethics were translated into Latin by Giacomo da Venezia in the 

mid-12
th

 century, the entirety of the work would not be available until Robert Grosseteste’s 

translation circa 1246. 
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the Scuola Siciliana as well as a more nuanced idea of the precise nature of Giacomo’s 

relationship with the Occitan intertext.  In this regard, the Aristotelian principle may be 

viewed as a background source of this idea and be considered as part of the tradition 

that Cicero certainly draws upon, if not Augustine as well.  The passage from the 

Rhetoric that contains the citation is within the context of Aristotle’s discourse on human 

pleasure as something to be taken advantage of by the skilled orator.  This discourse 

has broader implications in Aristotle’s development of a theory of human psychology as 

well as the nature of human desire and, as such, figures importantly in the continual 

development of new vernacular poetics in treating matters of love. In fact, pleasure is 

the primary consideration of the Aristotelian principle: “The familiar and the habitual are 

among the pleasurable; for people even do with pleasure many things that are not 

pleasurable when they have grown accustomed to them” (On Rhetoric 1.10.1369b1).19  

We see here the rudiments of the idea that habit and repetition can create pleasure 

even out of displeasure, and it is worth noting that Folquet picks up on the pleasure 

principle when he goes on to convey that he takes pleasure in the flame of love that 

engulfs him: “don vos/deves saber car eu n’ai eissamen/per longinc us en fioc d’amor 

plaisen” (A vos, midontç lines 19-21).  Folquet thus claims that it is the continual state of 

remaining within the flame of love that allows him to take pleasure in what would appear 

to be a painful experience.  It follows that the rhetorical strategies that Aristotle suggests 

to cause pleasure in the audience are explicitly related to the endeavor of the poet who 

seeks to convince his lady of his sentiment, and the afterlife of these rhetorical theories 

is worth further consideration in exploring the early vernacular lyric especially as there is 
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 Here and throughout, I cite from the Revised Oxford Translation of Aristotle’s works.  See The 

Complete Works of Aristotle, Jonathan Barnes, ed. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1984). 
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a notable current that seeks to revive the ancient art of rhetoric in medieval Italian 

government, exemplified in its clearest form by Brunetto Latini’s later (c.1260) Rettorica, 

a translation and commentary of Cicero’s De inventione.20 

 In the Nicomachean Ethics (10.9), Aristotle treats the relationship between nature 

and habit as part of the problem of inducing people to virtue.  He lays out the 

possibilities that people become good either by nature, habit, or teaching.  While he 

claims that it is not possible to work against nature or divine power, Aristotle turns to the 

cultivation of virtue through the encouragement of habits: “Argument and teaching, 

presumably, are not powerful in every case, but the soul of the student must be 

prepared beforehand in its habits, with a view to its enjoying and hating in a noble way, 

like soil that is to nourish a seed” (Nicomachean Ethics 10.9.1179b1).  It seems, in fact, 

that Aristotle does believe that nature can be modified through repetitive reinforcement 

and we see once more how this relates to pleasure (as well as its opposite).  Aristotle 

goes on to claim that there should be a legal framework that compels the young to live 

within the mean “because they will not find them [the laws] painful once they have 

become accustomed to them (Nicomachean Ethics 10.9.1179b1-1180a1).  While the 

ideas are not as concisely stated as in the Rhetoric, we nonetheless see that the 

principle that Folquet uses is very much present in this discussion of inducing virtue.  It 

is, furthermore, vital to consider the more direct relationship between the Ethics and the 

                                                           
20

 See Virginia Cox, “Ciceronian Rhetoric in Late Medieval Italy: The Latin and Vernacular 

Traditions,” in Cox and Ward, eds., The Rhetoric of Cicero in its Medieval and Early 

Renaissance Commentary Tradition (Leiden: Brill, 2006).   
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lyric production of the Scuola Siciliana as well as the later developments that lead in to 

Dante’s engagement with Aristotle in the Convivio and the Commedia.21 

 In Augustine’s Contra secundam Iuliani responsionem, we find a recalibrating of 

the Aristotelian idea that is tantalizingly closer to Folquet’s version in his canso. In a 

passage in book 4, Augustine frames his conception of consuetudo as a mitigating force 

in the problem of free will and compulsion (Augustine’s necessitas) with regard to the 

nature of sin.  Augustine’s explanation of the nature of sin relies upon the idea that 

original sin was committed by free will, which subsequently becomes an inevitable part 

of the human condition, a matter of necessitas.  He claims that this seeming 

impossibility of both free will and compulsion existing at the same time is thus explicated 

by means of consuetudo, a repeated condition that over time becomes established 

human nature: “Ecce illa quae impossibilia proponebas, in vi consuetudinis facta sunt 

possibilia, quae non frustra dicta est a quibusdam secunda natura” [These impossible 

things that you put forth are made possible through the force of habit, which is not said 

in vain by some to be second nature] (Contra Iulianum 4.103).  Augustine is patently 

clear that he is borrowing this idea from other sources but he does not specify what 

these sources are.  The fact remains, however, that the central concept of habit 

becoming nature—or in this case habit as a second nature—is vital to Augustine’s 
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 While the Nicomachean Ethics have been studied in conjunction with the philosophical prose 

of Dante’s Convivio and the Commedia, there is a great deal more to be done with regard to the 

continual engagement of the lyric with the Aristotelian tradition.  See Sonia Gentili, L’uomo 

aristotelico alle origini della letteratura italiana (Rome: Carocci, 2005).  My aim is to not limit 

myself to Guinizzelli, Cavalcanti, and the Stilnovo in this consideration, but rather to push back 

to the Sicilians and Guittone d’Arezzo as constituting a vital part of this movement to import 

philosophy into poetry.  We must also consider Dante’s Convivio canzoni apart from their prose 

frame, as Teodolinda Barolini has done for the lyrics of the Vita Nuova (and will undoubtedly do 

in her forthcoming second volume of Dante’s Rime).  See Dante Alighieri, Rime giovanili e della 

Vita Nuova, Teodolinda Barolini, ed. (Milan: Rizzoli, 2009). 
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conception of free will and the sinful condition of man.  In fact, consuetudo figures 

largely in Augustine as an integral part of the sinful condition, which prevents genuine 

change.22  The moral component that Augustine’s use of this concept entails is perhaps 

significant with regard to Folquet’s addition to the original Aristotelian principle that the 

repeated action becomes nature, following the right and proper path (“segon dreic et 

raiso[s] (line 18), a moral valence that is lacking in the other possible sources.  In fact, 

looking forward, we could also say that the issue of free will as it is treated here serves 

to indicate a vital part of the fabric of the lyric that feeds into the complex moral 

questions of the Commedia.  Any discussion of pleasure or displeasure as related to 

habit, however, is entirely absent from Augustine here.    

 Cicero’s restatement of the concept, on the other hand, seems to me quite close 

to Folquet’s usage in that it includes both the central idea that habit can be considered 

another nature and puts it in the frame of pleasure.  The context of this moment in 

Cicero’s De finibus is, in my view, highly indicative both of Cicero’s familiarity with the 

Aristotelian material and the pedigree that Folquet imports by making use of this idea in 

his canso.  In the fifth and final book of De finibus, Cicero continues in his project of 

outlining and critiquing the major Hellenistic philosophical systems.  While this book is 

primarily concerned with the Academics, there is a continuous return to one school or 

the other to distinguish the Epicureans and Stoics from the Academics.  Toward the 

end, Macus Piso, whom Cicero has towing the Peripatetic line, speaks paradoxically of 
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 The concept of habit—whether consuetudo, mos, usus, etc.—is writ large in Augustine and, 

according to Prendiville, usually related to the sinful condition and an issue with regard to the 

will (voluntas).  See S.J. Prendiville, “The Development of the Idea of Habit in the Thought of 

St. Augustine,” Traditio 28 (1972), pp. 29-99.  See also the entry “Habit (Consuetudo)” in 

Augustine Through the Ages: An Encylopedia, Allan Fitzgerald, ed. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 

1999). 
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pleasure-seekers who nonetheless preach virtue and do things for motives other than 

pleasure.  The mitigating force in this regard, according to the subterfuges that they 

employ, is consuetudo, which eventually compels them to do things regardless of 

whether they are pleasurable or not: “Quin etiam ipsi voluptuarii deverticula quaerunt et 

virtutes habent in ore totos dies voluptatemque primo dumtaxat expeti dicunt, deinde 

consuetudine quasi alteram quandam naturam effici, qua inpulsi multa faciant nullam 

quaerentes voluptatem” [They are indeed those pleasure seekers who seek subterfuges 

and have virtue in their mouths all of their days; they say that they first seek only 

pleasure, then through the force of habit, which is almost a second nature, they do 

many things that are not at all pleasurable] (De finibus bonorum et malorum 5.25.74).  

As we saw in Aristotle, the principle that habit becomes nature is inextricably linked to 

pleasure here.  Just as in the Rhetoric passage, Cicero claims that those who seek 

pleasure will inevitably turn to other, perhaps displeasing matters through the force of 

habit, which may be thought of as almost a second nature.  Thus, we find in Cicero a 

source that Folquet most likely had access to and one that possesses each component 

of the poetic appropriation, from philosophical dictum to the pleasure principle.   

 By delving into the sources of this commonplace, reduced to a mere parenthesis 

by Roncaglia, I believe that we can come away with a far more acute sense of Folquet’s 

poetic appropriation as being invested in an intellectual culture that will go on to exert its 

influence upon the Italian vernacular lyric.  In fact, this intellectual history of the principle 

that habit becomes second nature shows us that it is far too simplistic to say, as 

Michelangelo Picone (2003) seemed to do, that the difference between Giacomo and 

Folquet is hallmarked by the latter’s disregard for logical coherence and his lack of 
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philosophical acumen.  However, if we look now at Giacomo’s rendition of these lines 

from Folquet’s canso, we will find that there is indeed a significant difference in how the 

Italian poet seeks to flesh out the abstract quality of Folquet’s verse.  Where Folquet 

relies upon the authority of “savi” and “autor” to state an abstract principle and thus 

justify his willingness and ability to remain in an ostensibly painful condition, Giacomo 

uses a concrete example from the natural world to illustrate how such a seemingly 

impossible condition can, in fact, exist: “La salamandra audivi / che ’nfra lo foco vivi 

stando sana; /eo sì fo per long’uso” [I have heard of the salamander / that lives within 

the flame and remains whole,/and so do I through long use] (Madonna dir vo voglio 

lines 27-29).  All that remains of Folquet’s accurate restatement and reapplication of a 

philosophical principle is Giacomo’s succinct claim that he is able to be like the 

salamander through repetitive action, “eo sì fo per long’uso.”  The emphasis is 

decidedly shifted to a more natural phenomenon. 

 This is not to say that Giacomo is being completely innovative here.  It is not as 

though the salamander were entirely foreign to the realm of the love lyric prior to the 

Scuola Siciliana.  In fact, as Antonelli points out in his notes to the canzone, the 

salamander appears in the poetry of Peire Raimon de Toloza and Peire de Cols.23  My 

point, however, is that Giacomo feels compelled to modify the specific contents of 

Folquet’s canso in order to make it more demonstrative and concrete.  While the 

conceptual framework remains roughly the same, the Notaio’s “translation” takes on a 
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 For a  global study on the salamander and similar fire-oriented creatures in the Occitan 

precedents and Giacomo’s work, see Francesco Zambon, “Il bestiario igneo di Giacomo da 

Lentini” in La poesia di Giacomo da Lentini: Scienza e filosofia nel XIII secolo in Sicilia e nel 

Mediterraneo occidentale, Rossend Arqués, ed. (Palermo: Centro di studi filologici e linguistici 

siciliani, 2000). 
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more scientific nature in that it seeks to convey observable evidence from the natural 

world in order to support the seemingly unrealistic poetic claim.24  In other words, 

Giacomo engages with a philosophical tradition through Folquet, but he seeks to make 

it his own by making it more current, perhaps even more accessible. 

 The thrust of Giacomo’s modified translation is clearly demonstrated in how 

outside authorities are treated in this poetic moment.  Where Folquet is content to rely 

upon the authority of others without his being involved, Giacomo explicitly inserts 

himself into the equation as a mediator.  Folquet merely relays what the wise and 

authoritative ones say: “Savi dion e l’autor” (A vos midontc 9), but Giacomo says that it 

is he who has heard of the salamander: “La salamandra audivi” (Madonna dir vo voglio 

27).  Antonelli (26) connects this to the scriptural tradition of “fides ex auditu,” but also 

rightly draws our attention to the intertextual relationship between Giacomo and Folquet.  

Giacomo, in my view, implicates himself as an authority.  He does not even deign to 

qualify the nature of the authorities that he draws upon in order to accurately convey the 

nature of the salamander.  Rather, the importance of the poetic “eo” is paramount.  It is 

he who has heard tell of this creature, and thus it is he who is able to more accurately 

describe the condition of amorous suffering.  All that remains of the high philosophical 

concepts of an Aristotelian, Ciceronian, and Augustinian pedigree is the direct 

application of the principle itself, when Giacomo claims that he manages to be like the 

salamander by means of habit: “eo sì fo per long’uso” (Madonna dir vo voglio 29).   
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 Elena Lombardi reads this “translation” as being founded in the legal transformations brought 

about by Frederick II’s constitutional reforms.  It is an intriguing hypothesis, and one that merits 

further study.  See Lombardi, “Traduzione e riscrittura: da Folchetto al Notaio,” The Italianist, 

24 (2004), pp. 5-19. 
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 We could say that what distinguishes the Occitan and the Sicilian in this case is 

not an importing of philosophy or an engagement with an intellectual current that raises 

the pedigree of love poetry, for that is present in both canso and canzone.  Rather, it 

seems that Giacomo has a more direct engagement with the philosophical content in 

that he makes it his own.  In other words, Giacomo not only seeks out direct evidence in 

the natural world to demonstrate an abstract philosophical principle, but he also inserts 

himself into the transmission of that knowledge.  Folquet’s is a passive rendition of what 

authorities other than himself say, while Giacomo’s reception of such authorities takes 

on an active form (we see this most clearly at the level of the verbs that the poets used: 

“dion,” or “they say” for Folquet, as opposed to “audivi,” or “I hear” for Giacomo): it is he 

who is worthy of hearing the voices of authority when they speak of the natural world, 

and it is he who conveys what they say to the larger public. 

 In this regard, it is vital to consider not only the place of the salamander in the 

medieval bestiary and Occitan poetry, but also its Aristotelian pedigree.  The 

salamander appears in the fifth book of Aristotle’s Historia animalium25 as an example 

of an animal that can survive the fire: “Now the salamander is a clear case in point, to 

show us that animals do actually exist that the fire cannot destroy; for this creature, so 

the story goes, not only walks through the fire but puts it out in doing so” (Historia 

Animalium 5.19.552b1).  It is interesting to note a slight wavering in the initial certainty of 

Aristotle’s statement that the salamander is proof of a hypothesis when it comes to the 

                                                           
25

 This is a work that Giacomo had potentially direct access to, given that Michael Scott 

translated Ibn Sina’s translation and commentary of the Aristotelian work in around 1230 at the 

Federician court and dedicated his translation to Frederick II.  See David Abulafia, Frederick II: 

A Medieval Emperor (New York: Oxford University Press, 1992).  See also the entry “Michele 

Scoto” by Piero Morpurgo in the Enciclopedia fridericiana (Rome: Istituto della Enciclopedia 

Italiana, 2005). 
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actual details in how it manages to survive: while the salamander’s existence is not 

questioned, the claim that the creature puts out the fire by walking through it is qualified 

as hearsay, in accord with an unattributed “story.”  More importantly, it seems to me that 

Giacomo follows the logic of Aristotle’s process in that he uses the salamander to 

demonstrate a broader point.  Where for Aristotle the nature of fire is thus better 

understood, Giacomo uses the phenomenon of the salamander to prove that he can 

indeed live through the pain of love.   

Taking a step back to the Aristotelian vacillation between certainty and hearsay, 

it could be reflected in Giacomo’s reticence with regard to how he has heard about the 

salamander (“La salamandra audivi”), but it could also speak to the uncertainty with 

which the Notaio proceeds here.  In his radical act of translation that transforms a 

philosophical axiom into a scientific exemplum, Giacomo is treading upon new ground 

and immediately shows his awareness of it.  In the very next line after he has likened 

himself to the salamander, Giacomo extends his conception of the amorous condition to 

thematize the problem of vernacular creation: “e non saccio ch’eo dica/lo meo lavoro 

spica e non ingrana” [And I do not know what I say / my work seeds and does not 

ingrain itself] (Madonna dir vo voglio, 31-32).  We see an anxiety here that might 

certainly be applied to the local and ingrown context of the canzone (i.e. that living in the 

fires of love makes the poet unable to know what he says or produce anything of value 

for his beloved), but it is highly significant that this is precisely the moment in which 

Giacomo goes beyond the boundaries of Folquet’s canso.  From this moment onward, it 

is Giacomo alone who dictates the content of his verse and it seems that the poet is 

unsure of how to proceed.   
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 As the canzone moves beyond the bounds of Folquet’s canso, Giacomo dwells 

upon his inability to adequately express just what it is that he experiences as a result of 

love.  He expresses his frustration by comparing himself to one who is afflicted with an 

itch and cannot find relief until he touches the affected area: “sì com’om in prudito / lo 

cor mi fa sentire, / che giamai no ‘nd’è quito / mentre non po’ toccar suo sentore” [a man 

who itches / is what my heart makes me feel like, / who is not at peace / while he cannot 

touch the part that itches] (Madonna dir vo voglio lines 37-40).  In a sense, Giacomo 

continues to draw upon the language of natural philosophy through his recourse to a 

common ailment.  He is participating in a debate on the nature of sense perception that 

can be traced back to Aristotle’s De anima, where one of the primary aims is to 

categorize perception according to the senses and in the context of those organs 

through which the senses operate.  As we see in the vulgarized remains of Latin terms 

(i.e. “sentore” and “prudito”)26, Giacomo manages to evoke a vivid, quotidian image that 

nonetheless remains in the highly intellectual framework of sense theory and current 

medical knowledge.  Michelangelo Picone, in laying out what he perceives to be the 

Sicilian beginnings of lay culture and philosophy in poetry, observes that this itching 

simile, though appearing incongruous, in fact serves to introduce a naturalistic 

consideration that makes the amorous state out to be a medical condition: “L’exemplum 

del prurito, per quanto ci possa apparire goffo e sconveniente, introduce in realtà una 
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 I have not found specific poetic precedents for this image, but Giacomo’s targeted use of 

Latinate terms nonetheless elevates his use of the quotidian image to another level.  “Prudito” 

directly translates the Latin “pruritus,” which in fact remains the term  in current medical usage 

to speak of the condition of itching.  “Sentore” is extrapolated from the Latin “sensus,” in the 

sense of a capacity for feeling and perception.  We could even consider Boethius’ use of 

“sensorium”  both in his own work and in his translations of Porphyry’s Aristotelian 

commentaries as the bridge between Aristotelian sense theory and Giacomo’s itching simile. 
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considerazione di ordine naturalistico, una nozione da manuale di fisiologia medica” 

(46).   Picone does not, however, explore the tradition that he says Giacomo draws 

upon in this simile.  He does not, in other words, cite a source that Giacomo would have 

had access to in order to better illustrate his reading. 

 While Picone alluded to a manual of physiology, I feel it is worthwhile to first 

explore the Aristotelian roots of this debate on sense perception, a debate that we can 

find in both a medical and philosophical context.  In De anima 2, Aristotle seeks to 

explore sensation (aisthesis in the Greek) as a phenomenon relating to the soul 

(psukē).  He proceeds to categorize the senses and the sense-objects that they 

apprehend, singling out touch as a unique sense both in the lack of a particular organ 

associated with it and the variety of sense objects that are necessarily available to it.  

Perhaps more important, though, is Aristotle’s focus on touch as the “primary form of 

sense” (De anima 2.2.413b1), the defining characteristic that distinguishes animals 

(including humans) from other vegetative life.  This sense of touch, moreover, is 

immediately linked to appetite and desire, a move that makes Giacomo’s meditation on 

the mechanics of touch and itching within the amorous context all the more clearly 

reliant on this philosophical tradition: “If any order of living things has the sensory, it 

must also have the appetitive; for appetite is the genus of which desire, passion, and 

wish are all species” (De anima 2.3.414b1).  Aristotle further specifies that this sense of 

touch is precisely what grants any creature who has it “the capacity for pleasure and 

pain” (De anima 2.3.414b1), and more clearly defines desire as the “appetition of what is 

pleasant” (De anima 2.3.414b1).  This takes us back to the orbit of pleasure and pain in 

the context of amorous desire that Giacomo translates from Folquet’s canso.  The 
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Aristotelian context provides us with a much clearer idea of the framework within which 

Giacomo is working, and we see how the focus on the malady of itching does not dwell 

in a similar sort of ambiguous state in which pain becomes pleasure.  Rather, it is 

unambiguously clear that the itch is an unpleasantness whose relief is actively sought. 

 Thomas Aquinas’ interpretation of itching in his commentary on the introduction 

to Peter Lombard’s Sententiae tellingly combines both a scientific or medical 

understanding along with the Aristotelian emphasis upon desire.  In the prologue of the 

Sententiae, Peter laments the pushing of false doctrine and speaks of it causing an 

itching in the ears for the new falsehoods that run rampant through the faithful: “falsae 

doctrinae institutis fidei sanctitatem corrumpere molientes auriumque pruriginem sub 

novello sui desiderii dogmate aliis ingerentes…” [scheming to corrupt the sanctity of the 

institute of faith with false doctrines and causing an itching in the ears through their 

desire for new dogma] (Sententiae q.1, proemium).  The itching that Peter speaks of is 

suggestively tied to the desire for new things, a connection that Aquinas makes all the 

more explicit in his commentary.  While he begins by revealing the scriptural source of 

the metaphor (2 Timothy  4:3), Aquinas also focuses his gloss upon the itch as desire 

and explicates the metaphorical connection to desire by focusing on a natural 

philosophical understanding of the phenomenon: “Pruriginem, idest inordinatum 

desiderium nova audiendi, sicut pruritus concitatur ex calore inordinato” [Itching, which 

is an inordinate desire to hear new things, as the itching is caused by an inordinate 

heat] (Scriptum super Sententiis q.1, proemium).  Aquinas’ phrasing of the itch as an 

inordinate desire to hear the new and his explicit connection to a physiological 

understanding of itch as a plague of inordinate heat makes for an erudite connection in 
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line with Giacomo’s translation project.  His repeated insistence on the uncontrollable 

nature of the itch (from “inordinatum” to “inordinato”) and in fact of desire itself also 

speaks to an understanding of Aristotelian incontinence along the lines of Dante’s use 

of it of Inferno. 

 It is worth noting that the subsequent developments in the Italian lyric take a 

decidedly different approach in the use of both the ailment of itching and the specific 

language that Giacomo uses to describe it.  Any variation of “prudito” appears 

exceedingly rare in both in the early tradition and in the later lyric, with a notable 

exception being Cecco Angiolieri’s sonnet A cosa fatta non vale pentére and his use of 

the simile of scratching where it does not itch: “là, dove non mi prude, sì mi gratto” 

[there, where it does not itch for me, is where I scratch] (A cosa fatta non vale pentere 

line 8).  There is a notable lowering of style here, and a far more graphically evocative 

attention to the vulgar act of scratching in the movement from “toccare” (Giacomo) to 

“grattare” (Cecco).  It is, in fact, the sexualized act of scratching (“grattare”) that has far 

more currency in the development of the lyric beyond Giacomo27.  In his sonnet, Cecco 

speaks to the logical fallacy of wishing away the past or attempting to change what has 

already been done.  As such, he reverses the trend that Giacomo began of using a 

natural or indeed bodily process to better illustrate the amorous condition.  Instead, 

Cecco emphasizes the futility of trying to escape his amorous suffering by focusing on 

the futility and illogic of scratching where it does not itch.  If Giacomo serves as a logical 

                                                           
27

 Other uses include Il Mare Amoroso (line 178) and Iacopone da Todi’s Audete una entenzone 

(line 124).  This is also something that carries through to the Commedia.  See, for example, 

Inferno 22.93, where it is a feared punishment  from the devils, and Paradiso 17.129, which I lay 

out below.  It is telling that the more Latin form akin to pruritus does not have as much currency 

in the lyric going forward. 
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correction to Folquet, then Cecco, in playing with this tradition, serves as a comic 

response to the established language of love in the lyric.  Cecco dresses down the 

refined frustration of Giacomo’s simile and makes it into a far more explicitly sexual 

image.  Logic and Aristotelian perception theory are replaced by the illogic of sensual 

gratification. 

 This background drastically changes our reading of a moment like Paradiso 

17.129, where it is not Giacomo’s language of sense perception but Cecco’s sexualized 

scratching that is found in the words of Cacciaguida when he speaks of the bitter 

reception that Dante’s prophetic words will receive.  In what is by far the most forceful of 

such exhortations to the pilgrim to write what he sees, Cacciaguida urges Dante to 

make his vision manifest and leave the people to scratch their own itches: “Ma 

nondimen, rimossa ogne menzogna, / tutta tua vision fa manifesta; / e lascia pur grattar 

dov’è la rogna” [But nonetheless, with all falsehood removed, / make all of your vision 

manifest; / and leave them to scratch where it itches” (Paradiso 17.127-129).  The 

visceral quality of this image makes Cacciaguida’s point all the more clear: the public is 

concerned only with its immediate sensual gratification and will not accept the poet’s 

visionary words without a struggle. The bitter and vulgar tone of these words in contrast 

with the aulic verse of Paradiso is precisely the contrast between Giacomo’s “prudito” 

and Cecco’s “gratta,” and it is a testament to Dante’s distilling of every part of the lyric 

tradition in his writing of the Commedia.   

 The future currency of “sentore,” on the other hand, is a far more complicated 

issue to tackle.  The way that Giacomo uses it here is in a highly technical fashion, for 

“sentore” seems only to apply to the specific point of contact where the itch is.  In 



 

 

30 

moving forward through the lyric tradition, we very quickly find that it takes on a far more 

generalized usage.  Within the Scuola Siciliana itself, we find in Guido delle Colonne’s 

canzone Ancor che ll’aigua per lo foco lasse the telling image whereby a man who is 

unable to feel the heat of love is likened to snow: “Immagine di neve si pò dire, / om che 

no à sentore / d’amoroso calore: / ancor sia vivo non si sa sbaudire” [He could be said 

to be the image of snow, / that man who doesn’t have perception / of the amorous heat: 

/ though he be alive, he does not know how to enjoy it] (Ancor che ll’aigua lines 20-23). 

Though it is ostensibly linked to the physical ability to feel heat (something that connects 

it to the tactile context of Giacomo’s original usage), “sentore” here is a broad feeling, a 

capacity that distinguishes between being able to lead a fulfilling and enjoyable life 

through love and the state of being alive in name alone.  In other words, if you lose that 

loving feeling, you lose out on any chance of happiness in life. 

So too we find in Stefano Protonotaro’s canzone Assai mi placeria the imagining that 

Love might have human qualities through a still more generalized form of “sentore.”  

Given that Stefano belongs to a later period of the Scuola Siciliana28, we can trace a 

sort of ideological development through his use of “sentore” in order to indicate a sort of 

general human capacity for not only sense perception, but also cognition.  In a sense, 

he also takes advantage of the active poetic debate on the corporeality of love, present 
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 According to the proposed dating by Mario Pagano, who edited the work of Stefano 

Protonotaro in the second volume of the new edition of I poeti della scuola siciliana.  See I poeti 

della scuola siciliana, vol. 2, p. 326, (Milan: Mondadori, 2008).  There is a tentative 

identification of Stefano Protonotaro with the Stefano da Messina who translated two Arabic 

treatises on astronomy and dedicated them to Manfredi.  See Santorre Debenedetti, Studi 

filologici (Milan: Franco Angeli, 1986).  However, Corrado Callenda does not consider the 

evidence provided (homonomy alone, for the most part) as adequate to prove this claim.  See the 

entry “Stefano Protonotaro” in the Enciclopedia fridericiana (Rome: Istituto della Enciclopedia 

Italiana, 2005). 



 

 

31 

in its most comprehensive form in the two extant tenzoni of the Scuola Siciliana that I 

will examine both below and in the next chapter.  In the opening of his canzone, Stefano 

expresses the seemingly impossible wish that Love might have the capacity to 

understand and listen so that his service could be properly appreciated: “Assai mi 

placeria / se ciò fosse ch’Amore / avesse in sé sentore / d’intendere e d’audire” [It would 

indeed please me / if it were so that Love / had for itself the capacity / for understanding 

and hearing] (Assai mi placeria, lines 1-4).  While the use of “sentore” here is 

completely removed from a tactile context, the act of sensory perception remains in the 

form of hearing (“audire”).  The addition of understanding (“intendere”) makes for a 

conceptual extension of “sentore,” implying that it is far more than sensory perception 

and includes the ability to interpret and understand what is perceived. 

By the time we come to a poem like Dante da Maiano’s response to Dante Alighieri’s 

visionary sonnet A ciascun’alma presa e gentil core, the use of “sentore” is completely 

removed from a tactile—or indeed any sensory—context.  In his sonnet Di ciò che sei 

stato dimandatore, Dante da Maiano uses “sentore” to indicate meaning or true sense.29  

In addressing himself to Dante Alighieri, the Maianese sententiously declares that he 

will show Dante the true meaning of the vision that he had put in poetic form: “Di ciò che 

sei stato dimandatore, / guardando, ti rispondo brevemente, / amico meo di poco 

canoscente, / mostrandoti del ver lo tuo sentore” [What you have asked about, / seeing 

it, I will briefly respond, / my ignorant friend, /showing you the true meaning of your 

vision] (Di ciò che sei stato dimandatore, lines 1-4).  Just as Stefano Protonotaro 
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 “Sentore,” in fact, proves to be quite the buzzword for Dante da Maiano.  He uses it in at least 

3 other sonnets to varying effects.  In his sonnet La gran virtù d’amore e ‘l bel piacere, the use 

of “sentore” is much closer to the capacity for perception that marks its original usage. 
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extended the sense of “sentore” to include understanding and interpretation, so too 

does Dante da Maiano shift the focus from sensory apprehension to the meaning of that 

which is perceived or expressed.  We might find a remnant of the original sense by 

interpreting “sentore” here as the substance of the vision, with a continued emphasis on 

the perception.30  In any case, there remains a strong sense of continuity in the 

evolution of the term as it travels from Giacomo’s itching organ to the interpretation of 

sensory (or in this case oneiric) input. What we gain in the exploration of the future 

currency of a term like “sentore” is a sense of just how the innovations of Giacomo da 

Lentini are inextricably linked to the fabric of the later developments of the Italian lyric.  

The urge to scratch an itch becomes a universal human capacity to perceive and 

understand the world around us in a way that continues to resonate with the Aristotelian 

benchmark of sense perception as the primary separation between inanimate and 

animate organisms.  

In the end, Giacomo da Lentini’s project of translation becomes a way to not only 

bring Occitan material into Italian vernacular form but also transform the fabric of the 

love lyric by actively engaging with a scientific and philosophical tradition.  We find both 

in his insistence upon making Folquet’s canso more logically sound and his innovative 

transformation of philosophical axiom into naturalistic exemplum a seed that will 

continue to flourish in the later development of the lyric.  His anxiety that his work would 

seed and not bear fruit is quite unfounded, for it is this intellectualizing impulse that will 

mark the evolution of the Italian lyric, becoming “ingranato” to the point of leading to 
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 It is worth noting that Barbi-Maggini read “sentore” here as “lo stesso di sentenza” (29).  In 

this reading, there would be no link to the sense of “sentore” as sense perception that is found in 

the earlier lyric tradition.  See M. Barbi and F. Maggini, eds. Rime della Vita Nuova e della 

giovinezza (Florence: Le Monnier, 1956). 
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Dante to directly cite Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics in his canzone Le dolci rime 

d’amor ch’i solia.   

A “Scholastic” Exchange: The Tenzone between the Notaio and the Abate  

Just as the canzone Madonna dir vo voglio rightfully occupies a privileged place 

in the compilation Vaticano Latino 3793, so too does the seond section, composed 

entirely of sonnets, begin with the tenzone between Giacomo da Lentini and the Abate 

di Tivoli.  This new genre of the tenzone, a poetic exchange composed entirely of 

sonnets, is a significant overall development in the medieval vernacular lyric. In the 

forging of the Italian lyric in particular, there is undoubtedly no greater or more influential 

innovation than the invention of the sonnet.  Numerous theories have been put forward 

as to the particulars of this invention31, and it merits still further consideration given its 

continued ubiquity in the world of poetry.32  It is precisely the establishment of the 

sonnet as a new meter that distinguishes the poetics of exchange in the context of the 

Scuola Siciliana from the earlier Occitan tenso, but it is also the intellectual nature of the 

poetic debate that emerges in these texts that mark it as a world apart.33  Claudio 
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 See, for example, Wilhelm Pötters’ intriguing claims about the “circle” of the sonnet and the 

possibility that the ratio of pi, as transmitted through Arabic sources, serves as the basis for the 

metrical particulars of this new lyric form.  See Pötters, Nascita del sonetto: Metrica e 

matematica al tempo di Federico II (Ravenna: Longo, 1998).  This highlights all the more my 

arguments about the impetus to import intellectual culture into the Italian lyric from the very 

beginning of the tradition. 
32

 It is worth noting that a recent anthology purporting to be a representative history of the sonnet 

almost entirely ignores its Sicilian origins.  See Edward Hirsch and Eavan Boland, eds., The 

Making of a Sonnet: A Norton Anthology (London: Norton, 2009).  This lack of attention is 

indicative of a certain degree of marginilization of Italian studies within the context of a 

supposed global literary endeavor and  demonstrates a profound lack of historical context. 
33

 For a general sense of the “tenzone” as a generic category in medieval vernacular poetry, see Il 

genere “tenzone” nellle letterature romanze delle Origini, Matteo Pedroni and Antonio Stäuble, 

eds. (Ravenna: Longo Editore, 1999).  Grazia Lindt in particular makes important distinctions 
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Giunta has shown the importance of poetic correspondence in medieval Italian poetry 

by considering not only the tenzone but also internal dialogue and verse addressed to 

the lady as partaking in the same movement of creating poetics of exchange.  He 

distinguishes the tenzone, however, as something that is either a personal and coded 

exchange between poets (such as that between Dante and Forese Donati) or 

something that pushes poets to display their technical virtuosity and erudition on a 

matter of public importance.34  What we see in the tenzone between Giacomo da Lentini 

and the Abate di Tivoli is a bit of both these characteriziations: on the one hand, the 

debate remains centered on an erudite topic (the nature of love) and yet it takes on a 

highly personal quality in both poets’ insistence on questioning each other’s motives 

and expertise. 

The “second” tenzone remaining of the Scuola Siciliana (which I will treat 

extensively in Chapter 2) also involves Giacomo da Lentini, who participates in a 

tenzone with Iacopo Mostacci and Pier della Vigna.  In both exchanges, there is a 

debate about love that seeks to make subtle philosophical distinctions with regard to 

compulsion and corporeality, but there has been a notable lack of critical attention given 

to the lively tenzone between Giacomo and the Abate in comparison to the far more 

benign (though also perhaps more erudite and mature) exchange between Iacopo 

Mostacci, Pier della Vigna, and the Notaio. 

                                                                                                                                                                                           

between the Italian tenzone and the Occitan tradition.  See her “Analisi comparata della tenzone 

e del contrasto in base alla semiologia e alla semantica strutturale,” in Il genere “tenzone” nelle 

letterature romanze delle Origini (Ravenna: Longo, 1999), pp. 47-71. 
34

 Giunta (170) calls this second sort of tenzone “La discussione di un tema oggettivo, che porta i  

poeti a mettere in campo il loro raziocinio e la loro cultura, e che ha risonanza pubblica.”  See 

Claudio Giunta, Versi a un destinatario: Saggio sulla poesia italiana del Medioevo (Bologna: Il 

Mulino, 2002).   
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 I will focus my attention on the “first” tenzone here, considering it both in terms of 

its generic innovations as well as its carefully deployed philosophical language.  There 

is a sense, I will argue, in which the very nature of this formal debate mirrors the form of 

the Scholastic quaestio.  The playful and sometimes acerbic language that marks the 

exchange between the Notaio and the Abate might make its philosophical leanings 

more difficult to see, but it is precisely these notions of doctrine and social convention 

that are played upon in a highly significant way.  The tenzone, initiated by the Abate and 

composed of 5 sonnets between the two poets, takes on the debate of the nature of 

love.  The Abate playfully takes the position that love is a separate substance with a 

power and agency all on its own, while Giacomo chastises him for his improper use of 

theological language and insists that love does not have an independent existence. I 

focus here on the first two sonnets of the exchange, where the contrast between the 

Abate and Giacomo is made most clearly. 

While there is some ambiguity about the precise identity of the so called Abate di 

Tivoli (whether he was the abbot of Mentorella or a Gualtiero of Rome, a laicus de urbe 

favored by Innocent IV), it remains clear that his religious title is something that must be 

taken into account in a reading of this exchange.  From the very beginning of the 

tenzone, there is a pronounced element of play with regard to the use of religious 

imagery in the philosophical consideration of whether love is a substantial and corporeal 

force.  In his opening sonnet, the Abate crafts an appeal to the god of love and says that 

he is made in his likeness.  He lays out an elaborate description of the physical 

appearance of love as well as the way in which love has stricken him, relying on such 

Classical tropes as the wings and darts of Cupid.  The object of his love is entirely 
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absent, but for a brief mention at the end to indicate her unwillingness, and the thrust of 

his sonnet is decidedly the nature of love itself. 

I present here the text of the sonnet in full, along with my translation following: 

Ai deo d’amore, a te faccio preghera 

ca mi ’ntendiate s’io chero razone: 

cad io son tutto fatto a tua manera, 

aggio cavelli e barba a tua fazzone 

ed ogni parte aio, viso e cera, 

e seggio in quattro serpi ogni stagione; 

per l’ali gran giornata m’è leggera, 

son ben nato a tua isperagione. 

E son montato per le quattro scale, 

e som’ asiso, ma tu m’ài feruto 

de lo dardo de l’auro, ond’ò gran male, 

che per mezzo lo core m’ài partuto: 

di quello de lo piombo fo altretale 

a quella per cui questo m’è avenuto 

 

[O god of love, I pray to you / that you might understand me if I ask for justice: / for I am 

completely made in your manner, / I have hair and a beard in your style / and every 

other part as well, including my face, / and I sit always with four serpents; / beause of 

my wings, the journey is easy for me, / I am indeed born by your inspiration. / And I 

have climbed up the four steps, / and am on top, but you have wounded me / with the 

dart of gold, so that I am in great pain, / for you have split me in the middle of my heart: / 

and did the same thing with the dart of lead / to her because of whom this happened to 

me.] 
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 The Abate begins the tenzone with an appeal, hoping for understanding and 

attempting to capture the good will of his audience.  This is by no means atypical if we 

consider any number of later examples that are either specifically addressed to a 

person or more generically addressed to a friend or community at large.  What sets this 

opening apart, however, is that the Abate’s appeal is to the god of love: “Ai deo 

d’amore, a te faccio preghera / ca mi ’ntendiate s’io chero razone” [O god of love, I pray 

to you / that you understand me if I ask for justice] (Ai deo d’amore, lines 1-2).  If we are 

to presume that Giacomo da Lentini is the sonnet’s intended audience, we are left with 

the puzzling and respectful address to another entity that perhaps gestures towards 

Giacomo in his role as an already established canonical figure.  To that end, the 

vacillation between the informal and the formal (from “a te” to “mi ‘ntendiate) introduces 

the overall vacillation in tone between extreme respect and social barbs as the tenzone 

progresses.  In any case, it also serves as a most ingenious way of putting forth the 

idea that love is a corporeal deity, something that will be all the more heightened as the 

sonnet continues to describe the body of love in great detail.  The specific appeal to the 

god of love here is put both in terms of prayer and in the juridical formula of appealing to 

the court (“chero razone,” which Contini reads as “chiedere giustizia”), but it is also 

indicative of a formal initiation of the poetic debate within a rarefied framework.  We 

have in effect the invocation of both theology and jurisprudence within the very first lines 

of the Abate’s opening sonnet.   

 The Abate not only continues along these lines in the rest of his sonnet, but he 

also treads upon new and dangerous ground in his syncretic combination of Christian 

theology and Classical precedents, a move that is highly reminiscent of a defining 
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feature of Dante’s Commedia.  In his appeal to the god of love, the Abate claims that he 

must be listened to because he is a man who bears the same form: “cad io son tutto 

fatto a tua manera, / aggio cavelli e barba a tua fazzone” [for I am completely made in 

your manner, / I have hair and a beard in your style] (Ai deo d’amore, lines 3-4).  So 

many of the characteristics subsequently described belong to the Classical figure of 

Eros, from the wings (line 7) to the dart of gold with which the Abate claims to be 

wounded (line 11), but the beard is of an entirely different pedigree.  Simonetta 

Bianchini (55) has observed that the Abate here argues his point along biblical lines by 

drawing upon the tradition of man being created in the image of God and that this 

hirsute detail falls in line with a cultural commonplace where “in tutte le rappresentazioni 

Dio è sempre raffigurato con la barba.”35  In effect, the Abate fashions for himself a 

hybrid identity.  It is both a Christian and a Classical deity that we are presented with 

here.  If we were to put the entire picture together, we would imagine a bearded and 

winged figure that ascends the heights of divinity only to be wounded by the golden dart 

of love.     

The Abate’s heterodoxy lies not only in mixing Christian and Classical imagery in 

a religious sense, but also in attributing divinity to a phenomenon like love to begin with.  

It is a move that Giacomo da Lentini will very quickly problematize in his polemical 

response. In his sonnet Feruto sono isvariatamente, Giacomo removes agency and the 
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 Bianchini, however, overemphasizes the religious context at the expense of ignoring the telling 

Classical details.  She is thus able to frame the Abate as a religious authority and Giacomo as the 

voice of secular/imperial culture in her reading of the poetic debate.  A fascinating historical 

detail that emerges from this somewhat crude framework is Frederick II’s adopting of the fashion 

of shaving his face.  Bianchini reads the Abate’s insistence on his godlike beard as a papalist 

barb (pun intended) directed at a loyal member of the imperial court.  See Bianchini, Cielo 

d’Alcamo e il suo contrasto (Messina: Rubbettino, 1996), pp. 85-86. 
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elaborate mechanism of falling in love that the Abate dwellls upon.  Instead, he says 

that he is wounded in an extraordinary fashion and that his amorous experience gives 

him the erudtion to correct the Abate on his own terms.  Giacomo argues against the 

position that love is a god and instead holds that love does not have a separate 

existence.  He does so by resorting to the language of Scholastic argumentation and 

claims unique authority to be able to correct the Abate and other poets like him. 

I present here the sonnet, followed by my translation: 

Feruto sono isvariatamente: 

Amore m’à feruto, or per che cosa? 

Per ch’io vi saccia dir lo convenente 

di quelli che del trovar no ànno posa, 

ca dicono in lor ditto spessamente 

ch’amore à in sé deitate inclosa, 

ed io sì dico che non è neiente, 

ca più d’un dio non è né essere osa. 

E chi lo mi volesse contastare, 

io li mostreria per quia e quanto, 

come non è più d’una deitate. 

In vanitate non voglio più stare: 

voi che trovate novo ditto e canto, 

partitevi da ciò, che voi peccate. 

 

[I am wounded in extraordinary fashion: / Love has wounded me, but for what? / So that 

I know to say the necessary thing / about those who do not rest from their poetry, / who 

often say in their verse / that love has within it a deity, / and I instead say that it is 
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nothing, / for there is not nor could be there be more than one god. / And whoever 

wants to disagree with me, / I will shown them through quia and quanto, / how there is 

no more than one deity. / I do not wish to remain in vanity any longer: / you who write 

new verse, / desist from it, for in writing it you sin.] 

 

Giacomo cleverly picks up on the Abate’s highly specific attribution and imagery 

of being wounded by the god of love and his golden dart (“ma tu m’ài feruto/de lo dardo 

de l’auro, ondo’ò gran male,” in lines 10-11) and shatters the specificity of his verse in 

his opening line: “Feruto sono isvariatamente” (Feruto sono isvariatamente, line 1).  

Giacomo uses the very same verb, but renders himself the passive subject of the 

wounding instead of attributing the action to a specific agent.  The adverb 

“isvariatamente,” interpreted by Contini as something out of the ordinary36, at once 

elevates the amorous experience above the everyday and yet removes the 

objectionable syncretism of Classical and Christian tropes to bring the divine in where 

Giacomo does not think it belongs.   There are no winged deities armed with darts here, 

but rather a dwelling on the sense that such an occurrence falls beyond the realm of the 

quotidian and should provoke a sense of wonder.  It is a stylistic move that proves 

highly successful in Giacomo’s canzone Meravigliosamente as well as in this moment.   

While Giacomo attributes his wounding to Amore in the second line (“Amore m’à 

feruto, or per che cosa?”), there is no sense of prosopopoeia.  Instead, he immediately 
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 See Gianfranco Contini, Poeti del Duecento, vol. 1 (Milan: Ricciardi, 1960), p. 84.  Contini 

argues that this adverb represents Giacomo’s distilling of the Ovidian material that the Abate di 

Tivoli was invoking in his description of love as a winged deity, specifically picking up on 

Metamorphoses 1.469’s “diversorum operum.”  This represents another rich node of translation  

from a Latin tradition to the vernacular  and shows the degree to which Giacomo is directly 

engaged in this material.  The presence of Ovid in the early lyric tradition before Dante has been 

treated by Julie Van Peteghem in her unpublished dissertation “Italian Readers of Ovid: From the 

Origins to Dante” (Columbia University, 2013). 
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moves to validate his amorous suffering as something that occurs only so that he might 

have grounds to correct the wrongheaded approach of other poets like the Abate: “Per 

ch’io vi saccia dir lo convenente / di quelli che del trovar no ànno posa, / ca dicono in lor 

ditto spessamente / ch’Amor à in sé deitate inclosa” [So that I know how to say the 

necessary thing to you / about those who do not rest from their poetry, / and often say in 

their verse / that Love has in itself a godliness] (Feruto sono, lines 3-6).  It is almost as 

though Giacomo is owning up to the mantle of caposcuola that Dante will attribute to 

him, for he emphatically asserts his dominance and endeavors to correct a multitude of 

poets who claim that love is a divinity.  By refusing to name his interlocutor (though he 

does utilize the formal “vi”) and lumping him together with other nameless poets who 

continue their work in spite of their obvious error, Giacomo sets himself apart as a 

poetic authority.  The frustration in these lines is palpable.  For Giacomo, it seems that 

this error is running rampant through the world of letters.  He emphasizes the ubiquity 

and prevalence of this notion by the repetitive claim that these nameless poets do not 

rest in their efforts (“del trovar no ànno posa”) and that they often fall prey to this fallacy 

(“dicono in lor ditto spessamente”).   

Just as he inserted himself into the transmission of knowledge in the case of the 

salamander in Madonna dir vo voglio, Giacomo forcefully asserts his stance here in a 

way that takes the Abate to task for his philosophical error and ostensibly combats him 

in his own arena of theological reasoning.  Giacomo takes the figurative and playful 

language of the Abate, so descriptive in its detailing of the figure of the “deo d’amore,” 

and transforms it into a philosophical debate on the substantiality or indeed the 

godliness (“deitatate”) of love: “ed io sì dico non è neiente, / ca più d’un dio non è né 
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essere osa” [And I say that it is nothing, / for there is not nor could there be more than 

one god] (Feruto sono, lines 7-8).  He emphatically rejects the notion that love might be 

considered to have an independent existence, essentially laying out a binary of 

existence and non-existence or, more accurately, something and nothing (“neiente”).   

The reduplication of the negative and resulting concatenation of “n” sounds add to the 

emphatic declaration of what love is not.  Whether he does so seriously or not, Giacomo 

also corrects the Abate on the grounds of the most basic theological tenet in 

Christianity: there cannot possibly be more than one god, and therefore love cannot be 

considered a god.  In effect, he turns the Abate’s own profession against him in order to 

assert poetic dominance. 

The climax of this assertion of poetic dominance through philosophical and 

theological reasoning comes in the final tercets of Giacomo’s sonnet, where the 

importing of philosophy and emphasis upon philosophical argumentation take on a 

highly stylized form that is best encapsulated by the stunning mix of Latin and 

vernacular in the same poetic breath.  Giacomo quickly puts to rest any hope of 

opposition to his dominance by proclaiming his willingness to engage anyone who 

opposes him in a Scholastic debate (something that the Abate himself should be 

familiar with):  “E chi lo mi volesse contastare, / io li mostreria per quia e quanto, / come 

non è più d’una deitate” [And whoever wishes to oppose me, / I will show them through 

logical reasoning / how there is no more than one god] (Feruto sono, lines 9-11).  The 

studied use of quia in a vernacular context is immediately balanced by “quanto.”  Where 

the one represents a direct importing of Latin and all of the cultural connotations that 

accompany it—intellectual (Scholastic) pedigree, philosophy and theology in poetry, and 
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a commingling of languages—the other implies both a more direct engagement with the 

philosophical content and method as well as a vulgarization of the Latin, and therefore 

an insistence upon the vernacular.  With only a single conjunction “e” (and) that is used 

to separate them, the Latin term and its vernacular counterpart are on precisely equal 

footing.  Just as Giacomo’s rendering of Folquet’s philosophical appropriation in 

Madonna dir vo voglio placed the emphasis on the poet’s ability to interpret the world 

around him, so too does Giacomo here define himself as a theological authority who 

can successfully prove his argument against all opposition.   

All this, of course, assumes that the line does indeed read “e quia e quanto.”  

There is a fascinating philological tale to be told in that respect, one that both validates 

the above reading as well as complicates the picture that we have of the text of the 

sonnet.  The reading “e quia e quanto” is owed to Salvatore Santangelo and his work on 

the tenzone in his 1928 book Le tenzoni poetiche nella letteratura italiana delle origini.  

Antonelli calls this reading an “eccelente correzione dovuta a Santangelo, contro tutta la 

tradizione manoscritta” (Antonelli 368) and Contini before him characterized it as 

“luminosa” (Contini 84).37  Both Antonelli and Contini note the text of the Memoriali 

bolognesi as forming the basis for the correction, but it is a text that appears to read 

“per via e manto.”  Furthermore, it is remarkable that Santangelo goes against the more 

common readings of the Vaticano Latino 3793 and the Chigiano, which seem to read 

                                                           
37

 Santangelo’s proposed reconstruction of the tenzone, in which he added a number of other 

sonnets and even an entire second tenzone, was not met with similarly effusive praise.  Where 

Antonelli was content to remark that the hypothesis “non appare infatti accettabile” (353) based 

on the material evidence at hand, Contini much more colorfully called the arguments put forth by 

Santangelo “per verità tutti poco solidi” and distinguishes between his own version of the 

tenzone and that of Santangelo by remarking that the latter was “artificiosamente ricostruita” 

(82).  We can see how tenuous the divide is between rank speculation and the right sort of 

interpretation that is driven by philology.   
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“per ragion davanti.”  The interpretive leap required is clearly significant, but 

Santangelo’s succinct interpretation of his newly corrected text demonstrates the 

profound implications that his reading has in contextualizing the tenzone within a rather 

different sort of cultural conversation: “Si tratta di due espressioni scolastiche, la prima 

delle quali (quia) indica il procedimento logico a posteriori, che solo si usava per la 

dimostrazione  dell’esistenza di Dio; la seconda accenna all’argomento della quantità 

(quanto), a cui si ricorreva quando di Dio si voleva dimostrare l’unicità” (Santangelo 

102).  By so applying the Scholastic labels to the terms that otherwise might have 

remained the benign and ambiguous “ragioni” or an indecipherable “via e manto,” 

Santangelo grants to Giacomo a theological gravitas and a remarkably clever 

dismembering of the Abate’s sonnet.  It is only through this lyric rendition of theological 

proof-making that Giacomo can most successfully rail against the Abate’s claim that 

love is a god.   

The correction thus serves to highlight all the more an active process of 

intellectualizing the newly minted vernacular lyric on the part of Giacomo.  The language 

of natural philosophy in Madonna dir vo voglio is balanced here in Feruto sono 

isvariatamente by the language of philosophical argumentation.  We can see a rather 

different sort of translation project that Giacomo works with here, no longer so closely 

tied to a source text like Folquet’s A vos midontc and yet perhaps all the more indicative 

of the cultural project that will continue to resonate in the later history of the Italian lyric.  

It is a hybrid form that emerges here, with the Scholastic Latin (quia) seamlessly giving 

way to the vulgarized rendition of a Scholastic term (quanto) and both of them playing 

an ancillary role to the overarching new vernacular form of the sonnet. 
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Giacomo demonstrates his full awareness of the theological authority that he 

appropriates by condemning the Abate and his ilk in the lines that follow in a highly 

suggestive way.  In his contamination of theology and poetry, Giacomo fully embraces 

his role as primogenitor of the Italian lyric and exercises his authority in spectacular 

fashion.  He addresses all poets who depart from his own carefully laid out stance—or, 

indeed, his poetic style as a whole—and orders them to cease because they do wrong: 

“In vanitate non voglio più stare:/voi che trovate novo ditto e canto / partitevi da ciò, che 

voi peccate” [I do not wish to remain in this vain pursuit any longer: / you who make this 

new verse / desist from it, because in doing so you sin] (Feruto sono, lines 12-14).  

Antonelli (369) points out the scriptural intertexts of both “vanitate” (Ecclesiastes 1:1) 

and the exordium-like “voi che trovate…” that will become a lyric commonplace38, but 

the use of “vanitate” also picks up on Giacomo’s argument that love is not a separate 

substance: it is a reassertion of the nothingness that Giacomo posits in opposition to the 

Abate’s “deo d’Amore” when he unequivocally claims that love “non è neiente” (line 7).  

As such, it is a potent contamination of the philosophical and the scriptural.  So too does 

he equate poetry with religious doctrine and thus insist that those who innovate in a way 

that is not approved by him must halt their illicit verse-making because they are sinning.  

Giacomo is at once playful in criticizing an Abate on religious grounds and entirely 

serious in protecting his poetic dominion. 

 We must move onward and upward along the history of vernacular poetry all the 

way to the shores of Dante’s Purgatorio to find a similar use of “quia” in a vernacular 

                                                           
38

 We might consider Dante’s Voi che portate la sembianza umile or O voi che per la via d’Amor 

passate as picking up on the very same sort of scriptural formula and extend our search forward 

to Petrarch’s opening sonnet in the Rerum vulgarium fragmenta, Voi ch’ascoltate in rime sparse 

il suono.   
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poetic context.  In Purgatorio 3, Virgilio poignantly expresses the limits of human reason 

with respect to the puzzling notion that the souls undergoing purgation can feel heat and 

cold as if they still possessed their earthly bodies.  In a sense, we are returned to the 

physiological realm of sensation evoked in Giacomo’s Madonna dir vo voglio as the 

benchmark of human experience and the ultimate sign of life.  Virgilio exhorts the entire 

human race to be content with the workings of divine will, for attempting to understand it 

in its entirety goes far beyond our poor power to apprehend: “State contenti, umana 

gente, al quia; / ché se potuto aveste veder tutto, / mestier non era parturir Maria” [Be 

content, o humans, with the quia; / for if you could have seen everything, / there would 

have been no reason for Mary to give birth] (Purgatorio 3.37-39).  Here too we have the 

Latin term seamlessly woven into a vernacular poetic fabric, but this does not mitigate 

the force of its usage. It is the Classical figure Virgilio resorting to a later Scholastic 

deployment of his own language, Latin, and this singular term stands in for the entirety 

of what can be understood through human reason.  In both cases, however, the 

deployment of “quia” is a precisely calibrated use of a Scholastic term in order to further 

empower the vernacular verse. 

 Salvatore Santangelo did not specify a Scholastic text from which Giacomo might 

have taken his formula of “quia e quanto,” but I believe it is instructive both in the case 

of Giacomo and in Dante’s later use of the term to examine such a moment in Thomas 

Aquinas’ Summa theologiae.  In the second quaestio of the first part of his work, 

Aquinas sets out to deal with the various issues surrounding the existence of God.  He 

considers the possibility that the existence of God is self-evident in the very first article 

of the quaestio and in doing so frames his response to possible objections by using the 
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very terms that Giacomo did in his sonnet.  Aquinas says the proposition that God exists 

is self-evident because it is redundant: “Dico ergo quod haec propositio, Deus est, 

quantum in se est, per se nota est, quia praedicatum est idem cum subiecto” [I say 

therefore that this proposition, “God exists” in as much as what it is, is self-evident, 

given that the predicate is the same as the subject] (Summa theologiae p.1, q.2, a.1, 

emphasis mine).  The coincidence of the terms “quia” and “quantum” speaks precisely 

to Giacomo’s usage in his sonnet, but the context of self-evidence and consideration of 

the existence of God speak to Dante’s use of the term as well.  In fact, “quia” is used 

both as a way of making logical connections (what we would translate as “because”) 

and as a way of saying that some things are self-evident and cannot be questioned.  

Moreover, the lack of an equivalent “quantum” in Dante’s use of the Scholastic 

formulation demonstrates his point: we can know that it is, but not exactly what it is.39 

 The difference in these two instances of a Scholastic term in a vernacular poetic 

context is one of epistemology.  For both poets, the word “quia” is a signpost of the 

highest point of human understanding.  It is a term laden with significance and pedigree 

that allows them to raise the level of their vernacular production.  Giacomo, however, 

uses the Scholastic formulation to demonstrate that he knows more than his interlocutor 

and puts his faith in the language of reason to prove himself right beyond all doubt.  

Before Virgilio exhorts the human race to be content with “quia,” he speaks of the folly 

of thinking that we can know it all: “Matto è chi spera che nostra ragione / possa 

                                                           
39

 This is a fundamental difference between logical proofs, with the demonstratio quia referring 

to a proof of a given fact (i.e. that it is so) and the demonstratio propter quid  referring to a proof 

of why it is that way, based in the medieval reception of Aristotle’s Posterior Analytics.  See 

Eileen Serene, “Demonstrative Science,” in The Cambridge History of Later Medieval 

Philosophy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984), pp. 496-517. 
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trascorrer la infinita via / che tiene una sustanza in tre persone” [He is crazy who hopes 

that our reason / can cross the infinite way / that the one substance in three persons 

holds] (Purgatorio 3.34-36).  We see here the contrast between Giacomo’s “quanto” and 

Dante’s “infinita,” with the latter serving almost as a response to Giacomo’s faith in the 

power of language and reason to answer the most fundamental questions of existence.  

Dante enlarges the scope of Giacomo’s inquiry, but in doing so he demonstrates his 

continued reliance on the lyric tradition that shaped him as a poet. 

In this way, there is a recalibration of the poetic divide that Dante created in 

Purgatorio 24, where the Notaro Giacomo da Lentini takes his place on the other side of 

the “dolce stil novo,” along with Bonagiunta Orbicciani and Guittone d’Arezzo.  It is clear 

that Giacomo’s theologizing of his verse and his specific use of Scholastic terminology 

begin a movement within the lyric that finds its full expression in Dante’s Commedia.  

The poets’ respective use of quia points to a shared interest in raising the pedigree of 

the vernacular lyric and infusing it with philosophical content.  It is therefore all the more 

telling that Bonagiunta’s objection to the philosophizing of the love lyric is along the very 

same lines as that of the Abate di Tivoli in the face of  Giacomo’s reproof of his verse: 

he accuses Giacomo of not loving properly, and therefore speaking of love in such 

theological/intellectual terms because he does not know the real thing.   

In his sonnet, Qual om riprende altrui spessamente, the Abate di Tivoli takes 

umbrage at Giacomo’s bald-faced attack on his verses and responds by adapting the 

theological overtones in Giacomo’s sonnet to formulate his own attack on the Notaio.  

He notably takes the rhyme from Giacomo’s own incipit (“Feruto sono isvariatamente”), 

and uses it to add force to his claim that Giacomo is wrong to speak about love in a way 
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that is removed from the true experience of it.  In any case, he opens himself to such 

criticism, says the Abate, by his own virulent attacks on the Abate and his ilk.  

Disparagingly calling him a friend (“amico,” in line 3, with the formal “voi,” however, 

being used throughout the sonnet), the Abate claims that Giacomo does not love truly 

(“ca non credo ca lealmente amiate,” line 4) and that love does not truly hold him.  He 

suggestively adapts the language of religious belief to create an opposition between 

faith and reason, where the implication is that Giacomo should unquestioningly believe 

in the power of love instead of applying the philosophical argumentation in attempting to 

properly define it: “Che s’Amor vi stringesse coralmente, / non parlereste per divinitate, / 

anzi voi credereste veramente / che elli avesse in sé gran potestate” [For if love held 

you by the heart, / you would not speak in theological terms, / but you would truly 

believe / that it has in it great power] (Qual om riprende altrui spessamente, lines 5-8).  

Where the Abate definitively believes or not (“non credo,” line 4), Giacomo is the subject 

of a condition (“credereste,” line 7) that seemingly does not exist.  By resorting to the 

language of Scholasticism—for Contini (85) notably reads the phrase “per divinitate” as 

meaning “con argomenti da teologo”—Giacomo simply demonstrates his inexperience, 

according to the Abate.   

It is perhaps inevitable that the Abate’s objections do not hold and that he 

concedes the tenzone to Giacomo, vowing to cease and desist from any lyric activity 

that causes the Notaio undue displeasure (in the final sonnet of the tenzone Con vostro 

onore facciovi uno ‘nvito, lines 12-14).  The tension that is introduced between belief 

and reason, though, is one that resonates with both Bonagiunta’s objections to 

intellectualized verse as well as Dante’s positing of quia as the end of reason and the 
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beginning of revelation.  We see the seeds being sown that will continue to bear fruit 

throughout the the evolution of the vernacular lyric in these moments of translation, 

whether it be the language of natural philosophy in the case of Madonna dir vo voglio  

or the method of Scholastic argumentation in the tenzone with the Abate di Tivoli.  

Giacomo shows a heightened consciousness of the new ground that he treads upon.  

He boldly says in his response to the Abate’s criticism that such a thing has never been 

seen before: “Cotale gioco mai non fue veduto,” [Such a game has never before been 

seen] (Cotale gioco mai non fue veduto, line 1). Yet, he anxiously worries that his labor 

will not properly take hold when he moves beyond translation of Folquet’s canso and 

into lyric innovation : “e non saccio ch’eo dica: / lo meo lavoro spica e non ingrana” [and 

I do not know what I say: / my work seeds and does not ingrain itself (Madonna dir vo 

voglio, lines 31-32).  It will become increasingly clear, though, that both of these strains 

carry through to the subsequent lyric tradition: the impulse to reflect the highest levels of 

intellectual culture in both form and substance is one that is indeed “ingranato” in such 

unexpected ways as meditations upon magnetism and the direct citation of Aristotle in 

vernacular poetry.   

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

51 

Chapter 2 

Laws of Attraction: Translating Magnetism from Pier della Vigna to Guido Guinizzelli 

 

 In this chapter, I will examine the presence of magnetism in the early lyric 

tradition as an exemplary case of the appropriation of natural philosophy for poetic 

purposes.  I will argue that the specific use of magnetism in the poetry of Pier della 

Vigna, Guido delle Colonne, and Guido Guinizzelli reflects a highly specialized 

understanding of magnetism as it was known in the late 13th century, with inflections of 

Aristotle and Thomas Aquinas.  I will further suggest a significant departure on the part 

of Guinizzelli that could indicate his engagement with almost contemporaneous 

developments in the study of magnetism, and particularly the landmark Epistola de 

magnete of Pierre de Maricourt (known as Petrus Peregrinus).  The context of these 

references varies from poet to poet, but there is a shared notion that the amorous 

experience or indeed the nature of existence itself can somehow be captured in the 

unseen power of attraction that the magnet holds.  To that end, magnetism features 

prominently in the tenzone between Iacopo Mostacci, Pier della Vigna, and Giacomo da 

Lentini, a tenzone that further elaborate on the discourse between Giacomo and the 

Abate di Tivoli as to the exact nature of the thing called love.   

However, I am not suggesting that this tenzone, or Guido delle Colonne’s 

canzone Ancor che l’aigua a llo foco lasse, are distinguished only by the presence of 

magnetism.  Rather, I will make clear that the use of magnetism is part of a larger 

systematic effort to engage with the language of natural philosophy and thus 

demonstrates these poets’ investment in intellectual culture.  Tracing the specific 
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current of magnetism through the Scuola Siciliana and into the later lyric, I argue, is a 

path less travelled and provides a distinct way to recalibrate our reception of the history 

of the early Italian lyric. 

 The tenzone between Iacopo Mostacci, Pier della Vigna, and Giacomo da Lentini 

engages with the very same debate that preoccupied Giacomo and the Abate di Tivoli—

whether or not Love is a separate substance—in a more refined and philosophically 

oriented fashion.  There are no social barbs or grave insults here, but rather a cultured 

and sophisticated debate that makes use of the language of Scholastic argumentation 

as well as that of natural philosophy.  This is not an entirely new statement: Ulrich Molk 

has convincingly argued that Giacomo’s sonnet can be read through the lens of a 

carefully constructed Scholastic argument.40 So too Dana Stewart has focused her 

attention on optics in Giacomo’s sonnet as demonstrative of an active engagement with 

the optical theory of his day.41  Both of these fine critical contributions focus on 

Giacomo’s sonnet almost apart from the rest of the tenzone.  Instead, as Michelangelo 

Picone has shown42, a full reading of the individual components of the tenzone allows 

us to come away with a far better sense of the complex intellectual negotiation at work 

in the interplay between the individual poets.  While I will single out Pier della Vigna’s 

sonnet and his use of magnetism in lyric form, I will also focus on the way that the 

                                                           
40

 See Ulrich Molk, “Le sonnet Amor è un desio de Giacomo da Lentini et le problem de la 

genèse de l’amour,” Cahiers de civilization medieval 14 (1971), pp. 329-339.  Molk 

demonstrates that the scheme that Giacomo’s sonnet follows is that of an article out of Thomas 

Aquinas’ Summa Theologiae. 
41

 See Dana Stewart, Arrow of Love: Optics, Gender, and Subjectivity in Medieval Love Poetry, 

pp. 49-51 (Lewisburg: Bucknell University Press, 2003).   
42

 See Picone, “La tenzone De Amore fra Iacopo Mostacci, Pier della Vigna e il Notaio,” 

collected in Percorsi della lirica duecentesca: dai Siciliani alla Vita Nova (Florence: Cadmo, 

2003). 
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tenzone is constructed as a poetic whole.  It is only by understanding the relationship of 

the individual lyric components to the tenzone as a whole that we can properly read the 

laws of attraction of which Pier della Vigna avails himself. 

 Another important distinction between this tenzone and the one between 

Giacomo and the Abate di Tivoli is that we are here entirely confined to the court of 

Frederick II.  Whatever doubt there might be about the precise identity of the Abate di 

Tivoli, it is clear that he was not a member of the Federician court.  Where the Abate’s 

exchange with Giacomo spoke to the far-reaching influence of the Notaio’s lyric 

innovations and authority, the tenzone between three poet-functionaries is a measure of 

the poetic and intellectual culture within Frederick’s court.  They are not only members 

of Frederick’s itinerant court, but they occupy some of the highest posts of his 

administration: Iacopo Mostacci was a “falconiere,” a role that is perhaps more 

significant considering Frederick’s authoring of a treatise on falconry, De arte venandi 

cum avibus; Pier della Vigna was the chancellor and the emperor’s right hand man; and 

Giacomo da Lentini was a Notary.  Each of these functions is reflected in the tenzone.  

As I will show, we will find in each individual component of the three-sonnet tenzone a 

different use of philosophical and scientific language that speaks to the specific nature 

and degree of intellectual engagement on the part of each poet-functionary.  Moreover, 

each of these sonnets signposts a technique or philosophical nexus that will carry 

forward in the development of the Italian lyric. 

 Leaving aside for the moment the complicated web of philosophical language 

and codes of exchange, we find that the tenzone is a back-and-forth affair: Iacopo 

Mostacci holds the position that love is merely a quality without a separated essence, 



 

 

54 

Pier della Vigna attempts to split the difference by arguing that an invisible force can 

nonetheless be considered as evidence of existence, and Giacomo da Lentini steps in 

decisively to affirm Iacopo’s position while also creating a far more detailed picture of 

the nature of love.  This global view of the tenzone is a useful frame to keep in mind as I 

move on to a more detailed examination of the individual components.  Also key is the 

vital intertext of the tenzone between Giacomo and the Abate di Tivoli.43 

 So I begin with the first sonnet of the tenzone, Solicitando un poco meo savere, 

in which Iacopo Mostacci confronts a doubt about the nature of love and opens the 

forum to his fellow poets in order to resolve it.  Iacopo’s doubt comprises a refusal to 

accept the common belief that love is a separated power that rules over the hearts of 

men.  He argues that love’s lack of physical appearance means that it is merely an 

accidental quality born of pleasure and that this quality is what is referred to as love.  He 

makes his argument using language that is Scholastic in nature.  Iacopo ends his 

sonnet with a professed lack of knowledge with regard to any further information on the 

nature of love. He thus makes judges of his interlocutors in order to further the highly 

philosophized debate. 

I provide here the full text of the sonnet44 along with my translation, and then 

move on to a closer look at the content of the sonnet: 

                                                           
43

 Antonelli (391) expresses a fair amount of certainty in stating that the tenzone between 

Giacomo and the Abate occurs prior to the three-way tenzone between Iacopo Mostacci, Pier 

della Vigna, and Giacomo, though the evidence that he provides amounts to intertextual 

resonances that do not necessarily confirm the chronological order one way or another. 
44

 Here, as in Chapter 1 and below, I follow the text of the recent edition of I poeti della scuola 

siciliana (Milan: Mondadori, 2008).  This tenzone is within the first volume, edited by Roberto 

Antonelli.  The texts themselves are conserved in the Barberiano latino 3953.  Antonelli makes 
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Solicitando un poco meo savere 

e con lui mi vogliendo dilettare, 

un dubio che mi misi ad avere 

a voi lo mando per determinare. 

On’omo dice ch’amor à potere 

e li coraggi distringe ad amare, 

ma eo no li voglio consentire, 

però ch’amor no parse ni pare. 

Ben trova l’omo una amorositate 

la quale par che nasca di piacere, 

e zo vol dire omo che sia amore; 

eo no li saccio altra qualitate, 

ma zo che è, da voi voglio audire: 

però ven faccio sentenzïatore. 

 

[While I was probing my mind for a short time/and wanting to delight myself with it, / I 

caused myself to have a doubt, / which I send to you to resolve. / Every man says that 

love has its own power / and that it compels hearts to love, / but I do not want to share 

in that opinion, / since love has not appeared nor will it. / What a man finds is only a 

feeling of being in love / which seems to be born from pleasure, /and this is what a man 

means when he says that it is love; / I do not know of its other qualities, / but I want to 

hear what it is from you, / and so I make you judges of what I have said.] 

  

                                                                                                                                                                                           

the interesting editorial choice of presenting the texts as they stand in a somewhat more northern 

version (what he calls “la versione veneta”) as well as a Tuscanized version (“versione 

toscanizzata”).  I follow the Tuscanized version, which he places first, for the sake of 

convenience. 
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 Iacopo Mostacci initiates the tenzone not with the complicated likening of himself 

to the god of love as the Abate di Tivoli did, but rather with recourse to both common 

belief and to the language of philosophy.  His opening image of mental struggle is a 

compelling portrayal of the intellectual at play in the Federician court, as is his appeal to 

his correspondents to resolve a doubt that has plagued him: “Sollicitando un poco meo 

savere / e con lui mi vogliendo dilettare, / un dubio che mi misi ad avere, / a voi lo 

mando per determinare” [Probing my mind for a short time / and wanting to delight 

myself with it, / I caused myself to have a doubt / which I send to you to resolve] 

(Sollicitando un poco meo savere, lines 1-4).  The parsing of his poetic self is 

reminiscent of Giacomo’s distinction between his entire self and his heart (“eo” and 

“core”) in Madonna, dir vo voglio, but Iacopo’s “savere” (knowledge, or mind in this 

case) very quickly places a distinct pedigree upon the exchange: we are thrust into an 

intellectual debate, not a description of the amorous state or appeal to the object of 

desire.  There is nonetheless a pleasure in such solicitation, in pushing oneself to 

wrestle with an intellectual quandary. We might also surmise that there is pleasure in 

the recourse to a community of intellectuals, what Picone terms “organic intellectuals 

bound by ties of work or friendship45,” when a doubt interferes with the delight of such 

intellectual exploration.   

The resolution of doubt that Iacopo seeks from his interlocutors is a technical 

determinatio, (hence “a voi lo mando per determinare”) a point of termination that 

requires no further discussion or, in this case, disturbance in the otherwise pleasurable 

                                                           
45

 “intellettuali ‘organici’ legati da rapport di lavoro e/o amicizia,” (Picone 57).  Picone’s focus 

on the social aspects of this exchange is compelling in that it fleshes out the relationship, whether 

hierarchical or otherwise, between these poets through a reading of the sonnets they exchanged. 
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life of intellectual stimulation.  We might posit a turn to Ciceronian rhetoric here, for in 

his De inventione, Cicero defines the conclusion of a speech as an “exitus et 

determinatio totius orationis” [an end and resolution of the entire oration] (De inventione 

1.98).  The coinciding of the rhetorical tradition and love poetry is something that will be 

theorized by Brunetto Latini shortly after this lyric moment in his Rettorica (c.1260), a 

translation and commentary of Cicero’s De inventione.  Brunetto posits that any 

exchange of letters or poetry (or in fact, the appeal of a lover to the beloved) is marked 

by a “tencione” that can be properly resolved through the artful use of rhetoric.46  He 

thus opens the door to the use of rhetoric well beyond the confines of the political 

sphere, and states: “In questi et in molti altri exempli si puote assai bene intendere che 

lla rettorica di Tullio non è pure ad insegnare piategiare alle corti di ragione, avegna che 

neuno possa buono advocato essere nè perfetto se non favella secondo l’arte di 

rettorica,” [In these and many other examples one is able to understand very well that 

the rhetoric of Tullius is not only to teach one to argue in the courts of law, but it is the 

case that no one can be a good or perfect advocate if they do not speak according to 

the art of rhetoric] (Rettorica 76).  Brunetto extends the use of Ciceronian rhetoric to the 

discourse of love, and his use of the term “tencione” is particularly noteworthy in our 

consideration of the tenzone at hand47.  In a sense, the “tencione” lies between the Latin 

                                                           
46

 As I mentioned in Chapter 1, the confluence of rhetoric and a scientific/philosophical 

understanding of pleasure in the Aristotelian tradition carries forward through the Latin tradition 

through Cicero and Augustine and, I argue, into the vernacular lyric in the case of both Folquet 

de Marseille and Giacomo da Lentini.   For a historical overview of this process, see James 

Murphy, Rhetoric in the Middle Ages: A History of Rhetorical Theory from Saint Augustine to 

the Renaissance (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1974). 
47

 For more on this line of analysis with regard to poetic correspondence as well as the tenzone 

specifically, see Claudio Giunta, Versi a un destinatario: Saggio sulla poesia italiana del 

Medioevo (Bologna: Il Mulino, 2002), pp. 170-181.  Giunta plays Brunetto’s insight off of 
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and the vernacular as well.  Just as Iacopo “translates” his term into the vernacular 

“determinare,” so too does Brunetto’s vernacularization of Ciceronican rhetoric insist 

upon the possibility of vernacular eloquence.  It is in this refined ambience of rhetoric 

that Iacopo situates his solicitation and it is precisely a rhetorical resolution, a 

determinatio, that he requests for his doubt. 

 Iacopo argues against the common sentiment of love being a substantiated 

power that acts on the hearts of men by turning to the natural philosophical principle 

that observation determines reality: if one cannot perceive it in a separate form, then it 

must not exist. He also makes use of a theologized vernacular.  Iacopo distinguishes 

himself from the masses: He refuses to accept what everyone else says (“ogn’om 

dice…” in line 5) because it is not observationally provable: “ma eo no lo voglio 

consentire, / però ch’amore no parse ni pare” [but I do not wish to share in it / for love 

has not appeared nor will it] (lines 7-8).  Iacopo will not allow for a claim that cannot be 

substantiated (forgive the pun) by sensory input: he well knows that love has not 

appeared in any sort of corporeal form, nor will it, and therefore refuses to bow to the 

common understanding.  Giacomo da Lentini’s careful division of his poetic self “eo” and 

his heart “core meo” in Madonna, dir vo voglio is here reflected as a distinction between 

the hearts (“coraggi,” line 6) of those who believe that love exists as a separate power 

and the poet (“eo,” line 7) who will not consent to an idea that flies in the face of all that 

he himself has observed and to which he has applied his reason. 

                                                                                                                                                                                           

Dante’s Vita nuova 25 hypothesis of vernacular poetry emerging in order in order to actually 

communicate with women, calling Brunetto’s reading atemporal and Dante’s historicized. 
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 Iacopo’s solution to his dilemma relies on his precise deployment of philosophical 

language in order to distinguish between substance and quality when talking about love. 

He talks not of love (“amore,” line 10), but rather of the quality of being in love 

(“amorositate48,” line 9), and thus hopes to explain away the common—and in his mind 

erroneous—usage of the vernacular that seems to grant independent existence and 

agency to love: “Ben trova l’omo una amorositate / la quale par che nasca di piacere, / e 

zo vol dire omo che sia amore” [What one finds is a feeling or quality of being in love / 

which seems to be born of pleasure / and that is what a man means when he talks 

about love] (lines 9-11).  Iacopo’s suggestive use of language (“trova” and “dire”) could 

well imply that he is calling out fellow poets for their errors, just as Giacomo did in his 

tenzone with the Abate di Tivoli.  These words for speech take on a double meaning in 

this poetic context, for they are used just as often to refer specifically to poetic 

creation.49  At the same time, Iacopo’s use of the generic term “omo” expands his 

discourse to make a social distinction between his understanding and that of the 

everyman. 

 The specific coinage of the term “amorositate” clearly demonstrates Iacopo’s 

engagement with the philosophical tradition.  He makes use of the Aristotelian 

                                                           
48

 As Antonelli (396) points out, this too is due to Salvatore Santangelo’s philological 

interpretation: where the text of the Barberiano seems to read “amorosa etate,” Santangelo argues 

yet again for the use of a term that is derived from the Scholastic philosophical tradition.  If 

Santangelo’s readings of the text are correct, the switch between a Latinism (Giacomo’s “quia”) 

and a vulgarized Latinate term (Iacopo’s “amorositate”) is significant in the consideration of the 

process of vernacular innovation.  
49

 As I have shown in Chapter 1, we could think of Giacomo’s Madonna, dir vo voglio or line 13 

of Feruto sono isvariatamente: “voi che trovate novo ditto e canto.”  The shared vocabulary of 

speech and poetic diction might also speak further to the connection between rhetoric and poetry 

that I pointed to earlier. 
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distinction between substance and accident50, a distinction that was appropriated to 

great lengths by Scholastics such as Thomas Aquinas.51  Just as Aristotle speaks of 

whiteness as a quality that cannot have a separate existence but is always in relation to 

some other substance, so too does Iacopo posit that what we call love is to be properly 

understood as a quality or state that is always relative to our own being. Iacopo’s 

vernacular innovation in the creation of the term “amorositate” in order to capture the 

qualitative and relative nature of love is a remarkable moment of philosophical 

engagement that successfully imports high intellectual culture into the budding 

vernacular lyric.  In this respect, Iacopo effectively corrects the language itself for using 

a term (“amore”) that would understandably be taken to have a separate existence.  

Considering this context, we could also reread the line in which Iacopo explains that this 

what is meant when we refer to love: “e zo vol dire om che sia amore” [and this is what 

man means to say when he says what love is].  Instead of taking the subjunctive “sia” 

as indicating what it is, we can take it to mean that it exists.  The difference is subtle but 

telling: we are not just talking about the oft-cited Andreas Cappellanus query “Quod sit 

Amor?” (“What is love?), but rather a fundamentally philosophical distinction about what 

can be said to have a separate existence and what should instead be defined as a 

dependent quality within a substance. 

                                                           
50

 Among other places, Aristotle famously makes this distinction in his Categories (10) and 

Metaphysics (book 7), where the vital difference between a substance and accident is a matter of 

relativity (i.e. an accident is always relative to another substance). 
51

 One of the more notable uses of this concept by Aquinas is Summa theologiae 3.75.5, in which 

he uses the substance-accident distinction in order to explicate the Eucharist as transubstantiation 

(a misnomer in this case) in which the accidental qualities of the bread and wine remain while 

the substance is transformed. 
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 The use of substance and accident in speaking about love is a move that is 

made abundantly clear in Dante’s use of it in order to interpret a sonnet that he includes 

in the Vita Nuova.  Dante explicitly personifies love in his sonnet Io mi senti’ svegliar 

dentro a lo core, but quickly moves to qualify himself in his gloss of the sonnet in Vita 

Nuova 25.  He says that love is not a separate substance in and of itself, but rather an 

accident in a substance: “…ché Amore non è per sé sì una sustanzia ma uno accidente 

in sustanzia” [because love is not in itself a substance but an accident within a 

substance] (Vita Nuova 25).  By so naming terms in a way that Iacopo Mostacci does 

not and also speaking of the “Filosofo” Aristotle in this context, Dante demonstrates 

both his awareness of the poetic debate that I am examining here and the Aristotelian 

pedigree of the distinction that Iacopo attempts to make.  Turning back to the end of 

Iacopo’s sonnet, we see how he clarifies his use of the philosophical distinction and yet 

is unsure of his own knowledge of love in a way that even a juvenile Dante is most 

certainly not. 

 Iacopo’s appeal to his interlocutors makes his philosophically oriented distinction 

all the more clear and puts both of them in the significant role of judging his claims 

about the nature of love.  However, we find Iacopo here in a closing moment of 

insecurity, perhaps unsatisfied with his proposed solution and wanting to hear more 

from his poetic interlocutors.  He claims to not know anything more of love—all the while 

using the significant philosophical buzzword “qualitate”—and asks his correspondents 

lend their own understanding to his: “eo no li saccio altra qualitate, / ma zo che è, da voi 

voglio audire: / però ven faccio sentenzïatore” [“I do not know of its other qualities, / but  

what it is, I want to hear from you: / and so I make of you a judge”] (lines 12-14).  
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Iacopo’s use of the term “qualitate” makes it abundantly clear that his earlier coinage of 

“amorositate” was intended to define love in a philosophically coherent fashion as a 

quality and not a substance.  While he claims not to know everything about love and is 

desirous to know more from his interlocutors, he also makes his position quite clear. 

Michelangelo Picone focuses on Iacopo Mostacci’s relatively lower profile within 

the court as something that is reflected in this poetic encounter with his superiors at 

court, calling him a figure of lower social status and even going so far as to question his 

intellectual caliber as compared to his fellow poets.52  We can indeed see a certain 

degree of deference and uncertainty on the part of Iacopo in the close of his sonnet, 

perhaps reflective of the social difference that Picone points out.  He does not, as it 

turns out, know everything about love and turns his attention to what his respected 

collaborators know.  What is more important, however, is that Iacopo clearly uses the 

language of philosophy in order to raise the stakes of the poetic debate that he initiates.  

He turns his interlocutors not into ordinary judges, but dubs them “sentenziatore,” ones 

who can truly delve into the content of his verse and judge it on its intellectual merit.  

We might think of the title of such a notable work as Peter Lombard’s Sententiae, and 

thus consider that the use of this term makes Piero and Giacomo out to be authorities 

on a bit more than matters of love and poetry.  It is notable that Iacopo makes one 

“sentenziatore” of his two interlocutors (the plurality of which is reflected in his use of the 

plural “voi”), and thus argues for a combining of resources in order to emerge with a 

truly complete understanding of this intellectual dilemma.   In this sense, then, there is a 

                                                           
52

 Picone (22) says that he is “una figura di basso profilo sociale e intelletuale nella corte di 

Federico II.”  He points out that this difference in standing within the court is significant in that it 

implicates the court in its entirety as having a shared interest in such questions of purely 

intellectual importance.   
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proposed link that unites all three poets in spite of their obvious differences in social 

status by creating a shared struggle with the nature of love at the highest possible level 

of intellectual exchange in the vernacular. 

Iacopo’s use of the language of philosophy is on display throughout his sonnet, 

from the technical “determinare” (line 3), to “amorositate” (line 9), to “qualitate” (line 12), 

and finally the very last word “sentenziatore” (line 14).  As Picone (23) notes, all of these 

terms are a part of the lexicon of philosophical and theological disputationes.53  Iacopo’s 

act of translation, then, partakes in the very same movement that we saw in Giacomo’s 

emphasis on the language of logic and natural philosophy in Madonna, dir vo voglio and 

his pointed use of Scholastic argumentation in his tenzone with the Abate di Tivoli.  

Iacopo goes even further in that he coins the word “amorositate” in order to reflect that 

he speaks of a quality and not a substance.54  This means that his engagement with 

philosophy is not merely on the level of translating terms or even directly using a Latin 

term as Giacomo did in Feruto sono isvariatamente.  Rather, Iacopo applies the 

philosophical idea that he wishes to engage with and transforms the vernacular in order 

to better suit his intellectual needs.   

                                                           
53

 Picone states that these terms “apppartengono tutti al lessico delle disputationes filosofiche e 

teologiche, e non a quello delle tensos poetiche.”  His emphasis on the difference between the 

Italian tenzone and Occitan tenso mirrors his reading of Giacomo’s Madonna, dir vo voglio 

logically correcting the text of Folquet’s canso.  Picone perhaps overstates his case in the interest 

of making the Italian completely distinct from the Occitan, but his reading is nonetheless apt. 
54

 Gianfranco Contini (89) points out Iacopone da Todi’s use of the term “amorositate,” which 

seems to confirm for him its theological origin.  See Contini, Poeti del Duecento, vol. 1 (Milan: 

Ricciardi, 1960).  Iacopone uses the term in his En cinque modi apareme lo Signor ‘nn esta vita 

to describe one of the ways in which God makes his presence known to the poet and seems to 

imply that the quality of “amorositate” is the soul’s perception of the divine presence.  See 

Iacopone da Todi, Rime, Franco Mancini, ed. (Rome: Laterza, 1980). 
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Pier della Vigna’s response to Iacopo Mostacci takes the debate to another level 

through his targeted use of the language of natural philosophy, specifically through his 

recourse to magnetism as a way of demonstrating that a lack of visual evidence does 

not necessarily prove that the thing called love does not exist.55  Piero begins his sonnet 

Però ch’Amore no si pò vedere with a polemic against those who use the fact of love’s 

lack of visibility or any real perceptible quality to deny that it exists separately.  He 

claims that the power that love exercises without such physical means should in fact be 

valued as a far more valuable proof of its existence and uses the mysterious 

phenomenon of magnetism to bolster his case.  Piero says that he is spurred to believe 

in the existence of love in spite of the lack of visual evidence because it is precisely the 

same as our complete lack of visual evidence of the power that draws iron to a 

lodestone.  He is heartened by the fact that the common sensibility of love’s existence 

and power is thus confirmed and that his faith in the people is rewarded. 

 I provide here the text of the sonnet as well as my translation, and then move on 

to my reading of it: 

Però ch’Amore no si pò vedere 

e no si tratta corporalemente 

manti ne son di sì folle sapere 

che credeno ch’Amore sia nïente; 

ma po’ ch’Amore si face sentire 
                                                           
55

 As Corrado Calenda points out, there are Occitan precedents for the use of magnetism in the 

love lyric.  See, for example, Aimeric de Peguelhan’s Yssamen and Atressi m pren, as laid out by 

Calenda in his commentary to Guido delle Colonne’s Ancor che ll’aigua per lo foco lasse (I 

poeti della scuola siciliana, vol. 2, p. 108).  However, these are much more along the lines of a 

simple simile (as the magnet draws iron, so too am I drawn by love or my lady) and do not have 

the philosophical weight or level of detail that we shall see in the Italian tradition.  
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dentro dal cor signoreggiar la gente, 

molto maggiore pregio deve avere 

che se ‘l vedessen visibilemente. 

Per la vertute de la calamita 

como lo ferro atra’ no si vede 

ma sì lo tira signorevolmente; 

e questa cosa a credere mi ‘nvita 

ch’Amore sia, e dàmi grande fede 

che tutor sia creduto fra la gente. 

 

[Because love cannot be seen / and cannot be touched physically / many are of such 

false knowledge / who believe that love is nothing; / but the fact that love makes itself 

felt / in the heart ruling over the people / should have much greater worth / that if they 

were to see it visibly. / Through the power of the lodestone, / one does not see how it 

draws the iron / but only that it pulls it so magisterially; / and this thing invites me to 

believe / that love exists, and it gives me great faith / that this is still believed among the 

people.] 

 

 Pier della Vigna is highly polemical in his disdain for the standard of physical 

perception that Iacopo Mostacci set in his initiation of the poetic exchange.  Piero picks 

up precisely on Iacopo’s initial rhyme “-ere” and expands his discourse on appearance 

(we recall his dwelling on love not appearing in the past or present: “no parse ni pare” in 

Solicitando un poco meo savere line 8) to include corporeal touch: “Però ch’Amor no si 

pò vedere / e no si tratta corporalmente…” [That Love cannot be seen / and cannot be 

physically touched…] (line 1).   Piero’s focus on perception that goes beyond the visual 

takes us back to Giacomo da Lentini’s use of the mechanics of touch and itching in 

Madonna, dir vo voglio.  He takes the debate on the nature of love (focused, especially 
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as the Abate di Tivoli playfully framed it, on whether or not love has a body or “corpo”) 

and turns it into a meditation on the limits of physical perception that is not strictly 

limited to visibility.   

 Piero is at once coy and direct in his criticism of those unnamed individuals who 

believe that love does not exist as a separate substance because of the complete lack 

of visual or corporeal evidence.  He says that this lack causes many to believe 

themselves vindicated in the false opinion that love does not exist: “…manti ne son di sì 

folle sapere / che credeno ch’Amor sia niente” […there are many of such false 

knowledge / that they believe that love does not exist] (lines 3-4).  He does not directly 

name these bearers of false knowledge, but his phrasing suggests a very specific 

audience to his invective.  In fact, Piero contradicts Giacomo da Lentini’s authoritative 

response to the Abate di Tivoli, when the Notaio emphatically states that he knows that 

love is nothing (“e io sì dico che non è neiente,” Feruto sono isvariatamente, line 7).  By 

using a virtually identical phrase (“ch’Amor sia niente) and attributing it to a crowd of 

false believers, Piero essentially (and I do not use the word lightly, for Pier is proposing 

an essentialist argument about the nature of love) calls Giacomo’s poetic authority into 

question.  He subtly transforms Giacomo’s decisive statement (“e io sì dico che non è 

neiente,” where the form of the verb “essere” is indicative) and makes it a moment of 

misinterpretation by shifting the indicative statement into a subjective belief (“credeno 

ch’Amor sia niente,” where the form of the verb is subjunctive).  This reading of Piero 

writing against the specter of the Notaio relies on the proposed timeline (followed by 

Santangelo, Contini, and Antonelli) that the tenzone between Giacomo and the Abate 

comes first, but even within the limited realm of this tenzone alone, the tension between 
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Piero’s minority opinion and the shared position of Iacopo Mostacci and Giacomo da 

Lentini is apparent.  Piero’s questioning of Giacomo’s authority, in other words, will not 

go unheeded by the Notaio. 

 Piero’s argument against the qualitative position that Iacopo proposes comes 

down to a matter of feeling, or of perception that goes beyond the boundaries of the 

physical senses.  Just as Iacopo spoke of what the general public (in the form of a 

generic “omo,” or “man”) believes about love, so too is Pier della Vigna preoccupied 

with what the people (“la gente,” in line 6 and as the final word in line 14) think.  

However, Piero sides with the popular opinion and seeks to find grounds upon which to 

defend it.  He in fact places a premium upon power and influence that is not 

immediately visible, harking back to the Scriptural precedent of believing without 

seeing.56  Piero says that the fact that love makes itself felt in the heart and rules over 

the people is a far greater thing than if it were in fact visible: “ma po’ ch’Amore si face 

sentire / dentro dal core signoreggiar la gente, / molto maggiore pregio deve avere / che 

se ‘l vedessen visibilmente” [but the fact that love makes itself felt / in the heart ruling 

over the people, / must have much greater worth / than if they could see it visibly] (lines 

5-8).  Piero creates a hierarchy of perception and lowers the status of vision by claiming 

that there are ways of perceiving that go beyond the eyes.  His expanded use of the 

vocabulary of perception creates a clear opposition between the more general “sentire” 

                                                           
56

 In this respect, we might consider the story of doubting Thomas in the Gospel of John (John 

20:24-31) as a paradigm for this debate on the nature of love, at least insofar as Pier della 

Vigna’s invocation of the language of belief.  The notion of “blessed are they that have not seen, 

and yet believed” (John 20:29) is, in my view, being used by Piero as a theological basis for what 

he says.  So too does Thomas Aquinas’ talk of magnetism in his De operationibus occultis 

naturae, which I will outline below, connect to this Scriptural principle in that Aquinas seeks to 

connect unseen forces to divine power and influence. 
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(a sense of feeling) and the specifically visual that is emphasized by the redundant 

adverb “vedessen visibilmente” (seeing visibly).  

 Piero’s proof of the principle of non-visible existence relies entirely on his use of 

magnetism.  He immediately segues from his privileging of perception that goes beyond 

the visible to his example from the natural world.  In this, he follows the precedent that 

Giacomo da Lentini set in transforming Folquet’s statement of a philosophical principle 

into a discourse on the nature of the salamander in Madonna, dir vo voglio.  Piero 

similarly responds to Iacopo Mostacci’s use of philosophical language by grounding 

himself in the more concrete language of natural philosophy.  Piero speaks of the power 

of the lodestone that draws iron to it even though there is no visible means of 

determining the mechanics of this influence: “Per la vertute della calamita / como lo 

ferro atra’ no si vede, / ma sì lo tira signorevolmente” [Through the power of the 

lodestone / how it attracts the iron is not seen / but only that it pulls the iron 

magisterially] (Pero ch’Amore no si pò vedere lines 9-11).  Piero’s use of magnetism 

here does not seek to explicate the phenomenon but only to use it in order to 

demonstrate that there are indeed unseen forces at work.  The emphasis, therefore, is 

on the clearly observable fact of attraction.  The only cause put forth by Piero here is the 

“vertute,” (the power or property) of the lodestone, but there is no speculation as to the 

source of this power.  It is an unquestionable example from the natural world that 

proves the poet’s point. 

 Pier della Vigna’s use of magnetism in this poetic exchange about the nature of 

existence (of love, but the stakes have been sufficiently raised to speak of existence 

that goes beyond love and extends to philosophical distinction and theological 
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argument) is part of a larger tradition that has long connected magnetism and 

philosophical discourse.  In a brief moment of his De anima, Aristotle speaks of the pre-

Socratic philosopher Thales of Miletus as one who believed that the soul is something 

that causes motion: “Thales, too, to judge from what is recorded about him seems to 

have held the soul to be a motive force, since he said that the magnet has a soul in it 

because it moves the iron” (De anima 1.2.20-22).  The connection, though brief, that is 

made here between the nature of the soul and the natural phenomenon of magnetism is 

a highly suggestive one.  Aristotle, in summing up the position of Thales, infers a 

connection between the sight unseen of the force of magnetism and the unseen yet 

influential nature of the soul in a more general sense.  In this respect, Aristotle argues 

exactly as Pier della Vigna will centuries later: he takes a statement about an 

observable natural phenomenon and uses it to form an argument about the nature of a 

much larger philosophical problem. 

 We can see how influential this brief mention is by moving forward to Thomas 

Aquinas’ commentary on De anima, for it is a source that Pier della Vigna could have 

had access to and one that is highly suggestive in the context of Piero’s specific 

vocabulary and his naturalistic approach.  In speaking of Thales as one who believes 

that the soul has a motive force in his Sentencia libri De anima, Aquinas uses the term 

“virtutem motivam” (“motive power/force,” Sentencia 1.1.5.6), something that Pier della 

Vigna mirrors in his use of the term “virtute” (Però ch’Amore no si pò vedere, line 9).  

While Piero does not specify that the force is a motive one, the motion caused by the 

lodestone is precisely the focus of his description of magnetism: it matters not that we 
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cannot understand how the lodestone draws iron to it, but only that the pull is so 

powerful (“ma sì lo tira signorevolmente,” Però ch’Amore, line 9).   

The specific recourse to observation of the natural world, on the other hand, is a 

quality of Thales that Aquinas elaborates on with respect to the all too brief mention that 

Aristotle provides.  In fact, he writes of the figure of Thales in almost mythical fashion, 

calling attention to his revered status as one of the seven sages and speaking of his 

identity as something apart from the other philosophers whom Aristotle cites in this 

moment of his De anima.  Aquinas takes advantage of the ambiguous nature of 

Aristotle’s account, in which the philosopher admits that he is relying upon outside 

sources (“…to judge from what is recorded about him…” as Aristotle puts it), and fills in 

the missing pieces.  While Aquinas acknowledges that Thales was one of the seven 

sages, he says that Thales was different from all the rest because of his focus on the 

natural world: “Et cum omnes alii studerent circa moralia, hic solus dedit se inquisition 

rerum naturalium, et est primus naturalis philosophus” [And while all of the others were 

focused on ethical matters, he alone gave himself to the questioning of natural things, 

and he is the first natural philosopher] (Sentencia De anima, 1.1.5.6).  Aquinas creates 

for Thales and for his specific association with magnetism a distinct intellectual identity.  

In other words, it is one thing to speak of the nature of the soul (or, in the case of Pier 

della Vigna, the nature of love) in a philosophical way and it is quite another to do so as 

a natural philosopher.   

Pier della Vigna, in speaking about the nature of love through the laws of 

magnetic attraction, follows in the footsteps of Thales of Miletus and puts himself in line 

with the tradition of natural philosophy.   Through Aristotle and Aquinas, we find in the 
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reference to magnetism a suggestive mixing of philosophical disciplines, from natural 

philosophy to ontology and ethics.  The separation that Piero achieves from Iacopo 

Mostacci’s opening sonnet, then, is matched only by the accretion of authority that his 

recourse to the natural world provides to him.  He translates quite specifically from the 

Latin tradition to the vernacular (where “virtutem” becomes “virtute”), but it is another 

matter entirely that he uses the word “calamita” to signify the stone that draws iron to it 

(what we would today call the mineral magnetite).  Piero’s use of the word “calamita” is 

the first recorded instance in the Italian vernacular tradition, according to the Tesoro 

della lingua Italiana delle Origini.  While the etymology of the word is uncertain, the fact 

that Piero is actively innovating within the nascent vernacular in the very moment that 

he seeks to set himself apart from the more abstract language of Iacopo Mostacci is 

highly significant.  His act of translation, while informed by an earlier tradition of natural 

philosophy, is a radical act of vernacular creation. 

Pier della Vigna demonstrates a certain level of social consciousness in his 

philosophically inflected response to Iacopo Mostacci’s proposal about the nature of 

love.  He essentially sides with the people whom Iacopo so clearly derided for their 

common beliefs.  By using the existence and nature of magnetism to justify his own 

belief that love exists, Piero also takes comfort in the fact that this belief runs rampant 

among the people: “e questa cosa a credere mi ‘nvita / ch’Amore sia, e dàmi grande 

fede / che tutor sia creduto fra la gente” [and this fact invites me to believe/that love 

exists, and gives me great faith/that it is still believed in among the people] (Però 

ch’Amore no si pò vedere, lines 12-14).  Piero uses the language of belief in a way that 

recalls the Abate di Tivoli’s play with the terms of religious belief in his sonnet Qual om 
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riprende altrui spessamente.  In his response to the Notaio’s correction of his “improper” 

conflation of theology and love, the Abate questions whether Giacomo indeed loves 

truly by tracing an opposition between belief and speaking in Scholastic abstraction.57  

Piero shifts his approach slightly by indeed speaking in the terms of natural philosophy 

but doing so in order to reinforce the beliefs of the people at large. 

In this respect, Pier della Vigna makes himself one with the people and yet also 

sets himself apart as an authority by using his social superiority and philosophically 

oriented verse.  In confirmation of Picone’s attention to the difference in position 

between Iacopo Mostacci and Pier della Vigna with respect to their roles in the 

Federician court, we find that Piero thematizes social difference through his use of 

vocabulary such as “signoreggiar” (line 6) and “signorevolmente” (line 11).  While these 

words refer to the rule of love over the people or the magnet over iron, they nonetheless 

serve as a pointed reminder to Iacopo that he is exchanging sonnets with those above 

him.  The rhetoric of lordship (“signore” is at the heart of both words) is balanced by the 

rhetoric of the ruled (with “la gente” coming in the rhyme position in line 6 and again as 

the very last word of the sonnet).  Through his use of natural philosophy, Piero both 

asserts his “signoria” over Iacopo and aligns himself with the “gente.”  He finds in the 

law of attraction between the magnet and iron a unique way to chastise a fellow courtier 

and sympathize with a common sentiment in the very same poetic moment. 

                                                           
5757

 For the full reading of this moment of tension in the tenzone between Giacomo da Lentini 

and the Abate di Tivoli, see Chapter 1, pp. 46-47.  In lines 5 to 8 of his sonnet, the Abate seems 

to object to Giacomo’s importing of the language of Scholastic argumentation in order to speak 

about something that should be a matter of feeling. 
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It is Giacomo da Lentini, however, who decisively ends the tenzone by laying out 

the nature of love in full physiological and imaginative detail.  His sonnet Amor è uno 

desio che ven da core does not entertain the sort of doubt that Iacopo Mostacci fell prey 

to, nor does it indulge in justifications that invoke the natural world outside of the body 

itself as Pier della Vigna did.  Instead, he is direct and determined, fully aware of his 

position as a poetic authority and refusing to allow for the possibility of the dissent that 

Pier della Vigna represented in his sonnet.  Giacomo turns the focus back to vision and 

its role in the amorous process, seemingly disregarding Piero’s enlarging of the 

discourse to include touch (“e no si tratta corporalmente”) or perception that does not 

rely on the outside senses.  He speaks of love as a desire coming out of the heart but 

being born first from the eyes.  While he acknowledges that love can arise without sight 

of the beloved, he quickly moves to say that a truly passionate love is the result of such 

sight.  Giacomo elaborates a complex process of vision generating an image within the 

heart, and this image being the source of amorous desire.  Love, for Giacomo, is a 

desire alone and not some invisible yet substantial force. 

 I provide here the text of the sonnet, along with my translation of it, and then 

move on to a reading of it that focuses on the Notaio’s engagement with Iacopo 

Mostacci and Pier della Vigna: 

Amor è uno disio che ven da core 

per abondanza di gran piacimento, 

e li occhi imprima generan l’amore 

e lo core li dà nutricamento. 

Ben è alcuna fiata om amatore 
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senza vedere so ‘namoramento, 

ma quell’amore che stringe con furore 

da la vista de li occhi à nascimento, 

che li occhi rappresentan a lo core 

d’onni cosa che veden bono e rio, 

com’è formata naturalemente; 

e lo cor, che di zo è concepitore, 

imagina, e piace quel disio; 

e questo amore regna fra la gente. 

 

[Love is a desire that comes from the heart / through an abundance of great pleasure: / 

the eyes first generate love, / and the heart gives it sustenance. / There are some times 

that a man is a lover / without seeing the object of his love, / but that love which grips 

with fury / has its beginning from the sight of the eyes, / because the eyes represent to 

the heart / the sight of everything that they see, good and bad, / as it is naturally formed; 

/ and the heart, which is the conceiver of it, / makes an image and pleases that desire; / 

and this love reigns among the people.] 

 

 Giacomo’s sonnet is a treasure trove of language and ideas that suggest an 

active engagement with the current scientific discourse on optics as well as 

philosophical distinction along the lines of substance and accident.  Bruno Nardi has 

pointed out the vital connection between this sonnet and the work of Andreas 

Capellanus’ work De amore with regard to its focus on love as a passion as well as its 

emphasis on the mechanics of sight and the Aristotelian principle of imagination, found 

in De anima.58  So too does Giorgio Agamben make a great deal of the principle of 
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 See Nardi, “Filosofia dell’amore nei rimatori italiani del Duecento e in Dante,” collected in 

Dante e la cultura medievale (Bari: Laterza, 1942).   
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phantasia, or image-making, that is elaborated here as forming the basis of the 

medieval amorous condition (love for a constructed fantasy as opposed to an actual 

object of desire).59  Moreover, as I have already mentioned, Dana Stewart focuses her 

attention on the specific strains of medieval optics that Giacomo was drawing upon here 

and speculates that Giacomo picked up on Aristotelian optical theory in particular in 

order to emphasize the passivity of the lover’s role.60 This does not even begin to speak 

of Ulrich Mölk’s argumentthat Giacomo structures his sonnet to mirror the form of 

Scholastic argumentation.61   This sonnet, in other words, has long been recognized as 

a nexus of intellectual culture with respect to the lyric production that took place in 

Frederick II’s court. 

 What we gain by considering it as a product of the exchange that went on before 

it, however, is a far more acute sense of what Giacomo seeks to accomplish in his 

response to both Iacopo Mostacci and Pier della Vigna.  A great deal of attention has 

already been given to the exact nature of Giacomo da Lentini’s appropriations of the 

various aspects of intellectual culture that find their voice in this sonnet, but more must 

be done to read it in the context of the tenzone for which it serves as the final sonnet.  I 

focus my reading, then, not on what has been amply and ably studied by many before 

me but on the moments of exchange before this sonnet that prompted its very creation.  

                                                           
59

 See Giorgio Agamben, Stanze: La parola e il fantasma nella cultura occidentale (Turin: 

Einaudi, 1977).   
60

 See Dana Stewart, The Arrow of Love: Optics, Gender, and Subjectivity in Medieval Love 

Poetry (Lewisburg: Bucknell University Press, 2003), particularly pages 49-51.  In later 

considering Giacomo’s sonnet Or come pote sì gran donna intrare, Stewart notably argues for a 

specific knowledge of Ibn Rushd’s (Averroes’) commentary of the Parva naturalia in terms of 

how it deals with the perception of objects larger than the eye itself.  
61

 See Mölk, “Le sonnet “Amor è un desio” de Giacomo da Lentini et le problème de la genèse 

de l’amour,” Cahiers de civilization médiévale 14 (1971), pp. 329-339. 
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It continues to merit attention that Giacomo’s sonnet is a repository of intellectual 

culture, whether it be optics or ontology, but I argue that he responds in such a manner 

because he is provoked to do so by his interlocutors.  He is urged to be specific by 

Iacopo’s ambiguity and he is urged to refocus the debate back on the body and its 

senses by Pier della Vigna’s challenge drawn from the natural world. 

Giacomo fills in the gaps in Iacopo Mostacci’s account of the nature of love 

through his painstakingly detailed description of the origin and particulars of amorous 

desire.     Iacopo spoke of an amorous quality that seems to be born from pleasure: 

“Ben trova l’om una amorositate/la quale par che nasca di piacere” [What a man finds is 

an amorous quality/which seems to be born from pleasure] (Solicitando un poco meo 

savere, lines 9-10).  Where Iacopo was decidedly vague in suggesting that the quality of 

love (his “amorositate”) perhaps originated out of pleasure, Giacomo’s statement of 

love’s origins leaves no room for interpretation.  He says that love is a desire that comes 

from the heart, where it results from an excess of pleasure: “Amor è uno disio che ven 

da core / per abondanza di gran piacimento” [Love is a desire that comes from the heart 

/ through an abundance of great pleasure] (Amor è uno disio che ven da core, lines 1-

2).  The ambiguity found in Iacopo Mostacci’s telling use of the subjunctive form of the 

verb is entirely removed by Giacomo’s use of the indicative.  At this very basic level, 

Giacomo makes it abundantly clear that he will have the final and decisive word on the 

subject at hand.   

 Moreover, he is responding quite specifically to Iacopo Mostacci’s appeal to 

name names and provide further details on the nature of love.  The formal initiation of 

the tenzone relies upon Iacopo Mostacci’s confession of a lack of further knowledge and 
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a desire to know more.  He claims to know of no further qualities of love and yet wants 

to know what it exactly is: “eo no il saccio altra qualitate, / ma zo che è da voi voglio 

audire” [I do not know its other qualities / but what it is I want to hear from you] 

(Solicitando un poco meo savere, lines 12-13).  Iacopo opens the door to the level of 

detail that Giacomo da Lentini provides by speaking of an untold number of other 

qualities that must still be revealed.  He is at his most emphatic not in making a claim of 

his own about love but in demanding to know what love is (“zo che è”) from his fellow 

poets.  Giacomo responds by launching into a level of physiological detail that makes 

his sonnet read more like a medical manual than a sonnet about love.  But his response 

is precisely calibrated to the request for knowledge: “Amor è uno disio” answers “zo che 

è” in the most direct possible fashion.   

 Giacomo’s emphasis on the visual origins of love seeks to correct Pier della 

Vigna’s insistent claim that a lack of visibility does not imply a lack of existence.  Where 

Iacopo Mostacci spoke of love not appearing in a general sense (“no parse ni pare,” in 

line 8 of his sonnet, an expression that implicates sight only indirectly), Piero 

immediately created a categorization of perception that divides into touch (“no si tratta 

corporalmente,” in line 2) and sight (“vedere” is in the very first line).  He rails against 

the primacy of sight by arguing for the greater worth of perception that goes beyond the 

eyes, something emphasized by his repeating the words of sight (“vedessen 

visibilmente,” in line 8) in an almost disparaging way.  Pier della Vigna uses sight only in 

a negative or inconsequential way in his sonnet (from “no si pò vedere,” in the first line 

to “se ‘l vedessen visibilmente” in line 8 to “no si vede” in line 10).  He systematically 
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breaks down a system in which perception and truth of existence are governed by sight 

alone.   

 Giacomo responds by putting the eyes above all else in describing the formation 

of the thing called love.  In a mere 14 lines, the word “occhi” is repeated three times as 

is some form of “vedere” (I include here the nominal form “vista” in line 8).  His 

correction of Pier della Vigna’s magnetic justification for the lesser importance of sight 

creates a hierarchy of love and focuses on the world within (the body) instead of the 

world at large as seen in the unquestionable attraction between a magnet and iron.  

Giacomo acknowledges the possibility of a man being in love without seeing the object 

of his desire, but he immediately qualifies himself by saying that a true and furious love 

can only be born from the eyes: “Ben è alcuna fiata om amatore / senza vedere so 

‘namoramento, / ma quell’amor che stringe con furore / da la vista de li occhi à 

nascimento” [A man is indeed sometimes a lover / without seeing his love / but that love 

that grips with fury / has its birth from the sight of the eyes].  Giacomo does not exactly 

speak to Piero’s assertion that love can exist without being visually perceptible, but he 

does thematize the difference between sight and lack thereof in distinguishing between 

the two types of amorous desire.  He comes down squarely on the side of sight as an 

all-important marker in matters of love and ignores Pier della Vigna’s invocation of 

magnetism in favor of a rhetoric of physical perception that focuses on the body alone.   

In fact, Giacomo looks to wrest control of the public away from both Iacopo 

Mostacci and Pier della Vigna.  He appropriates Iacopo’s generic “om” in the lines 

above and decisively ends his sonnet just as Piero did: by invoking the “gente,” the 

people for whom a vernacular poetic debate on the nature of love is ostensibly written.  
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Just as Pier della Vigna continually berated Iacopo Mostacci with the social reality of his 

position through his use of terms like “signorevolmente,” terms that speak to the rule of 

nature as well as the Federician court, so too does Giacomo lord his poetic authority 

over Piero.  After going through the complicated process of the formation of love in the 

heart, Giacomo says that this is the love the rules at large: “e questo amore regna fra la 

gente” [and this is the love that rules among the people] (Amor è uno disio che ven da 

core, line 14).  Giacomo ends all debate by defining the amorous process in exact 

terms: he distills Iacopo Mostacci’s “amorositate” into bodily process and overrules Pier 

della Vigna’s populist doubt.  When all is said and done, Giacomo is alone on his poetic 

pedestal, along with the love that he says rules among the people.   

Let us turn back, however, to Pier della Vigna in his newfound role as natural 

philosopher.  Piero’s use of magnetism to question the accidentalist position of Iacopo 

Mostacci and Giacomo da Lentini confronts these poets on the very same grounds that 

Giacomo used to “translate” Folquet’s philosophical abstraction into the concrete natural 

example of the salamander.  We have seen how this topos has its high place in the 

history of philosophy through Aristotle and Thomas Aquinas, but we can go much 

further in exploring the use of magnetism throughout the later lyric.  While it is true that 

Giacomo gets the last word in the tenzone, Pier della Vigna’s particular use of 

magnetism also finds a great deal of traction in moving forward through the lyric 

tradition before Dante.  Our first stop in this itinerary is still within the orbit of the Scuola 

Sicliana, where we find what I would term the canzone par excellence of natural 

philosophy in vernacular poetic form: Guido delle Colonne’s Ancor che ll’aigua per lo 

foco lassi.   
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 Guido delle Colonne, known as the Judge of Messina, is a poet-functionary in 

the Hohenstaufen court who is the subject of admiration in Dante’s treatise on 

vernacular eloquence, De vulgari eloquentia.62  Along with one other, Dante singles out 

the canzone Ancor che ll’aigua as a prime example of writing in the illustrious 

vernacular that comes out of Sicily.  While this speaks to a certain aspect of the 

reception of the Scuola Siciliana, I wish to focus on Guido’s canzone as it relates to the 

importing of natural philosophy into the vernacular love lyric.  Magnetism is but one of 

the examples of the natural world that Guido uses to map out the relation between 

himself, his beloved, and the phenomenon of love itself.  His highly complex rendering 

of natural processes in order to illustrate the particulars of his amorous state goes well 

beyond many of the more obvious and simple uses of naturalistic similes, and it is 

magnetism that serves as the ultimate example he provides at the close of his canzone. 

In Ancor che ll’aigua per lo foco lasse, Guido delle Colonne at once praises his 

lady for stepping between him and the consuming power of love and makes her out to 

be the medium through which love can act upon him at all.  He both opens and closes 

the canzone with meditations on the natural world that illustrates his paradoxical claims, 

and then moves on throughout his verse to vacillate between praising his lady for her 

sustenance and lamenting the dangerous power that love holds over him.  I have 

already alluded to this canzone briefly in speaking of Guido’s engagement with the 
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 See De vulgari eloquentia 1.12, where Dante singles out the canzoni of Guido delle Colonne 

alone to speak of the illustrious vernacular produced in Sicily.  Dante moves on to speak of 

Federico II and his son Manfredi as noble heroes under whom vernacular excellence was 

possible because of their unchallenged rule. 
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language of perception that Giacomo da Lentini used in Madonna, dir vo voglio63, but 

now turn my attention to the bookends of the canzone and the implication of the natural 

world that allows the poet to illustrate the complexity of his amorous condition. 

Guido delle Colonne opens his canzone with a complex rendering of the process 

by which fire and water can in fact coexist through the intervention of a medium.  The 

verses seem to be entirely removed from an amorous context, focused as they are on a 

highly technical and almost scientific description of the relation of the elemental 

extremes.  It is not, in fact, until the second half of the first stanza that the poet makes 

clear he is speaking of himself as the water, love as the fire, and his lady as the 

mediating vessel.  Guido speaks both of physical change brought about through the 

joining of opposites as well as the importance of that which remains.  He describes 

water shedding a certain part of itself (its coldness) when it is acted upon by fire and yet 

remaining water, as long as there is an intervening vessel that tempers the force of the 

flame.  If it were not so, Guido writes, one element would extinguish the other almost 

immediately.  I provide here the text of the opening, along with my translation64: 

Ancor che ll’aigua per lo foco lasse 

la sua grande freddura, 

non cangerea natura 

s’alcun vasello in mezzo non vi stasse, 

                                                           
63

 See my discussion in Chapter 1 on the term “sentore,” and the changing valence of the term as 

it travels from Giacomo da Lentini to Guido delle Colonne and onward through the lyric 

tradition.  My argument here is along similar lines, but I use Pier della Vigna as a point of origin 

and turn to Guido delle Colonne for confirmation and complication before moving on to the 

future of the lyric. 
64

 For the original text of the canzone, I follow Corrado Calenda’s edited version in I poeti della 

scuola siciliana, vol. 2 (Milan: Mondadori, 2008).   
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anzi averrea senza lunga dimora 

che lo foco astutasse, 

o che l’aigua seccasse: 

ma per lo mezzo l’uno e l’autro dura. 

 

[While the water, because of the flame, leaves behind / its great coldness, / it would not 

change its nature / if some vessel were not there as a medium, / instead it would 

happen without great delay / that the fire would be extinguished, / or the water would be 

dried: / but because of the medium both endure.]    

(Ancor che ll’aigua per lo foco lasse, lines 1-8) 

 The physical change described here (heating water) allows Guido to craft a web 

of relations that connects two extremes through the vital intervention of a medium.  We 

are speaking of a “mezzo” here that is not the same as the Aristotelian mean of the 

Nicomachean Ethics,65 but rather a technical translation of the concept of the medium.  

Maria Luisa Ardizzone (14), in speaking of the highly philosophized verse of Guido 

Cavalcanti, points out that “a careful reading of the origins of our vernacular poetry 

shows that Cavalcanti’s technical vocabulary did not emerge ex nihilo,” and specifically 

cites this use of the “mezzo” as evidence of such original technical usage.66  In fact, this 

elemental use of the concept of a medium is at a far more basic level than sensory 
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 As I will treat at some length in my conclusion, Dante’s use of “mezzo” to directly translate 

from Aristotle’s Ethics in his canzone (which he includes in his incomplete philosophical treatise 

Convivio) Le dolci rime d’Amor ch’i’ solia is significant in its engagement with a rather different 

intellectual and poetic tradition, both with respect to its Aristotelian citation and the vernacular 

poetic value of “misura.”  See Teodolinda Barolini, “Aristotle’s Mezzo, Courtly Misura, and 

Dante’s canzone Le dolci rime: Humanism, Ethics, and Social Anxiety” (Forthcoming).   
66

 See Ardizzone, Guido Cavalcanti: The Other Middle Ages (Toronto: University of Toronto 

Press, 2002).  Ardizzone ties this use of the medium to the Aristotelian theory of optics outlined 

in De anima 2, but we can also add a more basic examination of Aristotelian physics and 

elemental composition to the context of this reference. 
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apprehension: it seeks to relate some of the basic building blocks of the natural world 

(fire and water) and thus makes the relationship between the lover, beloved, and love 

itself into a matter of primal importance.  In this respect, the key point of emphasis is not 

only the “mezzo” (repeated in lines 4 and 8) but also the ideal of changing nature 

(“cangerea natura” in line 3) in order to effect a positive outcome and create something 

new.  “Natura” here serves as a key for the canzone, as Guido delle Colonne martials 

the physical world and its processes in the most erudite possible way to convey his 

reliance upon his beloved for his very survival. 

 Guido’s application of the “mezzo” turns from a seemingly quotidian usage to a 

context that clearly indicates his deliberate channeling of the philosophical force behind 

the term.  When Guido first speaks of the vessel that allows the water to leave behind 

its coldness and yet remain water, it seems that he is merely speaking of the 

importance of having something in between one element and the other.  It seems only 

to indicate the “middle,” and not the “medium,” not unlike Dante’s opening of the 

Commedia “Nel mezzo del cammin di nostra vita…” (Inferno 1.1), where “mezzo” 

indicates the exact midpoint of our life.  However, when Guido goes on to repeat the 

term “mezzo” in line 8, the valence has decidedly shifted to indicate that he has been 

using a technical term all along.  When Guido writes that each element can only survive 

by means of the medium—“ma per lo mezzo l’uno e l’autro dura” [but through the 

medium both one and the other survive]—it can no longer be a middle-ground, but 

instead is the very means (or indeed the medium) by which both elements can remain 

themselves.  Just as Iacopo Mostacci coined his “amorositate” and then went on to use 

the vernacular term “qualitate” to indicate that he knew exactly what sort of new 
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philosophized vernacular he was creating in Solicitando un poco meo savere, Guido 

delle Colonne here shows us that he is fully cognizant of his embrace of natural 

philosophy. 

 We can see the implications of this technical usage in Dante’s deployment of the 

term “mezzo” to indicate air in Purgatorio 1.  In a colorful description of the skies 

above—a welcome sight after the dark horrors of Inferno—Dante speaks of the 

sapphire blue color that is diffused throughout the heavens: “Dolce color d’oriental 

zaffiro, / che s’accoglieva nel sereno aspetto / del mezzo…” [The gentle hue of oriental 

sapphire / in which the sky’s serenity was steeped…] (Purgatorio 1.13-15).  Dante’s use 

of “mezzo” here is precisely in the technical sense of the medium that makes the 

perception of the vivid color of the sky possible.  It is a scientific usage that departs from 

the more quotidian beginning of Inferno and indicates an active engagement with lyric 

precedents such as Guido delle Colonne’s Ancor che ll’aigua as well as the scientific 

tradition upon which it draws. 

 Turning to Aristotle’s De generatione et corruptione, we find a theorization of the 

way that elements combine and relate to one another that is highly reminiscent of Guido 

delle Colonne’s technically sound usage of the “mezzo.”  Aristotle seeks to explain the 

formation of bodies through the combination of elements that oppose one another, such 

as fire and water.  He relies on the concept of potentiality (where something hot can be 

potentially cold as well) and formulates the concept of each element being brought to its 

mean in order to effect transformation:  

For the actually hot is potentially cold and the actually cold potentially hot; so that hot 
and cold, unless they are equally balanced, are transformed into one another (and all 
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other contraries behave in a similar way).  It is thus then, that in the first place the 
elements are transformed; and that out of the elements there come-to-be flesh and 
bones and the like—the hot becoming cold and the cold becoming hot when they have 
been brought to the mean. (De generatione et corruption 2.7).   
 

We see the points of contact in the way that Guido speaks of the coexistence and 

indeed combination of contrary elements through the “mezzo,” as well as the 

importance of balance in order to prevent complete transformation.  In other words, 

there is all too narrow a gap between the possible creation of the new (Guido’s changed 

nature “cangerea natura in line 3) and destruction through complete transformation, 

whether it is the fire that is extinguished (“lo foco astutasse in line 6) or the water that is 

dried up (“l’aigua seccasse” in line 7).  What the Aristotelian intertext makes clear, in 

other words, is that Guido appropriates the philosophical language of creation and 

elemental transformation in order to raise his vernacular production a new level of 

intellectual engagement.  

 After the canzone progresses through the vacillations between lovelorn lament 

and praise for the lady, Guido delle Colonne ends his lyric by returning to the “mezzo” 

with which he began.  The poet turns to the example of magnetism to further illustrate 

how the power love holds over him would be nothing at all if it were not for his lady 

serving as the medium through which love’s attraction can operate.  In this, he 

drastically augments the discourse that Pier della Vigna initiated in his sonnet Però che 

Amore no si pò vedere.  Guido speaks of the unique power of the lodestone as 

something that sets it apart from other stones, but he qualifies the magnetic power as 

something that is dependent upon the medium through which it operates.  He goes well 

beyond Pier della Vigna’s example of magnetism as an invisible force by providing a far 
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greater level of detail and not merely dwelling upon the fact of its existence.  For Guido, 

each individual component of the magnetic phenomenon comes to signify an individual 

part of the amorous framework he constructs.  Following his scheme in the first stanza, 

Guido puts off his explanation of the lengthy and complicated natural example until the 

very end of the stanza: it is love who is the lodestone, the poet the iron that is drawn in, 

and the lady the medium that makes such attraction possible to begin with: 

La calamita contano i saccenti 

che trare non poria 

lo ferro per maestria, 

se nno che ll’aire in mezzo le ‘l consenti; 

ancor che calamita petra sia, 

l’altre petre neenti 

non son cusì potenti 

a traier, perché nonn-àno bailia.  

 

[Wise ones tell of the lodestone / that would not be able to attract / the iron by its own 

mastery, / if the air in the middle (as a medium) would not allow it; / while the lodestone 

is a stone, / other stones are not / nearly so capable / of attracting the iron, because 

they do not have the power.]    

(Ancor che ll’aigua per lo foco lassi, lines 77-84) 

 

Guido relies on the authority of wise ones (“i saccenti”) in a way that Pier della 

Vigna did not, but the attention to detail that he provides makes it seem as though he is 

directly distilling the essence of a text that is open in front of him.  We see, however, a 

link to Piero in Guido’s use of the term “maestria” to speak of the mastery of the 
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lodestone over iron.  It is a term loaded with social meaning, speaking to the language 

of rulership and dominance just as Pier della Vigna’s use of terms like 

“signorevolmente” did.  Guido elaborates on Piero’s poetic model of magnetism by 

speaking of the air as the medium through which the force of the lodestone can work.   

His phrasing once more suggests that the “mezzo” here is not just indicative of the 

position of the air in between the iron and magnet, but that it is in fact an active part of 

the process.  Guido writes that the lodestone could not draw iron to it if the air did not 

permit it—“se nno che ll’aire in mezzo le ’l consenti” (line 80)—but his use of “mezzo” 

might be even further clarified by an alternative valence of the verb “consentire.”  If we 

take the verb to mean “to feel together” (“con-sentire”)67, it could speak to an affinity 

between the air as the medium and the lodestone that is exercising the force.  In other 

words, there is something in the air itself that is intimately related to the magnetic force 

to the point that it would not function without the vital “mezzo.”   

By turning to Thomas Aquinas’ brief letter De operationibus occultis naturae, we 

can better see the significance and context of Guido delle Colonne’s use of magnetism 

to further elaborate his triform model of love, lover, and beloved.  Aquinas writes his 

work in an attempt to explain those processes of nature that do not have an easily 

observable explanation.  Chief among his examples is magnetism, which he 

characterizes as something that cannot possibly be caused by the power of the 

elements from which it is constituted: 

                                                           
67

 We saw a similar use of this verb in Iacopo Mostacci’s Solicitando un poco meo savere (line 

7), where the poet literally would not share in the feeling of the public at large with regard to the 

existence and nature of love.  Here, however, the usage is more technical in that it draws upon 

the principle of affinity between elements that we have seen in Aristotle’s De generatione et 

corruptione. 
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Sunt autem quaedam huiusmodi corporum quae a virtutibus elementorum causari non 
possunt: puta quod magnes attrahit ferrum, et quod quaedam medicinae quosdam 
determinatos humores purgant, et a determinatis corporis partibus. Oportet igitur 
huiusmodi actiones in aliqua altiora principia reducere. (De operationibus occultis 1) 
 
[There are some workings of these bodies which cannot be caused by the powers of 
their elements: think of the magnet that attracts iron, and certain medicines that purge 
particular humors in specific parts of the body.  It is therefore necessary to reduce these 
actions to higher principles.] 
 
Aquinas’ characterization of magnetism as something that must be caused by a higher 

force instead of its constituent elements finds its exact parallel in Guido delle Colonne’s 

emphasis upon the air as a medium.  Furthermore, this frame shows us a clear 

progression from Guido’s initial example of the elements to this higher and more 

mysterious example taken from the natural world.  It allows him to elevate his lady still 

further by imbuing her with a higher power not of the earth. 

 Aquinas turns to the world above and to the divine itself to explain such 

mysteries as necromancy, miracles, and magnetism.  This is not merely a matter of 

celestial influence, but also other immaterial and spiritual forces that he says must be 

implicated in the occurrence of these occult phenomena.  The theological turn here is a 

telling one, but apparently not uncommon.  Edward Grant writes, “For Thomas, and 

most medieval scholastics, occult phenomena were understood to be effects in bodies 

and objects that one could not explain on the basis of the ordinary behavior of the 

elements composing them…The most popular example of this kind of action is the 

attractive force of magnets.”68   Grant shows that this understanding of an occult 

phenomenon such as magnetism is based in an understanding of the world beyond as 

                                                           
68

 See Grant, A History of Natural Philosophy: From the Ancient World to the Nineteenth 

Century (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), p. 173. See also more generally pp. 

171-176 for a fuller discussion of the occult.  Grant ties this understanding of the occult to what 

was termed as natural magic and traces its continuation in medieval natural philosophy. 
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having an undeniable effect on the world around us, which is something that takes us 

back to the theologically inflected verse of Pier della Vigna.69  Guido delle Colonne goes 

further still in speaking of his lady as a medium through which such celestial or spiritual 

power operates.   

 When Guido reaches the end of the canzone, however, his carefully crafted 

magnetic analogy seems to fall apart.  He begins clearly enough by addressing his lady 

and saying that love could not move him, if it were not for her.  In this, the analogy is 

clear: love is the magnet, the lady is the medium, and the poet the iron.  Yet, as he 

moves on, he contaminates the elements of his analogy and seems to make the lady 

out to be the lodestone set apart from other stones, as he will move for no one else.  It 

is profoundly unclear in the end whether it is the lady or love that has the true power: 

Così, madonna mia,      
l’Amor s’èapperceputo      
che non m’avria potuto      
traer a ssé, se non fusse per voi.     
E ssì son donne assai,      
ma no nulla per cui       
eo mi movesse mai,      
se non per voi, piagente,      
in cui è fermamente      
la forza e la vertuti.      . 
Addonque prego l’Amor che m’aiuti.  
 
[So, my lady, / love has realized / that it could not have / attracted me by itself, if it were 
not for you. / There are indeed other women,  / but none for whom / I would ever move 
myself / as I do for you, pleasing one, / in whom are firmly / power and strength. / 
Therefore I pray to love that it help me.]   
 

Guido delle Colonne takes advantage of the lack of clarity with respect to the 

magnetic phenomenon.  It is clear enough at first which role each element of his 

                                                           
69

 As we have seen in both tenzoni in which Giacomo da Lentini participated, the language of 

theology or proof of the existence of God is channeled in order to speak of the immaterial nature 

of love and form an existential discourse that goes beyond the question at hand. 
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analogy plays.  Yet, when he begins to speak of the particular quality of his lady, Guido 

likens her not to the “mezzo,” but rather to the lodestone (“calamita”) itself.  Although it 

is a stone, it is unlike other stones: “ancor che calamita petra sia, / l’altre petre neenti / 

non son cusì potenti” [although the lodestone is a stone, / other stones are by no 

means/nearly as powerful] (lines 81-83).  The plural “petre” is picked up by the plural 

“donne” (line 89), as is the powerful double negative “neenti/non” (between lines 82-83) 

reworked in “no nulla” (line 90).  What this contamination allows Guido to do is attribute 

not to love but to his lady all of the power (“la forza e la vertuti”) that is inherent in the 

magnetic phenomenon.  All of a sudden, it is love that must step in as a mediating force 

between the poet and his magnetic lady. 

I close this chapter with a leap in time to a brief consideration of Guido 

Guinizzelli’s use of magnetism in his canzone Madonna, il fino amor ch’io vi porto and 

its possible relation to Petrus Peregrinus’ 13th century treatise on magnetism Epistola de 

magnete.  In doing so, I anticipate a primary focus of my next chapter in describing 

another possible aspect of the division sketched out by Dante in Purgatorio 24 between 

Guinizzelli, Cavalcanti, and Dante himself as opposed to Giacomo da Lentini, Guittone 

d’Arezzo, and Bonagiunta Orbicciani.  At the same time, however, I wish to emphasize 

the reliance of Guinizzelli on the earlier tradition in his use of magnetism.70  Just as I will 

argue in Chapter 3 that Guittone and Bonagiunta continue to participate in the process 

of bringing philosophy into poetry, a process that was initiated at the very beginning of 

                                                           
70

 In fact, as I will show in Chapter 4, there is a good deal of Guinizzelli’s poetic production that 

shows clear Sicilian influence in terms of his similes that implicate the natural world to praise his 

lady.  It is something for which Guittone d’Arezzo criticizes him in the sonnet S’eo tale fosse, 

ch’io potesse stare on the grounds that a human being deserves better praise than comparison to 

lower forms in the ordo naturalis. 
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the lyric tradition, so too do I wish to emphasize that Guinizzelli both innovates and 

relies upon his poetic predecessors in order to raise his vernacular lyric to another level 

of intellectual sophistication. 

In his canzone Madonna, il fino amor ch’io vi porto, Guido Guinizzelli focuses on 

the joy and frustration that love for his lady brings him.  He uses the phenomenon of 

magnetism not in the stereotypical sense of being drawn in by his lady, but rather to 

emphasize that the distance between them is inconsequential because of the power 

that she possesses.71  It is a subtle difference, but one that forces the poet to engage 

with the natural philosophical tradition in a somewhat different way than those before 

him.  Guinizzelli adds to the level of detail that Pier della Vigna and Guido delle Colonne 

provided with regard to the cause and properties of magnetism by alluding to both a 

terrestrial and celestial basis for the attraction between the magnet and iron.  Guinizzelli 

speaks of mountains composed of a magnetic mineral in the extreme north that give 

power to the air to allow iron to be drawn in to it.  He characterizes the lodestone itself 

as merely a similar stone that functions because the mountains are so far away, and 

thus points toward the polar star: 

 

In quella parte sotto tramontana     
sono li monti de la calamita,     
che dàn vertud’ all’aire     
di trar lo ferro; ma perch’è lontana,            
vole di simil petra aver aita     
per farl’ adoperare,      
che si dirizzi l’ago ver’ la stella.    

                                                           
71

 Guinizzelli also briefly alludes to magnetism in his far more well-known canzone Al cor gentil 

rimpaira sempre amore, where he argues his point that love’s proper place is in the noble heart 

just as power to draw iron resides in the stone that draws it.  I will treat this moment more fully 

in Chapter 4. 
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Ma voi pur sète quella      
che possedete i monti del valore,     
unde ssi spande amore;      
e già per lontananza non è vano,            
ché senz’ aita adopera lontano.  
 
[In that part under the north star / are the mountains of magnetite, / which give power to 
the air / to attract the iron; but because they are far away, / they need the help of a 
similar stone / in order to work, / so that the iron points itself toward the pole star. / But 
you are indeed she / who possesses the mountains of power, / from which love springs; 
/ and so love is not vain because of distance, / since it works without help from afar.] 
(Madonna, il fino amore ch’io vi porto, lines 49-6072) 
 

Guido Guinizzelli makes his beloved out to be even greater than the natural 

phenomenon of magnetism by imbuing her with the power of mountains that do not 

require the aid of a similar stone to point their object of attraction in the right direction.  

We find resonances with the earlier Guido, Guido delle Colonne, in Guinizzelli’s use of 

“l’aire” (line 51) as the medium as well as with Pier della Vigna in his use of “vertud[e]” 

(also in line 51).  However, this Guido does not exactly follow Aquinas’ explanation of 

higher principles or forces that cause magnetic attraction.  While he speaks of the pole 

star, it is only to indicate direction and not source. 

 In this, he perhaps takes his cue from Petrus Peregrinus’ Epistola de magnete 

both in his distillation and use of the language of polarity and in his positing of a 

terrestrial basis for magnetic attraction.  Petrus’ work was a landmark in its partial use of 

experimental method and his fundamental discovery of the polarity of magnets and in 

his construction of an accurate magnetic compass.73  Petrus’ experimental proof of 
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 I follow the text of Luciano Rossi’s edition of Guido Guinizzelli’s Rime (Turin: Einaudi, 

2002).  The translation is mine. 
73

 David C. Lindberg relates Petrus to Roger Bacon (who in fact praised him in his Opus maius), 

and writes: “Roughly contemporary with Bacon, Peter Peregrinus of Maricourt manipulated 

magnets in order to gain an understanding of their properties and behavior—discoveries that 

anticipated many of those that would subsequently be made in the seventeenth century by 
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polarity finds an exact parallel in Guinizzelli’s “che si dirizzi l’ago ver la stella” [so that it 

directs its pole toward the star] (line 55).74  However, Petrus is quick to dismiss the 

notion that the basis for magnetism is terrestrial.  In fact, he calls those who try to argue 

for mineral deposits as the source of magnetic attraction weak inquisitors of the natural 

world: “Quidam autem debiles inquisitors opinati sunt quod virtus, qua agit magnes in 

ferrum, sit a locis mineralibus in quibus magnes invenitur” [There are those weak 

inquisitors who are of the opinion that the power which draws iron to the magnet is in 

the place of the minerals in which the magnet is found] (Epistola de magnete 78).75  

Petrus goes on to argue for the celestial basis of magnetism and thus, in spite of his 

fundamental discoveries, follows in the footsteps of an erroneous belief that will not be 

disproved until the 17th century. 

 Guido Guinizzelli tries to have it both ways with respect to the cause and 

properties of magnetism: he posits both a terrestrial source (“li monti de la calamita” in 

line 50) and a celestial target (“la stella” in line 55).  In doing so, he interacts with a 

tradition of natural philosophy in a rather profound way.  He distills opposing theories of 

the source of magnetism into vernacular form and makes them work in concert in order 

                                                                                                                                                                                           

William Gilbert, often described as one of the founders of experimental science.”  See Lindberg, 

The Beginnings of Western Science: The European Scientific Tradition in Philosophical, 

Religious and Institutional Context, Prehistory to A.D. 1450, 2
nd

 edition, (Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press, 2007), p. 364. 
74

 There is much to be made of other similar uses in the later lyric tradition, such as  Monte 

Andrea’s darker sonnet Poi che ’l ferro la calamita saggia where the celestial influence is much 

more clear.  More significant, perhaps, is Dante’s indirect usage in Paradiso 12.28-30: “del cor 

de l’una de le luci nove/si mosse voce, che l’ago a la stella/parer mi fece in volgermi al suo 

dove” [from the heart of one of the new lights/a voice moved,/that as a magnetic needle to a 

star/seemed to make me turn to its place]. 
75

 I follow the edited text of Loris Sturlese, who also makes a comprehensive assessment of the 

manuscripts of the work that remain and through which we can see just how widespread and 

popular this text was.  See Petrus Peregrinus de Maricourt, Opera, Loris Sturlese and Ron B. 

Thomson, eds. (Pisa: Scuola normale superiore di Pisa, 1995). 
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to better illustrate the power that his lady holds over him.  It is a great irony that his love 

lyric stumbles closer to the scientific truth than an erudite treatise like that of Petrus 

Peregrinus, thus testifying all the more to the intensity of his efforts to bring such natural 

philosophy into the vernacular poetic tradition.  This level of interpretation and 

engagement is what Bonagiunta Orbicciani objects to in calling Guinizzelli out in his 

sonnet Voi c’avete mutate la mainera for changing the very nature of the love lyric.  Yet, 

Guinizzelli shows himself to be very much a part of the lyric tradition from whence he 

came.  There are traces of both Pier della Vigna and Guido delle Colonne in his use of 

magnetism here.  In fact, we will find that Bonagiunta and Guittone d’Arezzo too engage 

in the process of translating from Classical philosophy and science (more properly, 

natural philosophy) into vernacular love poetry.  As I will show in my next chapter, there 

is at once tension and continuity as the lyric moves away from its Sicilian origins and 

early Tuscan poets engage with the myriad of issues that are necessarily implicated in 

the overly simplistic division that Dante creates in Purgatorio 24 between the poets of 

his own school and those that came before.  
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Chapter 3 

Not the First: Guittone, Bonagiunta, and the Implications of Philosophy in Verse 

 

In this chapter, I will explore Guittone’s precocious engagement with Aristotelian 

philosophy as a marginalized moment in the history of the Italian lyric that nonetheless 

bears important resonances both for what we have already seen in the Scuola Siciliana 

as well as for Dante’s own engagement with moral philosophy in his lyric poetry and in 

the Commedia.  As a result of Dante’s forceful intervention in both the De vulgari 

eloquentia (where Guittone is singled out for his “curiale vulgare” in 1.13 and excluded 

from consideration as an illustrious moral poet in 2.2) and the Commedia (where 

Guittone is put on the other side of the divide along with Giacomo da Lentini and 

Bonagiunta Orbicciani in Purgatorio 24 and explicitly called out as a false poet in 

Purgatorio 26), Guittone’s status as innovator and important poetic voice fails to find the 

level of prestige and recognition that he might otherwise have had.  There is much to be 

said, however, for his refashioning of the vernacular lyric in order to treat matters of 

political and moral importance that fall beyond the realm of love poetry.  Guittone is one 

who sees the possibilities of a different sort of philosophical importation in the 

vernacular lyric, but he is also one who is limited and inconsistent in his engagement 

with it.  Aristotle in particular serves as a proving ground in this respect, for Guittone 

uses him both as an authority to support his moral claims and as an example of the 

dangers of love.  I will argue that he indeed engages with the Nicomachean Ethics in 

verse form before Dante does but that he does not approach a systematic 

understanding of Aristotelian ethical philosophy that Dante will demonstrate, something 

perhaps seen in his willingness to subscribe to a common legend about the 
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philosopher’s fall.  Guittone thus represents a vital intermediary step in the progression 

of the vernacular lyric as it moves north from its Sicilian origins and begins to engage in 

a different sort of distillation of intellectual culture.  

The last portion of this chapter will treat the immediate afterlife of Guittone’s 

experiments with philosophy in verse, from Guido Cavalcanti’s criticism of Guittone’s 

intellectual clumsiness in the sonnet Da più a uno face un sollegismo to the tenzone 

between Guido Guinizzelli and Bonagiunta Orbicciani on the implications of using the 

“senno di Bologna” in such a thing as the love lyric.  By reframing the poetic production 

of both Guittone and Bonagiunta as continuing to engage with the language of natural 

and moral philosophy, I will show how these moments of tension and criticism mask a 

far more complex relationship between the poets and the tradition that precedes them. I 

thus frame the divide between the so-called schools of poetry as a fluid point of 

transition that speaks to a continued use of philosophical language in the lyric with 

varying degrees of success and sophistication. 

Guittone’s status as one who prepares the way for a shift in the vernacular lyric 

toward treating ethical matters has long been recognized.  Gianfranco Contini notes that 

it is Guittone who “fornisce i notevolissimi strumenti letterari d’una poesia raziocinante e 

morale” [furnishes the most notable literary tools of a rational and moral poetry].  Contini 

characterizes the denigration of the Aretine poet by Dante as an “omaggio” to his 

influence in this respect, and considers it to be motivated by Guittone’s status as a 

“dittatore letterario.”76  We will see aspects of this dictatorial nature in the way that 
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 See Poeti del Duecento, vol. 1, Gianfranco Contini, ed. (Milan: Ricciardi, 1960), pp. 190-191.  

Contini also draws attention to the fact that the critical reception has historically been caught up 
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Guittone attempts to control the elements of moral philosophy that he wishes to bring 

into the vernacular, and we will see how these attempts are curtailed by his unschooled 

and unsystematic approach. 

My consideration of Guittone’s engagement with moral philosophy in verse 

focuses on lyric components from the later part of his poetic career, when he has made 

the turn from a more conventional love poet to one who speaks of ethics, politics, and 

sexual morality in vernacular poetry in a way that sets him apart from the far more 

monotonous production (i.e. only about love) of the Scuola Siciliana.77  As Vincent 

Moleta has shown, however, there is a good deal of continuity to be found between 

Guittone’s earlier poetry and his later, post-conversion verse.78  In fact, it is a dangerous 

road to go down in making the marked distinction between Guittone and Fra Guittone, 

and thus using biography to construct an ideal poetic autobiography.79  In isolating 

certain elements from the later stages of Guittone’s poetic career, I do not mean to 

imply that they do not connect to the earlier poetry that he wrote.  It is not as simple as 

Leonardi would have us believe, that Guittone does not write about love at all after his 

                                                                                                                                                                                           

in railing against Guittonian formalism on stylistic grounds instead of recognizing the essential 

innovations with respect to ethical poetry. 
77

 There are very few exceptions to this general rule with respect to the poets of the Federician 

court limiting themselves to speaking only about love in their poetry.  One of these exceptions, 

however, is the emperor’s own: Frederick II’s sonnet Misura, providenzia, e meritanza, which 

dwells upon courtly virtue in a way that directly contradicts Dante’s characterization of 

Frederick’s thought in Convivio 4. 
78

 See Vincent Moleta, The Early Poetry of Guittone d’Arezzo (London: The Modern Humanities 

Research Association, 1976), especially pp. 16-17.  Moleta frames Guittone’s early poetry as 

already containing important pieces of the full-fledged critique of courtly love that we find in his 

later canzoni and considers Guittone’s dramatization of his poetic conversion as disregarding 

some content of his earlier verse. 
79

 See, for example, Lino Leonardi’s cautionary note in his self-admittedly speculative separation 

of a “canzoniere” of sonnets from Guittone’s early poetry.  See Guittone d’Arezzo, Canzoniere: I 

sonetti d’amore del codice laurenziano, Lino Leonardi, ed. (Turin: Einaudi, 1994), p. 13. 
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admission to the religious order of the Milites Beatae Virginis Mariae in 1265.80  Quite 

the contrary, love and sensual pleasure remain as proving grounds for the mature poet 

to make his mark by using a different register of the emerging vernacular. 

In his continual questioning of the traditional elements of courtly love and in his 

post-conversion application of Classical philosophy to promote Christian ethics, we can 

see both Guittone’s reliance on the earlier lyric tradition as well as his insistence on a 

greater and more explicit role for poetry to educate and transform on a social level.  In 

this vein, I focus on three telling moments in Guittone’s later lyric production: the 

canzone Degno è che che dice omo el defenda, where Aristotle is used as an authority 

to prove an ethical point; the fifth sonnet of the Trattato d’Amore, where Aristotle is 

shown to be vulnerable to the dangers of love; and a tenzone initiated by Meo 

Abbracciavacca that problematizes the use of a philosopher’s words as justification for 

amorous excesses.  Each of these moments implicates the figure of the Philosopher (as 

Aristotle will come to be called by Dante in the pages of his Convivio) in a way that 

demonstrates Guittone’s engagement with the lyric and philosophical traditions before 

him as well as his vested interest in using vernacular poetry to moral and didactic ends 

Guittone’s use of Aristotle as a philosophical authority in the canzone Degno è 

che che dice omo el defenda rises to the level of vernacular innovation not simply in his 

explicit naming of the Classical authority but also in his targeted citation of Aristotelian 

                                                           
80

 See Guittone d’Arezzo, Canzoniere, Lino Leonardi, ed. (Turin: Einaudi, 1994), p. 13.  

Leonardi states in no uncertain terms that Guittone will not write about love after 1265: “quel 

che è certo è che dopo il 1265 Guittone non scriverà più d’amore.”  As we will see, while love 

may be considered in terms that are more ethically grounded in Guittone’s later work, it is by no 

means absent and in fact quite present in discourses on chastity and the presumed dangers that 

the amorous experience holds. 
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philosophy in verse form.  Teodolinda Barolini notes that, while Dante is the first poet to 

write an entire poem based on the Ethics, he was preceded by Guittone in referring to 

Aristotle in his poetry: “Prior to Dante, Guittone d’Arezzo names Aristotle in his poetry, 

in this respect as in so many others showing himself to be in the cultural vanguard; we 

cannot discount the importance of Guittone’s contribution in a discussion of vernacular 

humanism.”81  I look to the canzone as a whole in order to fully appreciate this moment 

of cultural innovation and philosophical engagement in light of much of what we have 

already seen in my readings of the Scuola Siciliana and in the use of a complex, natural 

philosophical understanding of human pleasure.   

Guittone’s canzone insists on the binary opposition of good and evil by means of 

the pleasure and pain they respectively cause: in terms both abstract and visceral, he 

holds that the good is always pleasurable while the bad is bitter and unpleasant.  Any 

appearance to the contrary, he argues, is the result of a corrupted nature or state of 

being.82  From the very beginning of the canzone, Guittone frames his claim as being 

subjected to undue criticism and seeks to defend himself against those who believe 

otherwise.  It is this impulse that frames the canzone, from Guittone’s defensive posture 

in the beginning and his stated desire in the congedo to be able to interpret and defend 

his ideas in person.83  In order to support his apparently simplistic position and make the 
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 See Barolini, “Aristotle’s Mezzo, Courtly Misura, and Dante’s Canzone Le dolci rime: 

Humanism, Ethics, and Social Anxiety” (Forthcoming, in Dante and the Greeks) 
82

 As Leonardo Terrusi notes, this is an issue that was taken up at the very end of the Guittone’s 

canzone manifesto Ora parrà s’eo saverò cantare (lines 81-86).  See Terrusi, “Guittone, la 

triaca e il veneno: Per la storia di un antico tema letterario,” La Nuova Ricerca 11 (2002), pp. 

33-59.  Terrusi notes the intertextual resonance on p. 33. 
83

Antonello Borra (38) calls attention to the fact that this canzone, among others in Guittone’s 

corpus, is marked by “una continua dialettica tra produzione poetica e verifica della sua ricezione 

pubblica” [“a continual dialectic between poetic production and verification of its public 
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necessary distinctions to explain away the inherent contradictions therein—the simplest 

formulation of which boils down to, “it feels good to be bad,”—Guittone relies on the 

language of philosophy and specifically makes use of both scriptural and Classical 

authority.  My reading of the canzone will privilege these elements in the third and fourth 

stanzas, but I will also elaborate on the first stanza and the congedo to frame my 

reading. 

Within the first stanza, Guittone uses a vocabulary that resonates with the 

consideration of nature and philosophical acumen that I have pointed out in Giacomo da 

Lentini’s canzone Madonna dir vo voglio.  He begins his canzone seemingly in the 

middle of an argument and praises those who urge him to defend himself while angrily 

denouncing the others who protest and do not believe the truth that he speaks: 

Degno è che che dice omo el defenda; 

e chi non sente ben cessi parlare, 

e, s’el parla, mendare 

deggialo penitendo e perdon chera; 

e me conven a defensione stenda 

che mal legger non sia più che ben fare, 

da poi già ’l dissi, e pare 

lo credano plusor cosa non vera. 

[He who says that a man should defend himself is worthy, / and whoever does not listen 
well should stop talking; / if he speaks, it is proper / that he make amends by repenting 
and asking for forgiveness; / and now it is necessary for me to put forth a defense / of 
the idea that doing wrong is not more pleasant than doing right, / which I have already 
said, and yet it seems / that most believe in the untrue version.] 

                                                                                                                                                                                           

reception”] and argues that this indicates the centrality of its position in the literary debates of the 

day.  See Borra, Guittone d’Arezzo e le maschere del poeta: La lirica cortese tra ironia e 

palinodia (Ravenna: Longo, 2000). 
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(Degno è che che dice omo el defenda, lines 1-8)84 

 

Guittone thematizes the use of language in his opening, repeatedly emphasizing the act 

of speech as a privilege that should be afforded only to those who are worthy and know 

of what they speak.  With the bookends of the worthy man’s “dice” in line 1 and his own 

poetic “dissi” in line 7, Guittone emphasizes the lesser speech of those who disagree 

with him in the intervening lines (“parla” in line 2 and “parlare” in line 3), creating a 

continuity a good poetic speech from his own past to the “degno omo” of the present 

canzone.  The privileging of “dire” in this poetic context asks us to recall the poetic “dire” 

that has its place of primacy in Giacomo da Lentini’s simple “dir” as a translation of the 

Occitan “retrairr en cantan” (A vos midontç, line 1) in his incipit “Madonna dir vo voglio.”  

Guittone, it appears, is much like Giacomo in that he seeks to control the use of poetic 

language to promote understanding, whether it be about the nature of love or about the 

nature of good and evil. 

 As the stanza continues, it becomes clear that Guittone is channeling the 

language of natural philosophy in a programmatic fashion well before he approaches 

the specific textual authority of Aristotle.  Through his use of the key concepts of 

“natura” and “ordine,” Guittone creates a divide between the fundamental and ideal 

state of being and a corrupted state in which things do not function as they should.  He 

colorfully resorts to an alimentary metaphor to illustrate the sweetness of the good and 

the bitterness of the bad, and thus also makes use of a rhetoric of health and disease to 

                                                           
84

 All citations of Guittone d’Arezzo are taken from the Egidi edition, except for those that are 

found in Contini’s Poeti del Duecento.  See Le Rime di Guittone d’Arezzo, Francesco Egidi, ed. 

(Bari: Laterza, 1940).  Translations are mine unless otherwise noted. 
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make his point.  The good might be pleasant by nature, but Guittone cannot help but 

acknowledge the obvious reality that people take pleasure in doing wrong.  In his 

conception, it becomes an unhealthy departure from the properly ordered and natural 

state of things: 

Dico che male amaro è in natura 

e ’l contrar suo bon, dolce, piacente; 

e cor ben natoralmente ordinato, 

in cui sano è palato, 

bono dolce e reo amar savora; 

ma chi disordinato halo e ’nfermo, 

a lo contrario è fermo, 

si come in corporal palato avene 

d’infermo a sano bene 

e ’n giudicio di non saggio e saggio. 

Di bon porta ver saggio 

quel che giudica bon, sano, saccente.  

 

[I say that the bad is bitter in nature / while its opposite the good is sweet and pleasant; / 
a heart that is well and naturally ordered, / in which the palate is healthy, / tastes the 
good as sweet and the evil as bitter; / but whoever has a disordered and unhealthy 
heart, / remains committed to the opposite, / just as with the physical palate it happens / 
with the sick and healthy / and in the judgment of the unwise and wise. / He brings true 
proof of the good / who judges well, is healthy, and is wise.] 

(Degno è che che dice omo el defenda, lines 9-19). 

We can see how Guittone creates a picture of natural order opposed to 

unhealthy disorder, whether it be in the palate of the heart, the tongue, or the mind.  In 

spite of the later reference in the canzone to Aristotelian ethics, there is no sense of an 
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understanding of virtue as residing in the mean here.  Instead, Guittone is explicitly 

working with extremes: there is no middle ground between the sweetness of the good 

and the bitterness of the bad, but only a healthy state of natural order opposed to a 

disordered and infirm moral faculty.  What carries through is Guittone’s dominant 

metaphor of natural taste and it suggests an important link to the understanding of 

sensual pleasure as it relates to moral judgment and intellectual capability.  In this 

formulation, the pleasure principle tied to the discernment of good and evil is just as 

related to corporal palato’s (line 15) ability to appreciate physical food as it is to the 

giudicio’s (line 17) ability to appreciate wisdom.  There is a reformulation of sensual 

pleasure here that becomes all the more apparent as the canzone moves on, even as 

the metaphor of taste continues to run through the text.  Guittone’s turn to the “saggio” 

at the end of the stanza, moreover, is reflective of his forthcoming turn to the moral and 

philosophical authority of other “saggi,” and to Aristotle in particular.   

As the canzone moves on, Guittone elaborates on his formulation of love and 

pleasure that are concerned not with sensual matters but with spiritual and intellectual 

ones.  While in the second stanza Guittone lays out this separation between the 

pleasure of the body and the pleasure of the spirit, it is in the third stanza that he begins 

to marshal philosophical authorities to aid his cause.  Guittone begins to move away 

from the abstract language of good taste for good people, first implicating a general 

community of like-minded individuals and then turning to the specific example of 

Christian saints as ones who denied and even hated earthly pleasures in favor of 

spiritual ones.  Guittone’s turn to the example of venerated philosophers and ancient 
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figures as an equal source of moral authority, in my view, plays into the connection that 

Barolini (cited above) made between Guittone and early vernacular humanism: 

No ha già mai savor non bono a bono, 

ni fore suo savor propio è bon loi, 

si como è certo noi. 

Carnal piacer odiaro e mondan santi, 

e lo despiacer quasi amò catono; 

e se dicem, Dio ciò fece nei soi, 

troviall’anche in altroi, 

in filosofi orrati e magni manti; 

ch’è ben razional seguir ragione 

e non sensi gauder, ma intelletto. 

[What is not good never has a good flavor to the good man, / nor is there any principle 
of goodness that is outside of his good taste, / as it must certainly be with us. / The 
saints hated worldly and fleshly pleasure, / and instead almost all of them loved the 
negation of pleasure; / and if we were to object that God only makes it so in his own, / 
we would find such a thing also in others, / in honored philosophers and many great 
souls; / for it is indeed rational to follow reason / and not please the senses, but rather 
please the intellect.] 

(Degno è che che dice omo el defenda, lines 41-50). 

Guittone’s break from the generalized language of goodness and proper pleasure is 

represented in his inclusion of himself and his audience in the communal “noi” (line 43).  

It is no longer just an abstract individual of good nature that he speaks of, nor a general 

principle or law of goodness.  Rather, the stakes have become personal.  We see this 

clearly at the level of the rhyme words, where the abstract Gallicism “loi” (which I have 

translated as principle) is countered in the next line with the intimate “noi.”  As the 

congedo will eventually make clear, Guittone addresses this canzone to an audience of 

friends and fellow poets—“Iacomo, Giovanni, amici e Meo” (line 85)—and so this early 
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self-identification and evocation of his ideal community of readers represents an 

important moment in the canzone for Guittone.  Still more emphatic is the sense of “noi” 

as a Christian community in the here and now that is separated from both of the 

historical examples to follow.  In this respect, the Christian saints and pagan 

philosophers that Guittone presents in the next lines are on precisely the same footing 

in their relation to Guittone’s poetic community of “noi”: they each present a venerable 

and authoritative example to follow. 

 Guittone presents the example of Christian saints as a counterintuitive paragon 

of virtue that is validated by the example of non-Christian philosophers and luminaries.  

He speaks of saints as those who hated earthly pleasure to the extent that it was almost 

as though they loved the negation of pleasure (“despiacer”): “Carnal piacer odiaro e 

mondan santi, / e lo despiacer quasi amò catono” [The saints hated fleshly and base 

pleasure, / and each of them almost loved the negation of pleasure] (Degno è che che 

dice omo el defenda, lines 44-45).  In laying out the apparent contradiction of hating 

pleasure and loving pain, Guittone returns to the discourse on pleasure and pain that 

we saw at the very beginning of the lyric tradition with Giacomo da Lentini’s Madonna 

dir vo voglio and its Occitan inspiration.  As I pointed out in Chapter 1, Giacomo departs 

from Folquet’s canso in not translating the Occitan poet’s point that he finds pleasure in 

the pain of the amorous flame.85  Where Giacomo chooses to focus on the ability to 

                                                           
85 See my Chapter 1, pp. 14-15.  Folquet ends his canso (if two strophes is indeed all that he wrote) with the 

counterintuitive assertion of the pleasure that he feels in the flame of love because of the philosophical principle 

that habit will transform the unnatural into the natural: “Savi dion e l autor veramen / qe logincs us, segon dreics 

et raiso[s], / si convertis e natura, don vos / deves saber car eu n’ai eissamen / per longincs us en fioc d’amor 

plaisen” [Wise men and authorities say truly / that long use, following right and reason, / changes itself into 

nature, and so you / must know that it is equally with me: / through long use I have pleasure in the flame of love] 

(Folquet de Marseille, A vos midontç voill retrair’ en cantan, lines 17-21).  In his transformative translation, 
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survive the pain of love through his use of the natural philosophical example of the 

salamander, Folquet speaks of finding pleasure in the pain through the force of habit.  

We have already seen evidence of Guittone’s engagement with the French tradition on 

a very basic level through his use of the Gallicism “loi” (line 42) and we see here a 

return to the Folchettian meditation on pleasure through pain that is reformulated to 

have religious and moral significance. 

 Guittone argues against the idea that such a paradoxical relationship to good 

feelings is only possible within a Christian framework by pointing to as yet unnamed 

examples of Classical erudition that are in agreement with the extreme position of the 

saints.  In framing this second example as a response to possible misinterpretation of 

his words, Guittone seeks to enlarge his field of focus and validate the universality of his 

argument.  He speaks of honored philosophers and great souls that are decidedly 

removed from the Christian tradition and yet have come to the same understanding of 

the value of pleasure: “e se dicem, Dio ciò fece nei soi, / troviall’anche in altroi, / in 

filosofi orrati e magni manti” [and if we were to say that God only makes it so in his own, 

/ we would find it also in others, / in honored philosophers and many great souls] 

(Degno è che che dice omo el defenda, lines 46-48).  Guittone reverts to communal 

speech, subversively using the first person plural form of the verb (“dicem”) in order to 

include himself in any potential opposition to his claims as well as once more 

emphasize the distance between the “noi” of here and now and the examples of the 

past.  The link posited between the “noi” that speak (“dicem”) and those that belong to 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
Giacomo takes up the “longinc us,” making into into “long’uso” (Madonna dir vo voglio, line 29), but leaves the 

aspect of pleasure out entirely. 
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God (“Dio ciò fece nei soi”), however, is one of faith.  Guittone creates a community of 

the faithful that bridges any separation that there might be between the “santi” and the 

audience of his canzone.  But he also creates a far more tenuous and innovative link 

between the “soi” that belong to God and the “altroi” that fall outside of that spectrum. 

It is no small thing that Guittone singles out the philosophers to demonstrate that 

his claims about morality and enjoyment are relevant beyond the limits of Christianity.  

In speaking of the “filosofi orrati,” Guittone accords a place of honor to those individuals 

who have dedicated themselves to the life of the mind in a way that resonates beyond 

the more generic “magni manti” that follows their mention.  He had already begun a 

general turn to the respected intellectual in the first stanza of the canzone with the 

mention of the “saggio,” and it is further specified here with the “filosofi” who make 

rational the apparently counterintuitive attitude of Christian saints who love the negation 

of pleasure.  The “filosofi” and unspecified great ones of the non-Christian past are thus 

placed on the same level of moral excellence and authority as the saints of an explicitly 

Christian tradition.  The balance that is achieved here is reminiscent of the brand of 

Dantean cultural syncretism that works by juxtaposition, as we might see in the 

placement of Ulysses in Inferno 26 immediately followed by Guido da Montefeltro in 

Inferno 27.  As Guittone’s canzone moves forward, we will see this on a far more explicit 

and personal level in Christ and Aristotle occupying the same poetic space and serving 

the same authoritative function. 

Coming back to this moment of the “filosofi orrati,” however, it is only after the 

mention of non-Christian philosophical authorities that Guittone attempts to extrapolate 

a general principle that explains such abstinence.  He argues that it is reasonable to 
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privilege the pleasure of the mind over that of the senses: “ch’è ben razional seguir 

ragione / e non sensi gauder, ma intelletto” [for it is indeed reasonable to follow reason / 

and to not please the senses, but the intellect] (Degno è che che dice omo el defenda, 

lines 49-50).  The obscure language that described the saints as ones who were more 

drawn to the negation of pleasure than to pleasure (“e lo despiacer quasi amò catono” 

in line 45) is here made clear through the deployment of philosophical authority and 

logic.  Reason is imposed on both the poetry and the religious ideal, as we see in 

Guittone’s repetitive emphasis on the rationality of following reason (“ch’è ben razional 

seguir ragione”).  While appearing tautological, this formulation puts the vernacular in 

the role of determining reality.  Just as Dante in Vita Nuova 13 uses the principle 

“Nomina sunt consequential rerum” [Names are the consequences of things] in order to 

argue that the essence of love is discernible in the sound and substance of its name, 

Guittone here emphasizes the direct relationship between the term “ragione” and the 

impetus to act rationally (“è ben razional”) instead of indulging the senses.  His use of 

the vernacular in this respect elevates it to the highest possible level of language: 

Guittone implicitly claims that within the very nature of the word “ragione” lies reason, 

and thus uses the vernacular to further his didactic ends as well as prove his point at 

the most basic level.  

 It is at this point that Guittone asserts his personal principle of joy, immediately 

following it with recourse to the authority of Aristotle in order to support his claim and 

further elaborate a moral framework in which true pleasure resides only in the good.  

Guittone claims that he finds joy only in virtue and not in vice.  However, his turn toward 

the personal is immediately followed by an explanation of this phenomenon through the 
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mediated use of Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics.  In this regard, just as the Christian 

saints and pagan philosophers were juxtaposed to emphasize the universality of 

Guittone’s claims, here his personal assertion is qualified by Aristotelian moral 

philosophy in a way that once more juxtaposes the Christian and Classical: “E no ’n 

vizio ma vertù ho gaudio assai; / gaudio in vizio è non mai, / se ’n natura non ven 

corruzione, / segondo che ’l saggio Aristotel dice / e mostra omo felice / vertù ovrando” 

[And I indeed have joy not in vice but in virtue; / for there is never joy in vice, / as long 

as there is no corruption to nature, / according to what the sage Aristotle says / and 

shows that a man is happy / in working virtue] (Degno è che che dice omo el defenda, 

lines 51-56).  Guittone ties his personal expression of the joy that he finds in virtue to 

the Aristotelian principle of happiness through the exercise of virtue.  In doing so, he 

explicitly distills select portions of the Nicomachean Ethics that both complicate the 

question of a direct relationship between pleasure and the good as well as clearly lay 

out the more general principle that happiness is based in the exercise of virtue.86 

 Guittone’s use of Aristotle complicates the initial simplicity of his claim that 

pleasure is only to be found in the good and virtuous.  While his personal assertion 

makes clear that he only finds his joy in virtue, Guittone introduces a wrinkle to this 

model by speaking of “corruzione,” a possible corruption that might infect the natural 

state and indeed make it so that one finds pleasure in vice.  It is this “corruzione” that is 

the initial focus of Guittone’s use of Aristotle, and it takes us back to the first stanza of 
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 On the shift in the ethical consideration of pleasure in late medieval literature brought about by 

the recovery of Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics, see Jessica Rosenfeld, Ethics and Enjoyment in 

Late Medieval Poetry: Love after Aristotle (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011).  

Rosenfeld is primarily concerned with English and French texts.  While she briefly and 

somewhat unconvincingly treats Dante’s Convivio and the Commedia, she does not push back to 

the earlier lyric tradition. 
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the canzone in which Guittone dwelled upon the unnatural, unhealthy, and disordered 

as the only possible states in which the good is not found to be pleasurable.  Where the 

canzone began with unqualified assertions of natural and unnatural taste as well as 

metaphors of health and wellness, the possibility of such corruption is here given a 

definite form in the recourse to Aristotelian philosophy.  Guittone’s reference purports to 

be direct and explicit, unlike the unnamed wise ones in Folquet de Marselh’s canso or 

the unknown sources in Giacomo da Lentini’s canzone.87  Within this canzone itself, we 

are no longer speaking of general principles, unnamed saints, or philosophers but of the 

“saggio Aristotel” (line 54) and his received word. 

Guittone’s use of the Nicomachean Ethics in this context is a targeted distillation 

of the Aristotelian theory of the relationship between pleasure and the good man as laid 

out in the last book of the work.88  Guittone focuses on the supposed impossibility of 

pleasure being found in vice, unless there is some sort of corruption that comes in to 

complicate the natural state.  He attributes both the principle and the qualification to 

Aristotle in a way that suggests direct engagement with and citation of a text: “segondo 
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 See my Chapter 1, pp. 19-22, where I lay out the differences between Folquet and Giacomo’s 

approach to their sources.  In both cases, however, there is no explicit mentioning of their 

respective sources, whether it be the Classical philosophical tradition that Folquet alludes to or 

the natural philosophical exemplum that Giacomo draws upon to make their respective claims.  

Guittone sets himself apart through the explicit naming of Aristotle, but his personal engagement 

with the material that he cites mirrors that of Giacomo, who made it a point to emphasize his 

own role in the transmission of this new material in the vernacular: “La salamandra audivi…” [I 

have heard of the salamander] (Madonna dir vo voglio, line 27, emphasis mine). 
88

 The Ethics were by this point available in the full Latin version of Robert Grosseteste (1246-

1247) as well as William of Moerbeke’s revised version (1250-1260), both of which were 

translated directly from the Greek.  The revised version, known as the Liber ethicorum, proved to 

be immensely popular, as is evidenced by the nearly 250 surviving manuscripts.  Also available 

was Hermannus Alemannus’ Latin translation (1243-1244) of an Arabic epitome of the Ethics, 

known as the Summa Alexandrinorum.  See Bernard Dod, “Aristoteles Latinus,” in The 

Cambridge History of Later Medieval Philosophy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

1982), pp. 45-79. 
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che ’l saggio Aristotel dice” [according to what the wise Aristotle says] (Degno è che che 

dice omo el defenda, line 54).  This specific language of citation in a poetic context is 

something that we have seen before in Folquet’s “savi dion e l autor veramen…” [the 

wise men and authorities say truly…] (A vos midontç, line 17), where speech becomes 

the method of citation.  Guittone’s pointed reliance on the authority of Aristotle, 

however, brings the philosopher in direct contact with the poet, both in the explicit 

naming of the revered figure and in the telling juxtaposition of the “saggio” with 

Guittone’s personal assertion of where his joy lies.   

The specific principle and its qualification that Guittone cites here seem to be 

taken from book 10 of the Nicomachean Ethics, in which Aristotle explores the nature of 

pleasure and its relationship to the moral man.  After going through the ways in which 

pleasure might vary according to species and state of being (a context that I will return 

to presently), Aristotle grounds his discourse on pleasure in a moral claim that what is 

pleasurable to the good man should be equated with the good:  

But in all such matters [of pleasure] that which appears to the good man is thought to be 
really so.  If this is correct, as it seems to be, and excellence and the good man as such 
are the measure of each thing, those also will be pleasures which appear so to him, and 
those things pleasant which he enjoys.  If the things he finds tiresome seem pleasant to 
some one, that is nothing surprising; for men may be ruined and spoilt in many ways; 
but the things are not pleasant, but only pleasant to these people and to people in this 
condition.  

(Nicomachean Ethics 10.5)89   

Aristotle makes the good man the central point of reference with respect to the definition 

of true pleasure.  According to this scheme, whatever is pleasant to the good man 

should be considered true pleasure.  When he considers the possibility of pleasure that 
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 I cite from the Revised Oxford Translation, see The Complete Works of Aristotle, vol. 2, 

Jonathan Barnes, ed. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1984). 
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one might feel even when engaged in an activity that is “tiresome” to the good man, 

Aristotle dismisses such an individual “ruined and spoilt.”  There are lexical points of 

contact that emerge in this passage, from the excellence (virtus) that defines the good 

man and what he enjoys (gaudet) as the defining principle of pleasure to the ruined 

state (corrupciones) of those who find pleasure in what the good man does not.90   

 However, Guittone is not citing the Ethics here without some sort of mediation.  

Claude Margueron, while arguing too forcefully for a sustained use of Aristotle in 

Guittone’s letters and poetry, posited the use of the Summa Alexandrinorum, which 

included an epitome of the Nicomachean Ethics.91  We might also consider that 

Guittone was using vernacularizations such as those of Brunetto Latini or Taddeo 

Alderotti.  In any case, Guittone’s “citation” reflects the distance that remains between 

the poet and philosopher and his inability to engage directly with the Aristotelian 

material he seems to be referencing.   

The context within which Aristotle makes his assertions about pleasure and the 

good man is nonetheless worth looking at in terms of how it resonates with Guittone’s 

specific point and the more general scope of the canzone.  Aristotle speaks of pleasure 

broadly as an affirmation of life, inextricably tied up with the very nature of the human 

experience (Nicomachean Ethics 10.5).    In distinguishing between different types of 
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 I isolate the Latin terms from William of Moerbeke’s translation of the Nicomachean Ethics. 
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 See Margueron, Recherches sur Guittone d’Arezzo (Paris: Presses Universitaires, 1966), pp. 

320-321.  Margueron pushes for a consideration of various epistolary and poetic passages as 

being directly taken from Aristotelian ethical and political works, but he does so to an extreme: 

any sort of ideological resonance in Guittone is posited as Aristotelian, in spite of the fact that 

the words might be markedly different or that it is an idea that might well be taken from another 

source.   Sonia Gentili (51) accedes to moments of engagement with the Nicomachean Ethics, 

but argues that this is only the case in his epistolography.  See Gentili, L’uomo aristotelico alle 

origini della letteratura italiana (Rome: Carocci, 2005).  
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pleasure, however, Aristotle speaks of the spectrum of possible experiences of pleasure 

that vary according to the nature of the individual who perceives them: “the same things 

delight some people and pain others, and are painful and odious to some, and pleasant 

to and liked by others” (Nicomachean Ethics 10.5).  There is a fickleness to pleasure 

that Aristotle dwells upon, and it seems to be very difficult to pin down the exact 

relationship between pleasure and the experiences that evoke it.  What remains certain 

is that this consideration of pleasure is vital to an understanding of human nature for 

Aristotle, and this is something that Guittone clearly picks up on for the length of his 

canzone. 

 The open-ended experience of pleasure, however, very quickly narrows to 

pathological and constitutional distinctions.  Aristotle speaks of a difference in 

perception brought about by sickness or weakness that changes the perception of 

whether or not something is pleasurable: “This happens, too, in the case of sweet 

things; the same things do not seem sweet to a man in a fever and a healthy man—nor 

hot to a weak man and one in good condition” (Nicomachean Ethics 10.5).  The shift 

resulting from these debilitating states of fever or weakness, according to Aristotle, can 

result in the same thing being experienced differently.  The implication seems obvious, 

however, that there is a “normal” state in which sweet things taste sweet and are 

pleasurable.  According to this contrast, there is a distortion in perception and therefore 

in pleasure that is experienced by individuals who are not of sound health.  The possible 

variation in what is considered pleasurable is no longer a benign difference but a 

pathological one: it is the difference between health and disease.   
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In fact, this discourse on taste and perception with respect to the bodily state of 

the individual is the very same as the frame with which Guittone begins his canzone.  

There too, as we have seen, the differences in moral taste are likened to the differences 

between the healthy and unhealthy palate and the contrast is between natural health 

(“natoralmente ordinato” in line 11, “sano” in line 12) and disordered infirmity 

(“disordinato” and “infermo” in line 14).  The fundamental difference is in Guittone’s 

conflation of the moral point that Aristotle will eventually come to with regard to the taste 

of a good man and the discourse on physical differences in perception. In effect, 

Guittone distills the essence of the Aristotelian argument and displays this 

understanding of the moral end to his theory of pleasure from the outset of the canzone.  

Moreover, Guittone’s extrapolation of the principle that it is more reasonable to please 

the intellect than the senses (“ch’è ben razional seguir ragione / e non sensi gauder ma 

intelletto” in lines 49-50) aptly picks up on Aristotle’s exhortation of the pleasures of 

intellectual life in Nicomachean Ethics 10.7: “for man, therefore, the life according to the 

intellect is best and pleasantest, since intellect more than anything else is man.  This life 

is also the happiest.”  In following Aristotle, Guittone privileges the life of the intellect 

above all else and thus is able to impose reason upon the seeking of pleasure. 

 We might thus say that the entirety of the canzone participates in the process of 

vulgarizing the Aristotelian theory of pleasure as it relates to the moral good and to 

intellectual life, and that it culminates in the direct attribution of a specific point to the 

“saggio Aristotel”  (line 54).  I do not mean to suggest that Guittone’s use of Aristotelian 

ethics in this case is systematic or unmediated, but rather that Guittone sees the 

possibilities that this philosophical importation affords him and attempts to reinforce his 
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moral arguments through it.  As this rudimentary engagement with Aristotle continues, 

we will see evidence of Guittone’s unwieldy approach where he first seems to more 

directly cite the Ethics in defining happiness and then clumsily attempts to bring Aristotle 

and all other philosophers in line with a scriptural position. 

 The second part of Guittone’s citation of Aristotle succinctly restates the principle 

that human happiness is based in the exercise of virtue.  Guittone thus reproduces one 

of the most famous aspects of Aristotelian philosophy and he does so in a way that 

reflects an accuracy that was lacking in the first part of his attempted citation.  While 

there are a good number of places in the Nicomachean Ethics in which Aristotle defines 

human happiness, the succinct restatement of the concept in Book 10 resonates very 

closely with Guittone’s vulgarized version.  In Ethics 10.7, as I have noted, Aristotle 

posits that the highest happiness is that of intellectual contemplation.  He begins the 

passage by restating his original definition of happiness: “If happiness is activity in 

accordance with excellence…” (Nicomachean Ethics 10.7).  Guittone’s version--“e 

mostra omo felice / vertù ovrando” (lines 55-56)--constitutes an almost direct translation 

of the Latin version “felicitas est secundum virtutem operacio.”92  The vernacular terms 

precisely translate the various elements of the Aristotelian definition and represent a 

moment of clear philosophical distillation. 

There is, in fact, a difference in the way that Guittone uses Aristotle here, even 

as opposed to the previous lines where there was direct reference to Aristotle’s words: 

“segondo che ’l saggio Aristotel dice” [according to what the sage Aristotle says].  

Instead of a direct attribution to his words, Guittone says that Aristotle “mostra omo 
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felice / vertù ovrando” [shows that a man is happy / in working virtue].  His use of the 

verb “mostrare” instead of a form of “dire” seems to make a broader point about the 

authority of Aristotle on these matters.  It strikes one as an allusion to the formal 

demonstratio of Scholastic argumentation, and thus perhaps takes on a more pointed 

feel with respect to the citation before it.  The use of the verb “mostrare” in this context 

takes us back to Giacomo da Lentini’s forceful defense against those who might contest 

his ideas about the nature of love: “io li mostreria per quia e quanto…” [I would prove it 

to them through quia e quanto…] (Feruto sono isvariatamente, line 10).93  The language 

of logic and Scholastic argumentation here serves to highlight both Guittone’s 

awareness of the Aristotelian mode in which he engages and his connection to the 

poetic tradition that precedes him of answering criticism with recourse to the most 

powerful and intellectually charged language at the poet’s disposal.  That Guittone uses 

it in the vital context of defining human happiness as dependent on moral conduct and 

excellence and attributes the demonstratio to its logical source Aristotle further raises 

the level of his vernacular production in its explicit framing of Aristotle as a logical and 

moral authority. 

Guittone, however, does not come to a systematic understanding of Aristotelian 

ethics in the way that Dante will.  His use of “vertù” here is clearly not based in an 

understanding that virtue resides in the mean.  Instead, Guittone continues to dwell 

upon paradoxical extremes in order to make his moral claims with regard to pleasure 

and the good.  Leonardo Terrusi characterizes the entire canzone as a paradoxical 
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 For a general overview of the medieval demonstratio as derived from an understanding of 

Aristotle’s Posterior Analytics, see Eileen Serene, “Demonstrative Science” in The Cambridge 

History of Later Medieval Philosophy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982), pp. 496-

517. 
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dialectic that is developed through a series of antitheses.94  While Barolini notes that 

Guittone’s use of “misura” elsewhere in his poetic corpus indicates that he touches upon 

both ethical fields (courtly and Aristotelian) that Dante will combine in a sophisticated 

fashion in his canzone Le dolci rime95, we find here an indication that Guittone cannot 

make a similar leap and instead confines his Aristotle to the limited function of a 

philosophical authority who can reinforce his paradoxical claims.  

As the canzone continues, Guittone’s use of Aristotle extends to a parallel by 

which the figure and words of Aristotle are likened to the figure and words of Christ 

himself.  The fourth stanza contrasts Christian and Classical authorities on the ease and 

pleasure of moral uprightness with the skewed yet seemingly inevitable notion that it 

must be the opposite.  Guittone uses Christ and scriptural authority alongside Aristotle 

and the unnamed sources of ancient wisdom to counteract what he terms a perception 

that is the result of a corrupted, ignorant, and unnatural state whereby the cure for 

venom appears to be venomous itself.  I cite here the stanza, along with my translation 

below: 

Cristo el suo giovo dice soave,  

la soma leve; e santa anche scrittura 

dice la via dei rei grave, pretosa; 

e Arestotel posa 
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 See Terrusi, “Guittone, la triaca  e il veneno:Per la storia di un antico tema letterario,” La 

Nuova Ricerca 11 (2002), p. 34.  Terrusi goes on to recall Cesare Segre’s observation of a certain 

Guittonian predilection for strong oppositions (“predilezione per le forti contrapposizioni”).  See 

Segre, Lingua, stile, società: Studi sulla storia della prosa italiana (Milan: Feltrinelli, 1991), p. 

156. 
95

 See Barolini, “Aristotle’s Mezzo, Courtly Misura, and Dante’s Canzone Le dolci rime: 

Humanism, Ethics, and Social Anxiety,” Forthcoming 
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in sentenza esta; e saggio onni assi l’ave. 

E che è, quando noi sembr’altramente, 

for che ’nfermo, nesciente 

e disnaturat’è nostro cor fatto, 

da viziato uso stratto, 

lo qual già fece e fa cibo veneno, 

e triaca non meno 

sembrar fa venenosa, ove ben dura? 

 

[Christ calls his yoke easy, / his burden light; and so too the holy scripture / says that 
the way of the wicked is difficult and stony;96 / and Aristotle puts this in his writing as 
well; as does every wise person. / And so it is, when it would seem otherwise to us, / 
that sick, unknowing, / and unnatural has our heart been made, / destroyed by the habit 
of vice, / which has already made and continues to make food into poison, / and makes 
no less than the antidote / seem poisonous, where would the good indeed survive?] 

(Degno è che che dice omo el defenda, lines 61-72). 

Guittone turns to the evocative words of Christ in order to support his claim that 

wrongdoing cannot possibly be easier and more pleasant than following the right that is 

laid out by Christ and Aristotle alike.  He seeks validation in the highest intellectual and 

spiritual authorities that are available to him, for he is all too aware that his claims are 

counterintuitive and in serious need of bolstering.  Thus, as he did with Aristotle, 

Guittone once more translates, bringing the words of Christ from the Latin of the Vulgate 

into the vernacular of his poetry: “Cristo el giovo suo dice soave, / la soma leve; e santa 

anche scrittura / dice la via dei rei grave, pretosa” [Christ says that his yoke is easy, / 

his burden light; and the holy scripture also / says that the way of the wicked is grave 

and stony”].  Guittone draws directly from the words of Christ, as relayed in the Gospel 
                                                           
96

 In translating “pretosa” as “stony,” or pietrosa, I follow the reading of transposed letters 

proposed by Vincenzo Nannucci, Manuale della letteratura del primo secolo della lingua, vol. 1 

(Florence: Magheri, 1837), ch. 8, p. 17. 
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of Matthew: “Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest.  

Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and 

you will find rest for your souls.   For my yoke is easy and my burden is light.” (Matthew 

11:28-30).  By explicitly citing Christ as he did Aristotle, Guittone places them on the 

same textual plane of venerated moral authorities.  His specific use of the words of 

Christ is balanced by a more general use of biblical wisdom (“santa…scrittura” in line 

62) in a way that suggests a hierarchical relationship between the words of Christ and 

those of the non-specific source that follows.97 

The scriptural and specifically Christological authority that Guittone musters to 

aid his cause does not satisfy his need to prove his counterintuitive argument, and thus 

he turns once more to the figure of Aristotle in order to invoke the entirety of human 

understanding as represented by its most illustrious thinkers.  Guittone puts Aristotle in 

agreement with Christ and Scripture, saying that he too poses the very same idea in his 

work and then goes on to make the grandiose claim that every other wise person makes 

the exactly identical argument: “e Arestotel posa / in sentenza esta; e saggio onni assi 

l’ave” [and Aristotle too poses / this in his work; and every other sage has it the same 

way] (Degno è che che dice omo el defenda, lines 64-65).  It is unclear which of the 

scriptural statements Aristotle and all of the other sages are said to agree with, and this 

open appeal to the authority of wise individuals demonstrates the unnuanced nature of 

Guittone’s approach.  In the canzone Poi male tutto è nulla inver peccato, Guittone 

makes a similar turn to as many authorities as he can muster to support his attempted 
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 The “via dei rei grave, pretosa” is fairly non-specific and could be taken from any number of 

biblical passages, such as Proverbs 22:5 “Thorns and snares are in the way of the perverse; he 

who guards himself will keep far from them.”   
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proof of the existence of God.  He claims that many authorities are united behind his 

claim, singling out Aristotle, Boethius, Cicero, and Seneca: “Aristotel, Boezio e altri 

manti, / Senaca, Tulio ad un testimon sonne” [Aristotle, Boethius, and many others, / 

Seneca ,Tullius are of one witness] (Poi male tutto, lines 65-66).  Guittone does not 

seek to differentiate his authorities, but rather takes advantage of the prestige that these 

names lend his verse. 

Turning back to Degno è, we can see a distinction in the way that such ideas are 

relayed by their respective sources.  While Christ and the unspecified part of the 

“santa…scrittura” speak their words (“dice” in line 61 and line 63) and the untold sages 

merely have it the same way (“assi l’ave” in line 65), Aristotle formally passes judgment 

(“posa / in sentenza…” in lines 64-65).  Whether or not this puts the “sentenza” of 

Aristotle above the words of Christ, it speaks to Guittone’s desire to import both 

philosophical method and content into vernacular poetry.  He engages with the very 

same language that Iacopo Mostacci used in dubbing his poetic interlocutors as 

“sentenziator[i]” in the sonnet Solicitando un poco meo savere, which initiated the 

tenzone between Iacopo, Pier della Vigna, and Giacomo da Lentini.  In his naming of 

Aristotle, however, Guittone distinguishes himself from the tradition before him and 

opens the door to the far more rigorous and technically sophisticated use of philosophy 

in verse that we will find in Guinizzelli, Cavalcanti, and Dante. 

We see a shift in perspective through the accretion of terms and the implication 

of self at the close of the stanza.  In the beginning of the canzone, we saw much of the 

same vocabulary of ill health and departure from the natural state and so we are not 

surprised to see that the divergence between the moral principle and common 
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perception of pleasure is attributed to an infirm and unnatural heart (“’nfermo” in line 67 

and “disnaturat[o]” in line 68).  What is added to the equation, however, is the 

accusation of ignorance.  This heart that is deformed, infirm, and unnatural is now also 

said to be “nesciente,” (line 67) paling in comparison to the luminaries of knowledge and 

wisdom that have just been mentioned.  Guittone implicates both himself and his 

audience in this malady through his use of the first person plural “noi” (line 66) in a 

striking contrast to the abstract and distanced third person with which the canzone 

began.  In fact, as we saw in line 43, the previous use of “noi” was in the fundamental 

assertion that Guittone and his audience are aligned with the good man who has no 

taste for wrongdoing.  This abrupt reversal and self-condemnation might be attributed to 

a rhetorical strategy in which Guittone aligns himself with the disease-ridden audience 

in order to convince them all the more effective, but it also speaks to the distance 

between Guittone’s community of “noi” and the twin figures of Christ and Aristotle. 

Guittone’s perceived sense of inferiority with respect to Aristotle might well come 

into play in his pointed representation of the philosopher in the sonnet De lui, cui di’ ch’è 

morte, la figura, which is the fifth sonnet of the Trattato d’Amore.  The Trattato, a series 

of 12 sonnets, takes on some of the Classical conventions of describing the figure of 

Love in order to systematically delegitimize the seemingly innocuous figure of the 

winged deity and reveal the darker side of the thing of called love.  In forcefully 

engaging with the Classical representation of Eros and making it his own, Guittone puts 

himself in line with the Abate di Tivoli in his initiation of his tenzone with Giacomo da 

Lentini, Ai deo d’Amore a te faccio preghera.  There too the Abate worked in distinctive 

changes to the Classical topos in order to further his own agenda of arguing for love as 
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a separated substance.98 Throughout the Trattato, Guittone dismantles the various 

aspects of love—from his youthful appearance to his wings to the color of his garb—and 

interprets them as harbingers of pain, death, and complete destitution.  There is a 

palpable fear of the loss of control that love represents across the length of the Trattato, 

and it manifests itself perhaps most poignantly in the culmination of the fifth sonnet and 

the fall of Aristotle. 

The sonnet De lui, cui di’ ch’è morte la figura focuses on the convention of 

depicting the figure of love as nude.  Guittone interprets this nudity as the privation of 

happiness and virtue that love brings with it, claiming that the lover is stripped of all joy 

and worth so that he too resembles the figure of love.  He exhorts all those who read 

him to guard themselves against such a terrible fate, and warns that even one such as 

Aristotle has fallen prey to the evil of love.  In this framing of love as a lack of knowledge 

and worth, Guittone returns to his programmatic departure from love poetry Ora parrà 

s’eo saverò cantare.  As that canzone marked a radical move away from the tradition of 

love poetry before him, so too does this sonnet represent part of a series in which poetic 

tradition is rejected on ideological grounds. 

 I provide here the text of the sonnet, and then move on to my reading of it: 

De lui, cui di’ ch’è morte, la figura 

se mostra nuda; e nuda esser simiglia 

                                                           
98

 See my Chapter 1, pp. 34-37 for a full discussion of the Abate’s sonnet and his mixing of 

Classical and Christian material to form a new and distinct image of the god of love in his laying 

out of his substantialist position.  Guittone, on the other hand, is very careful to avoid any god 

talk and limits his reinterpretation of the various aspects of love to the physical descriptors and 

accoutrements that mark the Classical representation.  There are thus no potential theological 

trespasses for which a Giacomo da Lentini might attack him. 
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d’ogni virtù e d’ogni dirittura; 

d’allegrezze di gioi a meraveglia 

dona desir cum pene e cum paura. 

E ciò soffrendo, l’amante sottiglia 

e tollei si di conoscere la cura, 

ch’al peggio ’n tutto cum orbo s’appiglia. 

Donque l’amant’è, simil ch’Amor, nudo 

di vertù, di saver, di canoscenza, 

e non ha de covrir li vizi scudo. 

Per che ne de’ ciascuno aver timenza 

ed a su grado metter forza a scudo, 

ch’ei condusse Aristotel a fallenza. 

 

[About him, whom I say is death, his figure / he shows nude; and he seems to be naked 
/ of every virtue and every right; / of happiness and of joys with wonder/ does he 
provoke desire but with punishments and with fear. / And suffering this, the lover wilts / 
and does not allow himself to know the cure, / for he clings to the worst thing in all the 
world. / Therefore the lover, just like Love, is naked / of virtue, of learning, of knowledge, 
/ and he does not have a shield to cover his vices. / For this should every one be afraid / 
and must put a shield up against his power, / for he led Aristotle to folly.] 

 Guittone is relentless in his attack on love, taking the convention of love’s nude 

figure as a sign of the utter lack of virtue and morality in amorous matters.  The moral 

scope of Guittone’s criticism is very quickly revealed in his focus on “virtù,” or the lack 

thereof.  He says that love’s nudity points to its utter lack of virtue and moral 

uprightness, making use of terms that are replete with ethical significance: “e nuda 

esser simiglia / d’ogni virtù e d’ogni dirittura” [and it seems to be naked / of every virtue 

and every right] (De lui, cui di’ ch’è morte, la figura, lines 2-3).  We have seen how 

Guittone’s use of “virtù in Degno è che che dice omo el defenda coincides with 
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Aristotle’s definition of happiness and thus the term takes on a particular ideological 

significance, especially in its perceived lack.  It is no surprise then that the desire for joy 

and happiness (“d’allegrezze, di gioi a meraviglia / dona desir” in lines 4-5) is instead 

met with pain and fear: according to Guittone, the primary ingredient for happiness, 

“virtù,” has been stripped away from love and all that remains is a nakedness that 

cannot satisfy. 

 When Guittone moves on to liken the lover to Love in their shared lack of virtue, 

he suggestively speaks of first a lessening and then a complete denuding of the lover’s 

knowledge as well.    He laments the fact that the lover, in spite of suffering, denies 

himself the cure that would relieve his suffering.  The mechanics of this denial seem to 

lie in a deliberate forsaking of knowledge (“sottiglia / e tollei si di conoscere…” in lines 6-

7), and this only gets worse to the point of a complete lack of learning or wisdom: 

“Donque l’amant’è, simel ch’Amor, nudo / di vertù, di saver, di canoscenza” [Therefore 

the lover is, just like Love, naked / of virtue, of learning, of knowledge] (De lui, cui di’ 

ch’è morte, la figura, lines 9-10).  The lover is denied all that would bring him 

satisfaction or happiness, or indeed that which makes him human.  This moment 

dramatizes the programmatic claim in Ora parrà that love leads to the reign of folly in 

the place of wisdom: “ché ’n tutte parte ove distringe Amore / regge follore—in loco di 

savere” [for everywhere that Love holds sway / folly reigns in the place of knowledge] 

(Ora parrà, lines 10-11).   

Looking forward, it is no small thing that the terms of this stripping so closely 

parallel the famous dictum of Ulysses in Inferno 26: “Considerate la vostra semenza: / 

fatti non foste a viver come bruti, / ma per seguir virtute e canoscenza” [Consider well 
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the seed that gave you birth: / you were not made to live your lives as brutes, / but to be 

followers of worth and knowledge] (Inferno 26.118-120).99  With the coincidence of 

“vertù” and “canoscenza” that serve to highlight the extent to which the lover gives up all 

that distinguishes him from a lower form of life, Guittone in a sense paves the way for 

Dante’s Ulysses and his exhortation to his companions to honor the best parts of 

themselves.   

 The culmination of the sonnet hammers Guittone’s point home by depicting the 

fall of the wisest man in the Western intellectual tradition.  After having laid out the 

reprehensible nature of love’s nude form and the lover’s corresponding lack of all virtue 

and knowledge, Guittone exhorts his readers to fear love and guard themselves against 

it: “Per che ne de’ ciascuno aver timenza / ed a su grado metter forza a scudo, / ch’ei 

condusse Aristotel a fallenza” [So each person must fear love / and must guard himself 

against its power with a shield, / for it led Aristotle to folly] (De lui, cui di’ ch’è morte, la 

figura, lines 12-14).   The last line is a looming threat, with the targeted stripping of 

Aristotle’s authority accomplished in as brief a poetic space as possible.  The very idea 

of Aristotle losing his “vertù” and “canoscenza” does far more to reinforce the fear that 

Guittone says we must feel in the face of love than the previous interpretive dance that 

made love’s figural nudity out to be the privation of all virtue.  Aristotle is not treated with 

the honorific “saggio” here, as he was in the canzone Degno è che che dice omo el 

defenda, but instead subjected to the shame of being led to “fallenza,” a failing that we 

must take as the same sort of lack of virtue and knowledge (“nudo / di vertù, di saver, di 
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 Along with the Italian of the Petrocchi edition of the Commedia, I cite Allen Mandelbaum’s 

translation here and elsewhere.  See Dante Alighieri, The Divine Comedy, Allen Mandelbaum, 

trans. (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1982). 
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canoscenza” in line 10) that the lover undergoes earlier in the sonnet.  As a philosopher 

shorn of self-control and given over to the rule of love, he loses every sense of the 

authority that Guittone imbued him with in the canzone Degno è che che dice omo el 

defenda.100 

 While I earlier suggested a connection to Ulysses’ “orazion picciola” in Inferno 

26, we might also consider how this sonnet, with its opposition of “vertù,” “saver,” 

“canoscenza,” and the epitome of all these qualities in the figure of Aristotle against the 

force of amorous desire, clearly looks forward to Inferno 5 and its definition of the lustful 

as those who submit their reason to their desire: “che la ragion sommettono al talento” 

(Inferno 5.39).  We see in the deliberate quality of the lover’s self-abnegation as he 

denies himself the knowledge of a remedy to his amorous suffering (“l’amante sottiglia / 

e tollei si di conoscere la cura” in lines 6-7) that Guittone does not allow room for the 

sort of compulsion that Francesca da Rimini will argue for, but there is nonetheless a 

connection to be made between the fall of Aristotle and the culmination of Francesca’s 

speech.  Just as Guittone says that love conducted Aristotle to folly—“ch’ei condusse 

Aristotel a fallenza” (De lui, cui di’ ch’è morte, la figura, line 14)—so too will Francesca 

indict love for the grisly fate that she and Paolo were subjected to: “Amor condusse noi 

ad una morte” [Love led the two of us unto one death] (Inferno 5.108).  The use of the 

same verb form “condusse” as well as the transition from “Amore” to “morte,” a trope 

that Guittone dwells upon throughout the Trattato in addition to calling love “morte” in 

                                                           
100

 In the next sonnet of the Trattato, it is worth noting that Guittone ends with the cautionary 

example of Solomon, the wisest of all in the Judeo-Christian tradition.  In both cases, he uses 

these figures as the ultimate proof that the power and insidious nature of love cannot be taken 

lightly.  Just as there was in the canzone Degno è, we find a continued sense of balance between 

the Classical and the Christian that speaks to Guittone’s nascent humanism. 
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the first line of this very sonnet, suggest an intertext that we might lend to Barolini’s 

fundamental observation of the importance of Guittone d’Arezzo’s critique of courtly love 

to the Commedia’s anatomy of desire.101 

 In suggesting that Aristotle fell prey to the force of love and allowed himself to be 

led by it to folly, Guittone puts himself in line with a popular medieval tradition that 

depicted both graphically and textually the great philosopher being ridden like a horse 

by a woman.  Marilynn Desmond has recently drawn attention to the remarkable 

ubiquity of the tradition, citing sources as diverse as Jacque de Vitry’s Sermones 

feriales et communes, John Gower’s Confessio amantis, and Brunetto Latini’s Le livres 

du tresor (an intertext for Guittone that is worth considering), as well as remarking that 

there are remain over 100 medieval pictorial depictions of the mounted Aristotle that 

survive to the present day.102  The story, which seems to be entirely a medieval 

invention, recounts that Aristotle was seduced by Phyllis, the wife of Alexander the 

Great, and agreed to let her ride him like a horse.  Desmond’s focus is on the sexual 

violence and humiliation that is common in these representations, but her 

characterization of the mounted Aristotle relaying “a misogynist anxiety regarding 

female sexuality” is an apt one.103  
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 See both Teodolinda Barolini, “Guittone’s Ora parrà, Dante’s Doglia mi reca, and the 

Commedia’s Anatomy of Desire,” and “Dante and Cavalcanti (On Making Distinctions in 

Matters of Love): Inferno 5 in its Lyric and Autobiographical Context,” now collected in 

Barolini, Dante and the Origins of Italian Literary Culture (New York: Fordham University 

Press, 2006), pp. 47-69 and pp. 70-101 respectively.   
102

 See Marilynn Desmond, Ovid’s Art and the Wife of Bath: The Ethics of Erotic Violence 

(Ithaca: Cornell University Press 2006), specifically pp. 13-34. 
103

 Desmond, Ovid’s Art and the Wife of Bath (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2006), p. 28. 
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The undertones of fear and violence in the tradition of the mounted Aristotle 

emerge at the end of Guittone’s sonnet.  He advocates fear (“timenza” in line 12) in the 

face of love and a militaristic defense in the form of a shield (“scudo” in line 13).  What 

perhaps resonates the most in Guittone’s brief mention of Aristotle falling prey to love is 

the inherent passivity and ceding of control that the act represents.  Aristotle, though the 

wisest of philosophers, is reduced to the state of being unable to act of his own accord 

and is led like a beast: “ch’ei condusse Aristotel a fallenza” [for he [Love] led Aristotle 

to folly] (De lui, cui di’ ch’è morte, la figura, line 14).  We may not have the woman or the 

horse present in the sonnet, but it is all too clear that Guittone’s male fear is best 

represented by the venerated figure of the philosopher being led to folly and offering up 

no resistance.   

The very fact that Guittone is willing to subscribe to this popular tradition, 

however, speaks to the limits of his vision with respect to the distillation of intellectual 

culture in vernacular poetry.  Aristotle, for him, is a distant figure of authority and not a 

privileged author whom he has studied over time.  Thus, Guittone accepts a spurious 

but commonplace tradition in order to coopt the figure of the philosopher into his 

dismantling of the ideal of love.  In doing so, he further demonstrates his unsystematic 

approach to the importation of philosophy in general and to Aristotle in particular.  It is 

telling that Dante does not make any mention of this tradition, and it speaks to his more 

direct engagement with Aristotle and his sophisticated distillation of Aristotelian 

philosophy in various phases of his poetic career. 

Guittone nonetheless seeks to dictate terms with regard to the invocation of 

philosophical authority in vernacular poetry.  In a tenzone with Meo Abbracciavacca—



 

 

129 

most likely the very same Meo we saw in the congedo of Degno è che che dice omo el 

defenda—Guittone objects to Meo’s use of the philosopher’s words to argue for the 

necessity of sexual satisfaction.  Meo, an ethical poet in his own right104, poses the 

question in a somewhat playful tone as to whether it is indeed necessary and possible 

to live a chaste life.  He invokes the words of the philosopher to argue for the necessity 

and inevitability of desire, and seeks Guittone’s sage intervention on how abstinence 

could possibly work if it sought to curb the need to eat and drink as well.  Guittone’s 

response tellingly shifts the focus from the words of a philosopher to a less erudite and 

more experienced authority and argues for the value of abstinence that is divorced from 

complete disregard for the needs of the body.  I focus my reading of this two-sonnet 

tenzone less on the issue of abstinence and more on the use of the philosopher as 

authority in a vernacular poetic context.    

I cite here Meo’s opening sonnet, followed by my translation, and then move to my 

reading of it105: 

Se ’l filosofo dice: “È necessaro 

mangiar e ber e luxuria per certo”, 

parmi che[d] esser possa troppo caro 

lo corpo casto, s’el no sta ’n deserto. 

                                                           
104

 Contini speaks of his possible contribution to the Dantean ethics of Inferno 5 and the 

definition of the lustful: “può aver contribuito alla magnanimità del Dante morale.”  See Poeti 

del Duecento, vol. 1, Gianfranco Contini, ed. (Milan: Ricciardi, 1960), p. 337.  Marcello Ciccuto 

(15) speaks of Meo as a poet who was inclined to solving complex philosophical problems in his 

poetry (“così incline alla determinazione, alla chirificazione di complicati problemi anche 

filosofici…”).  For what seems to remain the most recent critical engagement with the poetry of 

Meo, see Ciccuto, “Meo e Guittone,” Italianisticia 8.1 (1979), pp. 3-25. 
105

 I use Contini’s version of the tenzone between Meo and Guittone, especially in light of the 

fact that Egidi did not include Meo’s sonnet in his edition of Guittone’s Rime.  See Gianfranco 

Contini, Poeti del Duecento, vol. 1 (Milan: Ricciardi, 1960).   
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Ché nostril padri santi apportaro 

lor vita casta, como pare aperto: 

erba prendendo e aigua, refrenaro 

luxuria, che ci fier tropp’ a scoperto. 

Ché, per mangiare e ber pur dilicato, 

nel corpo abonda molto nodrimento 

che per natura serve al gennerare. 

Vorrea saver da saggio regolato 

como s’amorta così gran talento 

non astenendo il bere e ’l mangiare. 

 

[If the philosopher says: “It is necessary / for certain to eat and drink and lust,” in order 
to live / then it seems to me that it could be too difficult / to have a chaste body, if it is 
not in the desert. / For our saintly fathers led / a chaste life, as it seems clear: / eating 
grass and drinking water, they refrained / from lust, which strikes us too openly. / For, as 
a result of eating and drinking exquisitely106, / much nourishment abounds in the body / 
which through nature leads to generation. / I would like to know from an ordained107 
sage / how to lessen such great desire / while not abstaining from eating and drinking.] 

Meo draws a stark contrast between the accepted Christian value of the chaste body 

and the words of the philosopher that argue for the necessity of sensual pleasure 

alongside the obvious necessity of eating and drinking.  His “citation” does not appear to 
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 I follow Contini’s reading of “pur dilicato” as “sempre squisito.”  The implication seems to be 

that eating and drinking well is vital for human generation, whereas the ascetic lifestyle of the 

saintly fathers is a dead end with respect to continuing human life.  See Poeti del Duecento, vol. 

2, Gianfranco Contini, ed. (Milan: Ricciardi, 1960), p. 342. 
107

 Contini reads “regolato” as “addottrinato,” or indoctrinated, which I take as a reference to 

Guittone’s status as being part of a religious order in much the same way as Giacomo da Lentini 

played upon the Abate di Tivoli’s religious title in his tenzone.  See Poeti del Duecento, vol. 2, 

Gianfranco Contini, ed. (Milan: Ricciardi, 1960), p. 342.  The adjective is explicitly used to refer 

to religiously ordained individuals in the Fiore: “Secondo ched i’ veggio mi’ vantaggio; / 

un’altr’or son prelate, un’altra abate, / molto mi piaccion le gente regolate, / ché co llor cuopr’i’ 

meglio il mi’ volpaggio” [However I see my advantage, / one hour I am a prelate, and another an 

abbot: / I really like ordained people, / for with them I better cover my preying upon women] 

(Fiore 101.7). 
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be directly taken from a source but it does resonate with an Aristotelian conception of 

generation in a way that is made clear in the later part of the sonnet when the language 

of nourishment (“nodrimento” in line 10) and generation (“generare” in line 11) appears.  

It is a citation that is crafted to be emphatic and unquestionable, with the statement of 

sensual necessity (“È necessaro” at the beginning of the first line) reinforced by self-

assured certainty (“per certo” at the end of the second line).  While implausible in its 

content, the citation takes the very same form as a typical recourse to authority in order 

to prove a point, much like Guittone’s turn to the words of Aristotle in Degno è che che 

dice omo el defenda.    

 Meo’s reasoning in opposing the ascetic life of saints relies upon the language of 

nourishment and generation in a way that perhaps gives greater weight to his citation of 

an unnamed philosopher.  In De generatione animalium, Aristotle lays out the process 

by which alimentary nourishment is digested and becomes an integral part of the seed 

that is required for generation.  There is an inextricable connection between the 

digestion of food and the creation of semen that emerges in Aristotle’s definition of 

semen as the “residue of nutriment” (De generatione animalium 1.18).108  We might 

posit that Meo synthesizes the process of human reproduction in Aristotelian terms 

when he connects eating and drinking well to a greater abundance of nutriment 

(“nodrimento” in line 10) and thus a greater potential for human generation (“che per 
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 We can certainly read this synthesized version of the beginning of the reproductive process 

forward to Statius’ lengthy and complete exposition of embryo formation in Purgatorio 25.  

Patrick Boyde argues for Dante’s sustained use of the Aristotelian theory of conception through 

the mediation of Galen and Avicenna.  See Boyde, Dante Philomythes and Philosopher: Man in 

the Cosmos (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press), pp. 271-272.  See also, more recently, 

Manuele Gragnolati, Experiencing the Afterlife: Soul and Body in Dante and Medieval Culture 

(Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 2005), pp. 69-77. 
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natura serve al gennerare” in line 11).  The use of “natura” here resonates in natural 

philosophical terms and emphasizes Meo’s engagement with a tradition that seems to 

go beyond Guittone’s philosophical understanding and thus suggsts an emphatic refusal 

to consider it legitimate. 

As opposed to Guittone’s harmonious melding of Christian saints and Classical 

philosophers in Degno è che che dice omo el defenda, the words of the “filosofo” (line 1) 

as reported by Meo are here directly opposed to “nostri padri santi” (line 5) on the issue 

of chastity.  It is Guittone in his role as a “saggio regolato” (line 12) who is asked to 

mediate between these two opposed forces, and we see in this address the creation of 

a hybrid form that balances the wisdom of philosophy and the spiritual discipline of 

religious life.  Guittone is both wise (“saggio”) and a formally ordained (“regolato”) 

member of a religious order.  Meo thus treats him as a poetic authority in the unique 

position to judge such an issue on both philosophical and theological grounds.  In his 

response, Guittone studiously avoids talk of philosophy and wisdom.  Instead, he shifts 

the discourse to experience and experiential proof. 

I cite here Guittone’s sonnet, along with my translation, and then move to my 

reading of it: 

Necessaro mangiar e bere è chiaro, 

ma non luxuria, cred’om dica sperto: 

ché, se necessari’ è, como scamparo 

e scampan lei tanti, e prendon merto? 

Ma necessaro el suo stimul apparo, 

con qual prode è vincente e vil deserto. 
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Ber e mangiare al tutto è lli contraro, 

ma troppo pió ch’è dilicato, I’ ho sperto. 

Astenenzi’ è ben propio a ciò provato, 

E grave senza lei difendimento; 

ma tuttavia molti han difeso, appare: 

tal sé affriggendo e tal ovrand’ orrato, 

tal per forza di cor gran valimento; 

e sì senz’ astenenza anche può stare. 

 

[That it is necessary to eat and drink is clear, / but not lust, I believe that the 
experienced man says: / for, it is necessary, how did so many escape it / and continue 
to escape it, and thus earn praise? / But it seems that its stimulus is necessary, / 
against which the prudent one is triumphant and the vile one hopeless. / Drinking and 
eating are the complete opposite, / but I know by experience that the truly exquisite is 
too much to bear. / Abstinence is truly shown to be the best course through this, / and a 
defense is difficult without it; / but nonetheless it seems that many have done it: / those 
who afflict themselves and those who work honorably, / those who through the strength 
of their heart possess great worth; / and so one can live well without complete 
abstinence.] 

 

While on the one hand Guittone is comfortable using the conventional trope of 

Aristotle falling prey to love, on the other he is eager to control what he considers an 

improper use of philosophy in the realm of vernacular poetry.  Guittone distinguishes 

between the obvious necessity for food and drink and the more problematic claim that 

sexual gratification is just as necessary, as might be expected, and he does so in a way 

that completely removes the term “filosofo” from the equation, a move that is worth 

further attention.  Guittone introduces elements of belief and experience in his reworking 

of the errant “filosofo” that Meo quoted, transforming him into an authority who does not 

hold the honored title of philosopher and yet nonetheless can speak to the argument 
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that amorous satisfaction is not necessary for one to survive.  It is clear that eating and 

drinking are necessary to survive, Guittone writes, but not lust, as he believes an 

unnamed expert opines: “ma non luxuria, cred’om dica sperto” [but not lust, I believe 

that the experienced man says] (Necessaro mangiar e bere è chiaro, line 2).  Guittone 

disputes the account of the philosopher’s words that Meo gives not so stringently as a 

Giacomo da Lentini correcting an Abate di Tivoli, but rather by subtly shifting the 

discourse into one of belief and experience.  It is a matter of faith in words (“cred’om 

dica”) that is balanced by the transformation of Meo’s “filosofo” into a “sperto,” one who 

has the experience to say differently.   

Experience trumps the abstract principles of philosophy for Guittone in this case, 

as it becomes his personal calling card to assure Meo that the price of eating and 

drinking exquisitely is too high: “ma troppo pió ch’è dilicato, I’ ho sperto” [but that eating 

and drinking that which is extravagant is too much, I have the experience] (Necessaro 

mangiar e bere è chiaro, line 8).  Leaving the philosophy out of it entirely, Guittone relies 

on the strength of his personal experience to exhort a chaste and ascetic lifestyle to his 

friend Meo.  He thus aligns himself with the unnamed “sperto” of the opening of his 

sonnet and privileges the proof that experience brings over the words of philosophy that 

Meo conveys.  In this, Guittone plays the role of dictator that Contini attributed to him: 

he exercises his poetic authority over Meo much like Giacomo da Lentini quelling the 

dissident voices of the Abate di Tivoli and Pier della Vigna, and attempts to correct what 

does not fit in his moral framework.  Because Meo represents a real challenge on 

philosophical grounds that go beyond Guittone’s understanding, he shifts the discourse 

away from philosophical erudition and relies on his personal experience. 
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 These three moments that I have isolated at once demonstrate Guittone’s 

incremental pushing of the vernacular lyric to engage with a different sort of 

philosophical importation as well as his lack of a systematic understanding of the 

philosophy to which he gestures.  He breaks new ground in naming Aristotle in Degno è 

che che dice omo el defenda, and innovates further still in attempting to translate the 

philosopher’s words.  While one part of his “translation” appears to be mediated, he 

accurately cites the Aristotelian definition of happiness in a vernacular poetic context.  

Where Guittone shows his limitations is in his lack of integrated understanding of the 

Aristotelian mean as necessarily connected to his use of the definition of happiness. 

Further still, in his willingness to subscribe to the medieval commonplace of Aristotle 

falling prey to love in the sonnet De lui, cui di’ ch’è morte la figura, Guittone shows the 

distance between his use of Aristotle as a convenient figure of authority and a later, 

more comprehensive understanding of Aristotle that emerges in Dante.  This does not 

stop him from speaking sententiously and attempting to impose his poetic authority over 

a poet like Meo Abbracciavacca, who distills a natural philosophical node in a way that 

does not fit within Guittone’s moral framework. 

We get a sense of both Guittone’s status as poetic authority and the limitations of 

his vernacular experiments in the scathing attack by Guido Cavalcanti of the Aretine 

poet’s lack of philosophical acumen and inability to properly use the language of logic 

that he strives to emulate.  Cavalcanti is the obvious and oft-cited locus for the notion of 

philosophy in the vernacular lyric.  His canzone Donna me prega was subjected to the 

sort of textual gloss by Dino del Garbo that was reserved for commentary of scientific 

and philosophical texts, and a philosophical treatise that came out of the school of 
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Bologna was dedicated to him.109  In the sonnet Da più a uno face un sollegismo, 

Cavalcanti criticizes his poetic predecessor for his departure from the syllogistic mode in 

his poetry and claims that Guittone’s poetic inability is so bad as to prevent him from 

even being able to produce sophistry in verse form.  I cite the sonnet in its entirety110: 

Da più a uno face un sollegismo: 

in maggiore e minor mezzo si pone, 

che pruova necessario sanz’arismo; 

da ciò parti forse di ragione? 

Nel proferrer, che cade ’n barbarismo, 

difetto di saver ti dà cagione; 

e come far poteresti un sofismo 

per silabate carte, fra Guittone? 

Per te non fu giammai una figura; 

non for’ aposto il tuo in argomento; 

induri quanto più disci; e pon’ cura, 

ché ’ntes’ ho che compon’ d’insegnamento 

volume: e fòr principio ha da natura. 

Fa’ ch’om non rida il tuo proponimento!  

[Proceeding from many things to the one makes a syllogism: / one puts the connecting 
medium between the greater and lesser terms, / which makes a proof without numbers; 
/ perhaps you depart from this method for a reason? / Your speech, which falls into 
barbarism, / is explained by the defect in your knowledge; / now how could you express 
even a sophism / in verse, Fra Guittone? / There was never a single figure in your work 
that made sense; / Your style is not fit for use in argumentation; / you grow hard the 
more you learn, so take care / for I understand that you are composing a teaching / 

                                                           
109

 The seminal discovery by Paul Oskar Kristeller of a manuscript of Iacobus de Pistorius’ 

Quaestio de felicitate with a dedication to Guido Cavalcanti is laid out in Kristeller, A 

Philosophical Treatise from Bologna Dedicated to Guido Cavalcanti: Magister Jacobus de 

Pistorius and His “Quaestio de Felicitate (Florence: Sansoni, 1955).  See also Ardizzone, Guido 

Cavalcanti: The Other Middle Ages (Toronto: University of Toronto Press), chapter 4.  
110

 I cite from Guido Cavalcanti, Rime, Domenico de Robertis, ed. (Turin: Einaudi, 1986). 
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volume: and it has its foundation beyond nature. / Make it so that we do not laugh at 
your proposal!] 

Guido Cavalcanti’s sonnet is a masterpiece of technical virtuosity. He defines 

and lays out logical method in verse form, and then moves on to lambast Fra Guittone 

for his inability to follow it.  Domenico De Robertis speculates that the Guittonian text 

that might have provoked such a fierce reaction was Poi male tutto in part because of its 

flawed logic of relying on auctoritates and the creation of a false consensus omnium.  

To that end, he offers up a reading of the line “che pruova necessario sanz’arismo” 

[which makes proof without numbers] (Da più a uno face un sollegismo, line 3) as 

implicating this accumulation of authorities that marks Guittone’s demonstrative 

method.111  As we saw, Degno è was also marked by a similar recourse to strength in 

numbers, from the unnamed philosophers and great individuals of the non-Christian 

past (“filosofi  orrati e magni manti” in line 48) to the entirety of the world’s sages being 

agreement with Christ and Aristotle (“e saggio onni assi l’ave” in line 65).  Cavalcanti 

thus singles out a notable flaw in Guittone’s method and demonstrates the distance 

between his sophisticated rendering of logic in verse and Guittone’s rudimentary 

experiments with philosophical language and authority.  What Cavalcanti also does, 

however, is treat Guittone as a legitimate threat to his vernacular preeminence in 

engaging with philosophy in his verse.  He may consider Guittone inept and incapable 

of even sophistry, but it is clear that Guittone’s efforts to engage in moral philosophy 

have not gone unnoticed.  His “insegnamento” (line 12) represents a vernacular 
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 See Guido Cavalcanti, Rime: Con le rime di Iacopo Cavalcanti, Domenico De Robertis, ed. 

(Turin: Einaudi, 1986), pp. 184-185.  De Robertis (184) characterizes Guittone’s demonstrative 

method in Poi male tutto as a “dimostrazione tutta fondata sulle ‘auctoritates’, sul ‘consensus 

omnium…” [demonstration completely founded upon auctoritates, the consensus of all…] 

among other signs that point to inductive instead of deductive method.   
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precedent that Cavalcanti must acknowledge, and he therefore proceeds to completely 

dismantle Guittone’s poetic method. 

In closing, I turn from Guittone’s uneven experiments with the language of moral 

philosophy to another moment of tension that marks a debate over the proper form of 

vernacular poetry.  This turn is from ethical poetry back to the nexus of love poetry and 

natural philosophy that we will find in perhaps its fullest and most erudite form in the 

poetry of Guido Guinizzelli that I will treat in my final chapter.  Guittone, however, in his 

sonnet S’eo tale fosse, ch’io potesse stare, takes the position that poetry that relies on 

similitude between the lady and natural phenomena is inherently flawed in that it 

violates the ordo naturalis by likening a human being to a lower form.  While 

acknowledging his own complicity in this traditional method, Guittone singles out 

elements such as similes to precious stones, stars, and grain that directly implicate the 

poetry of Guinizzelli.112   

So too Bonagiunta Orbicciani laments that Guinizzelli has altered the fabric of the 

love lyric by importing the “senno di Bologna” into his poetry.  Bonagiunta attacks 

Guinizzelli for shifts in style and register, for speaking with excessive subtlety and 

obscurity that prevent the easy comprehension of what he puts in his amorous verse.  

Guinizzelli responds by emphasizing the care with which one should approach the craft 
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 For a convincing reappraisal of textual resonances, see Michelangelo Picone, “Guittone, 

Guinizzelli, Dante” in Intorno a Guido Guinizzelli, Luciano Rossi and Sara Alloatti Boller, eds. 

(Alessandria: Edizioni dell’Orso, 2002), pp. 73-88.  Picone goes too far, in my view, in 

reinterpreting the transition of poets in Purgatorio 11 as a reference to Guittone and Guinizzelli 

instead of the more commonplace Guido Guinizzelli and Guido Cavalcanti.   
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of vernacular poetry and mocks his Tuscan interlocutor for his clearly inferior intellectual 

capabilities.  I cite here Bonagiunta’s sonnet in full113: 

Voi c’avete mutata la mainera 

de li piacenti ditti de l’amore 

de la forma dell’esser là dov’era, 

per avansare ogn’altro trovatore, 

avete fatto como la lumera, 

ch’a le scure partite dà sprendore, 

ma non quine ove luce l’alta spera, 

la qual avansa e passa di chiarore. 

Così pasate voi di sottigliansa, 

e non si può trovar chi ben ispogna, 

cotant’è iscura vostra parlatura. 

Ed è tenuta grave ’nsomiglianza, 

ancor che ’l senno vegna da Bologna, 

traier canson per forza di scritura. 

[You who changed the manner / of the pleasing verses of love / in its very substance 
from where it was before / in order to outdo every other poet, / you acted like a light, / 
which gives splendor in the dark places, / but not there where the high sphere shines, / 
which outdoes and passes it by in terms of brightness. / You excel so in subtlety, / that it 
is impossible to find one who could explain it, / so obscure is your verse. / And it is 
considered greatly incongruous, / even though knowledge comes from Bologna, / to 
compose a canzone by force of [philosophic/scholarly] writing.] 

What is ironic is that Bonagiunta’s sonnet itself relies on a certain degree of 

philosophical understanding in the way that he speaks of shifts in substance and the 

nature of light. In accusing Guinizzelli of changing the nature of the love lyric, 

Bonagiunta speaks of a change in its essential quality (“la forma dell’essere là dov’era” 
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 I cite from Luciano Rossi’s edition of Guido Guinizzelli’s Rime.  See Guinizzelli, Rime, 

Luciano Rossi, ed. (Turin: Einaudi, 2002).  The translation is mine. 
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in line 3).  He thus contrasts the accidental qualities of amorous verse (“la mainera” of 

line 1) with the essential nature of its existence (“la forma dell’essere”), making use of 

the language of substance and accident that we saw as far back as Iacopo Mostacci’s 

sonnet Solicitando un poco meo savere that opened the tenzone between himself, Pier 

della Vigna and Giacomo da Lentini.  Bonagiunta, whether consciously or not, shows 

some traces of the philosophized vernacular that he objects to.   

When Bonagiunta likens Guinizzelli to a light that shines in dark places only to 

pale in comparison to the greater brilliance of a luminous sphere (i.e. the sun), he enters 

into a discourse that further relies on a natural philosophical understanding of the 

gradations of light.  Though not an exceedingly complex simile, it nonetheless 

demonstrates Bonagiunta’s engagement in the language of natural philosophy.  He 

makes distinctions in the quality and clarity of light (“sprendore” and “chiarore” in lines 6 

and 8 respectively) as well as tracing the difference between greater and lesser bodies 

that emit light, so that the “lumera” in line 5 is literally dwarfed by the “l’alta spera” in line 

7.  This sort of natural philosophical language in fact comes out in other moments of 

Bonagiunta’s poetry, where his resort to natural phenomena takes on a fair complex 

form. 

We can trace the degree to which Bonagiunta is invested in the language of 

philosophy in his own love lyric by looking at such sonnets as his Ne l’amoroso foco 

molti stanno and De dentro da la nieve esce lo foco, where his Sicilian inheritance 

comes through in the way that he implicates the natural world in order to explain the 

amorous state that he experiences.  In the sonnet Ne l’amoroso foco molti stanno, 

Bonagiunta speaks of the amorous flame in which many lovers reside, returning to the 
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primal moment of vernacular exchange between Folquet de Marselh and Giacomo da 

Lentini and showing himself to be an able reader by citing the very same philosophical 

principle that habit makes second nature (consuetudo secunda natura).114  In describing 

how he is able to endure the suffering that love brings, Bonagiunta says that he is able 

to do so not because of his own merit, but because his long use has made it a part of 

his nature: “E son perserverato in questo ardore / con fermo core – e non son meritato, / 

ché lung’usato m’ha fatto natura” [And I have perservered in this ardor / with a steady 

heart – and I do not merit it, / but can do so because long use has made it natural for 

me] (Ne l’amoroso foco molti stanno, lines 9-11).115 The only perceptible difference 

between Bonagiunta’s use of this philosophical principle seems to be that he does not 

feel it needs any sort of citational attribution.  It stands alone as a commonplace, 

already having become an indelible part of the “forma de l’essere” of the vernacular lyric 

in the first moments of its inception. 

At the outset of the sonnet De dentro da la nieve esce lo foco, Bonagiunta 

speaks of a natural process by which snow turns into ice in order to illustrate how his 

beloved lady turns her heart against him.  Not satisfied with a simple account of the 

process, Bonagiunta illustrates how whatever heat that remains in the snow makes its 

way slowly outward, being draw upward by the sun: 

De dentro da la nieve esce lo foco, 

adimorando ne la sua gialura,   
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 See my Chapter 1, pp. 13-20  for a discussion of how Folquet and Giacomo make use of a 

principle that has an Aristotelian, Ciceronian, and Augustinian pedigree as well as Giacomo’s 

innovations with respect to transforming it into an example from the natural world. 
115

 Here and below, I cite from Rimatori siculo-toscani del duegento, vol. 1, Guido Zaccagnini 

and Amos Parducci, eds. (Bari: Laterza, 1915).  The translations are mine. 
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e vincela lo sole a poco a poco:  

divien cristallo l’aigua, tant’è dura;  

e quella fiamma si parte da loco,  

encontra de la sua prima natura. 

 [From within the snow that flame emerges, / which was residing in the cold, / and the 
sun wins it over ever so slowly; / the water becomes crystalline, so hard is it; / and that 
flame which departs from it, / finds its first principle]  

(De dentro da la nieve esce lo foco, lines 1-6)  

We can see a clear continuation from Guido delle Colonne’s complex rendering of the 

relation of extreme elements in the beginning of his canzone Ancor che ll’aigua per lo 

foco lasse through the use of an Aristotelian understanding of contraries laid out in De 

generatione et corruptione in the way that Bonagiunta uses an erudite understanding of 

natural phenomena to capture the complexity of his lady’s hardness of heart.116  

Bonagiunta lays out the process of mixture and separation with the result of natural 

transformation in a way that builds upon Guido delle Colonne’s poetry and engages with 

the tradition before him.  In both of these examples, he demonstrates continuity and a 

codified engagement with natural philosophy in the lyric tradition.  He does not 

approach the sustained level of engagement and erudition that we will find in Guinizzelli, 

but Bonagiunta’s poetry of fire and ice demonstrates the continued presence of a 

natural philosophical tradition that will provide the tools for Guinizzelli’s lyric innovations. 

 Guido Guinizzelli’s response to Bonagiunta’s critique in the sonnet Omo ch’è 

saggio non corre leggero is a measured insult, calling into question Bonagiunta’s 
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 See Chapter 2, pp. 30-33 for my discussion of the beginning of Guido delle Colonne’s 

canzone Ancor che ll’aigua per lo foco lasse and its reflection of an Aristotelian understanding 

of the mixing of contraries in elemental transformation.  We might consider a direct line of 

influence from Guido delle Colonne to Bonagiunta to Dante’s rime petrose, where too the wintry 

landscape mirrors the crystalline hardness of the lady’s heart. 
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intellectual ability and urging his fellow poet to reconsider his words.  What resonates 

for my purposes is the second quatrain of Guinizzelli’s sonnet, where he suggests to 

Bonagiunta that a self-examination is in order.  After laying out the principle that the 

wise man (“saggio” in the incipit is not used lightly, considering the implications of 

intellectual verse that Bonagiunta alluded to) is measured and careful in his 

interrogation of his ability to know, Guinizzelli speaks of the foolishness of being stuck in 

one’s own knowledge and refusing to acknowledge that there are other valid 

approaches: “Foll’è chi crede sol veder lo vero / e non pensare che altri i pogni cura: / 

non se dev’omo tener troppo altero, / ma dé guardar so stato e sua natura” [He is a fool 

who believes that he alone sees the truth / and does not think that others might hold the 

solution: / a man must not be so aloof, / but must examine his own state and nature] 

(Omo ch’è saggio non corre leggero, lines 5-8).  Guinizzelli objects to the limitations that 

Bonagiunta wishes to place upon love poetry, and we might argue that Bonagiunta’s 

poetry itself violates such limits.  Taking Guinizzelli at his suggestion that a man “must 

examine his own state and nature”, even the brief examination of the state and nature of 

Bonagiunta’s love poetry that I undertook above reveals that there is a spectrum of 

philosophical engagement and erudition to be considered in the early lyric and in 

Bonagiunta’s poetry itself.   

 In the next chapter, I will consider Guido Guinizzelli as a poet who deeply 

engages with the lyric tradition before him and pushes the vernacular forward to new 

heights of natural philosophical engagement by rewriting his predecessors and building 

upon them.  Guinizzelli’s sustained and sophisticated effort to distill the complexities of 

natural processes into verse form quickly sets itself apart from what has come before it.  
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So too Guittone’s early experiments in engaging with Aristotelian ethics will find a 

coherent and systematic form in Dante’s canzone Le dolci rime.  Both Guittone and 

Bonagiunta, though called out by the two Guidos for their intellectual inadequacies, 

represent a continuity in the process by which science, philosophy, and ethics made 

their way into the Italian vernacular lyric and changed the very nature of the poetry itself.  

We will see in Guinizzelli and Dante just how far this process will take us from the 

shores of Sicily, where the Notaio sought to logically correct his Occitan predecessor 

and distinguish Italian letters from what came before. 
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Chapter 4 

The Weather in Bologna: Guido Guinizzelli and the Poetics of Natural Philosophy 

 

In this chapter, I consider Guido Guinizzelli as representing at once a 

continuation and a complex reworking of the tradition of engaging with natural 

philosophy in vernacular poetry that we have seen from the first moments of the Scuola 

Siciliana.  Singled out by Dante in Purgatorio 26 as a poetic father and inspiration for all 

who write verses of love as well as explicitly cited as a “saggio” in the sonnet Amor e ’l 

cor gentil sono una cosa, which Dante will come to include in his Vita Nuova, Guinizzelli 

has long been regarded as the initiator of a movement that transforms the love lyric into 

a nexus of intellectual thought and reframes love itself as a redeeming, ennobling force 

that brings the lover closer to the divine.117  Much critical attention has remained 

focused on Guinizzelli’s canzone Al cor gentil rempaira sempre amore, given its status 

as a manifesto on love and nobility that is explicitly cited by Dante in both his lyric poetry 

and in somewhat modified form in Francesca da Rimini’s words in Inferno 5.  In this 

chapter, I will also engage with Al cor gentil, but through the lens of Guinizzelli’s 

experiments with natural philosophical language.  As we briefly saw in his incorporation 

of a complex discourse on magnetism into the canzone Madonna el fino amor ch’io vi 

porto (at the end of Chapter 2), there are other moments in Guinizzelli’s poetic corpus 

that serve to illustrate the extent to which he negotiates with the lyric tradition before 

                                                           
117

 See Teodolinda Barolini, Dante’s Poets: Textuality and Truth in the Comedy (Princeton: 

Princeton University Press, 1984), pp. 129-132, for a reading of Guinizzelli’s sustained presence 

throughout Dante’s works that does not suffer demotion or suppression as Guido Cavalcanti 

does.  On the contrary, he is elevated to the highest affective position: “Only in the Comedy is his 

position finally altered, and for the better: from an adjective, he becomes a substantive; from a 

wise man he becomes a father” (Barolini 131). 
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him and raises the level of his vernacular production by engaging all the more heavily 

and systematically with natural philosophy in lyric form. 

Guinizzelli’s poetic corpus is far more limited than that of a poet like Guittone 

d’Arezzo who, with about 50 canzoni and 250 sonnets that are attributed to him in the 

Egidi edition, was incredibly prolific and well preserved in poetic anthologies.  By 

contrast, Luciano Rossi attributes only 5 canzoni and 14 sonnets definitively to Guido 

Guinizzelli.118  It is far easier, as a result, to make the case for the ties that bind 

Guinizzelli’s poetic production together as consistently relying on a poetics of natural 

philosophy that builds upon the established precedents of naturalistic simile in important 

ways.  From the dominating simile of the lady as a resplendent star or sun to the 

presence of similes that invoke the natural world in the behavior of animals or the virtue 

of stones, Guinizzelli builds his conception of love by crafting both complex meditations 

of natural processes at work and more simplistic analogies that draw upon established 

lyric precedents like Giacomo da Lentini’s salamander. 

This chapter will be focused around readings of two canzoni, Donna l’amor mi 

sforza and Al cor gentil rempaira sempre amore, to demonstrate both Guinizzelli’s 

rewriting of the lyric tradition before him and his highly sophisticated rendering of natural 

processes into poetic form.  Before approaching these texts, however, I will briefly 

                                                           
118

 Also notable is the lengthy temporal divide between critical editions of these respective poets’ 

works.  Where Egidi’s comprehensive edition of Guittone’s poetry dates to 1940, Rossi 

published his critical edition of Guinizzelli in 2002.  While certain parts of the Guittonian corpus 

have been more recently edited and published (Lino Leonardi’s so-called “canzoniere” of 1994 

that compiles Guittone’s work preserved in the Laurenziano Rediano 9 and Roberta Capelli’s 

2007 edition of the Trattato d’Amore), the lack of a more complete and updated critical edition 

remains an issue that is worth rectifying and speaks to the difference in reception between 

Guinizzelli and Guittone.  
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sketch Guinizzelli’s engagement with natural philosophy that permeates through his 

poetic oeuvre, from the canzoni to the sonnets, in a way that clearly resonates with the 

texts that I engage with more fully.    

There is not a single canzone of Guinizzelli’s in which a natural phenomenon is 

not brought to bear in order to better explicate the lover’s amorous state or the lady’s 

attractive power.  In the canzone Tegno•l di folle ’mpres’, a lo ver dire, Guinizzelli 

refuses to back away from the overwhelming force of love and his lady’s unwillingness 

to accede to his desires.  He persists in praising her and likens his lady to a resplendent 

sun (“lucente sole” in line 23) that outshines all others in her beauty.  It is a splendor so 

strong that it illuminates all that surrounds it: “che tutta la rivera fa lucere / e ciò che l’è 

incerchio allegro torna” [that it makes the entire countryside shine / and all that 

surrounds it becomes joyous] (lines 33-34).  Guinizzelli’s simile operates not only by the 

simple understanding of a heavenly body illuminating the land, but also by the principle 

of emanation that transforms the nature of that which surrounds it.  It becomes clear, as 

the canzone progresses, that this sun shines by night as well (i.e. that it is a star) and it 

makes the sun itself envious of its splendor. 

la notte, s’aparisce, 

 come lo sol di giorno dà splendore, 

così l’aere sclarisce: 

onde ’l giorno ne porta grande ’nveggia, 

ch’èi solo avea clarore,  

ora la notte igualmente ’l pareggia.   

[it appears at night, / and like the sun shines during the day / so does it too clear the air: 
/ to the point that it makes the sun greatly envious, / for it alone had light, / and now the 
night equals it] 
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(Tegno•l di folle ’mpres’, a lo ver dire, lines 35-40) 

 The technical vocabulary of illumination is masterfully mixed with affective 

language of envy to illustrate the dialectic between the star that is the lady and the 

quotidian sun of other women that cannot shine by night.  We might recall that the 

technical qualities of “splendore” (line 36) and “chiarore” (line 39) are precisely the 

terms that Bonagiunta used in his sonnet criticizing Guinizzelli for his transformative 

lyric, showing that he is an astute reader of the Bolognese poet’s work and the extent to 

which this simile permeates the corpus.  We will see the similar use of technical terms in 

describing the sun, stars, and flame in the canzone Al cor gentil. 

 Indeed, we find that this move to the stars above is writ large in Guinizzelli’s 

poetry.  In the sonnet Vedut’ò la lucente stella diana, it is a simile that reaches the point 

of apotheosis, where the lady literally becomes a star made flesh at the outset of the 

sonnet: “Vedut’ò la lucente stella diana, / ch’apare anzi che ’l giorno rend’albore, / ch’à 

preso forma di figura umana; / sovr’ogn’altra me par che dea splendore” [I have seen 

the shining morning star, / that appears before dawn begins the day, / which has taken 

the form of a human figure; / she appears to me and shines above all others119] (Vedut’ò 

la lucente stella diana, lines 1-4).  The poetry of natural philosophy here breaks the 

boundaries of simile to transform the lady into a celestial phenomenon that bears 

human form.  As in the canzone Tegno•l di folle, it is the star’s light that serves to 

illustrate that the lady shines above all others.   

                                                           
119

 I follow Luciano Rossi’s reading that “me par” (line 4) constitutes a literal apparition (“mi 

appare”) and does not introduce a valence of doubt or personal perception, as it would if we were 

to read it as “mi pare che.”  See Guido Guinizzelli, Rime, Luciano Rossi, ed. (Turin: Einaudi, 

2002), p. 45. 
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In the sonnet Io voglio del ver la mia donna laudare, we are again confronted 

with an invocation of the morning star’s splendor in the midst of a sonnet that is 

dominated by floral similes.  Guinizzelli likens his lady to the rose and lily, and moves on 

to paint a landscape full of colorful flowers and greenery to illustrate her beauty.  In what 

constitutes an interruption to the colorful landscape, the poet turns once more to the sky 

above to speak of his lady’s otherworldly beauty: “piú che stella diana splende e pare, / 

e ciò ch’è lassú bello a lei somiglio” [she appears and shines more than the morning 

star, / and all that is beautiful above I liken to her] (Io voglio del ver la mia donna 

laudare, lines 3-4).  In this augmented reality, the lady outshines the star and is not 

limited to appearing only in the early light of morning.  Moreover, relational terms of the 

simile are explicitly reversed so that it is the lady that serves as the frame of reference 

in order to speak about the beauty of the heavens.   

The power of a star and its relation to the force of love is reflected in the canzone 

Madonna, il fino amor ch’io vi porto through the role that it plays in the phenomenon of 

magnetism.  As I showed at the end of Chapter 2, Guinizzelli goes beyond his lyric 

predecessors in looking to both a terrestrial and celestial source to explain the way that 

a lodestone draws iron to it, with the end result that the iron points its pole toward the 

pole star: “che si dirizzi l’ago ver’ la stella” [so that it points its pole toward the star] 

(Madonna, il fino amore ch’io vi porto, line 55).  Here we touch upon another area—

lapidary science—that resonates greatly with what we will find in Al cor gentil and its 

explanation of the relationship between love and nobility.  In this canzone too, the 

lengthy discourse on magnetism serves to illustrate the philosophical principle laid out in 

the stanza before that things naturally move to their source: “ché le cose propinque al 
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lor fattore / si parten volentero e tostamente / per gire u’ son nascute” [since things that 

are near to their source / leave willingly and quickly / to return to where they were born] 

(Madonna, il fino amore ch’io vi porto, lines 40-42).  These principles of motion and 

place, which we also saw in the joyous transformation of surrounding bodies by the 

celestial force in Tegno•l folle, will also find further voice in the canzone Al cor gentil.  

Rossi points out that Guinizzelli is here explicitly drawing upon Boethius’ Consolatio 

Philosophiae, but it is significant in my view that Guinizzelli then moves to the natural 

world in search of a phenomenon that will adequately represent this philosophical 

principle.120  Much like Giacomo da Lentini “translated” Folquet de Marselh’s general 

principle of habit becoming nature by transforming it into the natural philosophical 

exemplum of the salamander, Guinizzelli finds in magnetism an erudite yet concrete 

manifestation of this abstract principle that serves to further praise his lady. 

The salamander itself makes an appearance in the canzone Lo fin pregi’ 

avanzato alongside other tropes that demonstrate Guinizzelli’s turn to the poetry of 

Giacomo da Lentini as both a source of inspiration and a standard to be superseded.  

Lo fin pregi’ is a canzone that has been called hyper-Guittonian, dominated as it is by 

such stylistic hallmarks as the rima equivoca and deliberate obscurity, and as such does 

not immediately stand out as a moment of return to the Scuola Siciliana.121  However, 

we find in such tropes as a painter’s frustration with the inadequate representation of 

                                                           
120

 See Guinizzelli, Rime, Luciano Rossi, ed. (Turin: Einaudi, 2002), p. 15.  The passage in 

Boethius is notable for its affective dimension: “Repetunt proprios quaeque recursus / redutuque 

suo singula gaudent” [All things seek their own return / and rejoice in returning to their source] 

(Consolatio Philosophiae 3.2.34-35).  We might recall the joy that the star’s illumination brings 

(“allegro torna” in line 34) in Tegno•l folle ’mpres’ as a distillation of another aspect of this 

moment. 
121

 See Rossi’s introductory note in Guinizzelli, Rime, Luciano Rossi, ed. (Turin: Einaudi, 2002), 

p. 23 as well as Mario Marti, Storia dello Stil Nuovo (Lecce: Milella, 1973), vol. 2, pp. 351-353. 
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reality a consciousness of the lyric precedent that the Notaio’s canzone Madonna dir vo 

voglio in particular represents.  In both cases, we find the artistic representation of 

reality thematized in a way that speaks both to the frustration of amorous desire as well 

as to the radical poetic endeavor that these poets have embarked upon.  Giacomo’s 

frustration, however, stems from his inability to truly express the particulars of his 

amorous state: “Lo non-poter mi turba, / com’om che pinge e sturba, / e pure li dispiace 

/ lo pingere che face, e sé riprende” [This inability [to say what I feel] disturbs me, / like 

a man who paints something and erases it, / for he does not like / what he has painted, 

and reproves himself] (Madonna dir vo voglio, lines 41-44).   The terms of this reproach 

are revealed to be an inability to truly reproduce what is seen in nature (“che non fa per 

natura / la propia pintura” in lines 45-46).  It thus resonates with the natural 

philosophical project initiated by Giacomo in his use of the salamander and reveals his 

consciousness of the difficulty of his endeavor. 

Guinizzelli subtly modifies the context of the simile, removing any trace of the 

inadequacy of language or his poetic insecurity.  Instead, his frustration stems solely 

from his lady’s aloofness: “Com’om che pinge bene / colora viso tale / che li conven 

mal, tale / è soffrire orgoglianza” [Like a man who paints well / colors his face at such a 

painting / that is inadequate, so it is / to suffer [a lady’s] pride] (Lo fin pregi’ avanzato, 

lines 18-21).  Guinizzelli’s artist is a gifted individual (“om che pinge bene”) and his 

frustration has an outward focus as opposed to Giacomo’s self-reproach.  In directly 

engaging with an established lyric precedent and modifying the simile, Guinizzelli 

challenges the Notaio for poetic supremacy and confidently asserts his own artistic 
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ability by depicting a skilled painter who passes judgment over the inferior work of 

others. 

Guinizzelli’s use of the salamander in Lo fin pregi’ reflects a similar degree of 

subtle modification and his turn to another mythological creature—the panther—might 

be seen as an effort to go beyond the efforts of the Notaio in seeking out yet another 

example from the natural world that aptly explains the phenomenon of love.    Giacomo 

turned to the salamander as a natural proof that the apparently destructive force of the 

fire can in fact be withstood and even inhabited: “La salamandra audivi / che ’nfra lo 

foco vivi stando sana” [I have heard of the salamander / that lives within the flame and 

remains whole] (Madonna, dir vo voglio, lines 27-28).  When Guinizzelli appropriates the 

natural exemplum of the salamander, he goes beyond Giacomo in emphasizing the 

aesthetics of the salamander’s appearance in addition to the fact of its survival within 

fire.  He transforms the painful fire of love into a pleasure that makes the heart shine 

with love like a salamander in fire: “già per cui lo meo core / altisce in tal lucore / che si 

ralluma come / salamandra ’n foco vive, / ché ’n ogni parte vive – lo meo core” [through 

her my heart / is raised to such splendor / that it shines like / the salamander that lives 

in fire, / so too does my heart survive anywhere] (Lo fin pregi’ avanzato, lines 35-39).  

Guinizzelli’s salamander is set apart first and foremost for its resplendent appearance, 

but its basic lyric identity of living in fire is invoked as well.  It thus stands both for the 

heart’s transformed state through the ennobling love of the lady as well as for its 

resilience in the face of amorous suffering.  In adding further detail to the Notaio’s 

depiction of the salamander, Guinizzelli sets himself apart from the lyric tradition before 

him and demonstrates his heightened attention to the details of natural phenomena. 
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Guinizzelli makes use of the “pantera,” an exotic and mythological creature, to 

further illustrate the attractive force of love that draws him to his lady.  In a complicated 

dual metaphor that draws together a celestial force and a terrestrial creature, Guinizzelli 

draws upon the tradition of the “pantera” drawing its prey through an irresistible scent.  

He paints his desire as a sun that outdoes even the attractive power of the “pantera”: 

“D’un’amorosa parte / mi vèn voler ch’è sole, / che inver’ me più sòle / che non fa la 

pantera, / ched usa in una parte / che levantesce sole” [From an amorous place / there 

comes to me a desire that is a sun, / that continually works on me / even more than the 

pantera, / that lives in that part / where the sun rises] (Lo fin pregi’ avanzato, lines 40-

43).  Much like his geographical specificity in tracing the location of the mountains of 

magnetite to the cold north in Madonna, il fino amore ch’io vi porto, Guinizzelli speaks of 

his “pantera” as living in the exotic East, the land where the sun rises.  Yet, he speaks 

of his desire as a sun that outdoes the attractive power of this “pantera.”  His turn to a 

creature from the natural world is therefore not explicative in the same way that 

Giacomo’s salamander, but rather to establish a baseline of attraction that is quickly 

superseded.  He subsequently specifies that the attractive power of the “pantera” stems 

from its alluring fragrance and quickly moves to claim that his lady exceeds the 

“pantera” in her fragrant visage: “ché più di c’olor s’ole / su’ viso ch’è pantera” [for she is 

more fragrant / of face than is the pantera] (Lo fin pregi’ avanzato, lines 46-47).  The 

sensory specificity of this image lends a visceral quality to the poet’s praise of his lady.  

It is not just that she goes beyond the “pantera” in her power of attraction, but that she 

specifically exceeds it in the physical quality of her own fragrance.  



 

 

154 

In this, Guinizzelli picks up on another vein of the lyric tradition before him.  In the 

canzone Gioiosamente canto, Guido delle Colonne speaks of his lady having a fragrant 

semblance that is more alluring than that of the “pantera” that resides in the land of 

India: “e la boca aulitosa / più rende aulente aulore / che non fa d’una fera / ch’à nome 

la pantera, / che ’n India nasce ed usa” [and your fragrant visage / gives off a greater 

fragrance / than does that creature to other wild animals / that has the name of the 

panther, / that is born and resides in India] (Gioiosamente canto, lines 16-20).  Through 

both geographical and sensory specificity, Guido delle Colonne lays the foundation for 

Guinizzelli’s use of the same creature in an amorous context.  It is clear in Guido delle 

Colonne’s version that the “pantera” exerts its attractive power upon other wild beasts 

(“che non fa d’una fera” in line 18) and not a fellow “pantera.”  In other words, the 

implication is that this attractive power is not so much an amorous appeal as a method 

to attract prey for consumption and this sense is confirmed when we consider the 

possible origins of this zoological description. 

I previously posited that Giacomo da Lentini might have drawn directly from the 

newly translated Aristotelian text of the Historia animalium for his example of the 

salamander, and it is a compelling possibility for Guido delle Colonne’s “pantera” as 

well.  In Historia animalium 9.6, Aristotle writes of the panther that draws animals to it: 

“They say that the panther has found that wild animals are fond of the scent it emits; 

that, when it goes a-hunting, it hides itself; that the other animals come nearer and 

nearer, and that by this stratagem it can catch even stags” (Historia animalium 

9.6.612a1).  The Aristotelian context is suggestive in the meticulous process of the hunt 

that it describes and it makes clear the violent subtext of this image.  The panther does 
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not draw animals to itself for any benign purpose, but rather to consume them.  This 

context might cause us to reconsider the sort of praise that is being bestowed upon the 

lady when this conceptual nexus is taken up by love poets. 

In a suggestive appropriation of this lyric trope, Dante uses the “pantera” and its 

power of attraction in his De vulgari eloquentia to colorfully represent the illustrious 

vernacular, the object of his intellectual hunt.  In a work that is marked by Dante’s 

exploration and categorization of the vernacular lyric through the explicit naming of 

poets and their work, this moment stands out as an indirect appropriation of the lyric 

tradition that includes Guido delle Colonne and Guido Guinizzelli.122  Dante, however, 

turns the tables on the panther, becoming the aggressor that hunts by the very same 

aroma with which the panther drew its prey to it: “Postquam venati saltus et pascua 

sumus Ytalie, nec pantheram quam sequimur adinvenimus, ut ipsam reperire possimus 

rationabilius investigemus de illa ut, solerti studio, redolentem ubique et necubi 

apparentem nostris penitus irretiamus tenticulis” [After having hunted through all of the 

woodlands and pastures of Italy without finding the panther that we have been pursuing, 

let us carry out a more reasonable investigation of it so that we might be able to find it 

and, through zealous cunning, we can draw that creature into our trap whose scent is 

everywhere and yet does not appear] (De vulgari eloquentia 1.16).  Dante’s 

transformation of a trope from the vernacular love lyric into a Latinate intellectual pursuit 

                                                           
122

 There are other poetic uses of the “pantera” and its irresistible scent that we might consider as 

well, particularly the Siculo-Tuscan poet Inghilfredi in his canzoni Audite forte cosa che m’avene 

and Dogliosamente e con gran malenanza, a moment in the Mare Amoroso, as well as one in the 

Detto d’Amore (lines 199-200).  The latter might have some bearing on the passage in De vulgari 

eloquentia, if we are prone to believing the theory of Dantean authorship.  For more on this 

moment in the De vulgari eloquentia and its lyric intertexts, see Pier Vincenzo Mengaldo’s entry 

on the “pantera” in the Enciclopedia dantesca (Rome: Istituto della Enciclopedia Italiana, 1970). 
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is a notable moment of retranslation and it speaks to the already intellectual character of 

the vernacular lyric that allows for such reinterpretation 

Turning back to the vernacular of Bologna, Guinizzelli essentially combines two 

nodes of the Scuola Siciliana by making use of both the Notaio’s salamander and Guido 

delle Colonne’s panther in the canzone Lo fin pregi’ avanzato.  He subtly modifies the 

Notaio’s salamander to emphasize its resplendent quality and thus better incorporate it 

into his poetry of praise that emphasizes his lady’s shining, star-like qualities.  The sun 

of his desire similarly overpowers the attractive force of the panther’s scent that Guido 

delle Colonne dwelled upon.    While Guinizzelli consciously draws upon the lyric 

tradition before him, he actively works to push the vernacular further in distilling still 

greater and more complex natural processes into a new poetic form. 

I turn now to an extended reading of Guinizzelli’s canzone Donna, l’amor mi 

sforza as a conscious and deliberate rewriting of Giacomo da Lentini’s canzone 

Madonna, dir vo voglio.  In this, I follow the fundamental observation of Furio Brugnolo, 

who characterizes it as an incontrovertible fact that Guinizzelli emulates the Notaio in 

writing his canzone.123  As we recall, Giacomo himself translated part of his canzone 

from Folquet de Marselh’s canso A vos midontç and so we are effectively speaking of a 

translation of a translation.  Just as Giacomo made subtle yet fundamental changes to 

                                                           
123

 See Brugnolo, “Spunti per un nuovo commento a Guinizzelli,” in Intorno a Guido Guinizzelli, 

Rossi and Boller, eds. (Alessandria: Edizioni dell’Orso, 2002), pp. 37-56, but specifically pp. 45-

46 for the present canzone.  Brugnolo claims to be the first to make this observation, and focuses 

the bulk of his attention on the parallels in the beginnings and endings of the respective canzoni 

as well as the appropriation of storm imagery.  While Brugnolo speaks of Guinizzelli’s hiding of 

the Notaio’s influence out an “anxiety of influence,” I view this rewriting more as an opportunity 

that Guinizzelli takes to demonstrate his lyric innovations by subverting an established canonical 

text. 
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the language and content of Folquet’s canso in order to make it logically sound and 

resonate scientifically, so too does Guido alter the content of Giacomo’s verse to 

demonstrate his own intellectual investment in natural philosophy and distinguish 

himself from the tradition before him.  Guinizzelli’s canzone, like Giacomo’s before him, 

recounts the pain of his amorous state through the use of a mix of metaphorical imagery 

like a ship in the storm as well as complex renderings of natural phenomena.  The 

poet’s frustration is palpable, and it seems not entirely based in his unrequited love but 

also in his inability to express himself in such a way that his lady reciprocates his 

passion. 

I cite here the first stanza of the canzone124, where the poet feels compelled to 

confess the pain of his love to his lady, and then move to a reading of it that focuses on 

the act of rewriting the Notaio that Guinizzelli accomplishes: 

Donna, l’amor mi sforza 

ch’eo vi deggia contare 

com’eo so’ ’nnamorato, 

e ciascun giorno inforza 

la mia voglia d’amare: 

pur foss’eo meritato! 

Sacciate in veritate 

che sí pres’ è ’l meo core 

di vo’, incarnato amore, 

che more di pietate 

e consumar lo faite 
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 I cite from Luciano Rossi’s edition of Guinizzelli’s Rime. See Guido Guinizzelli, Rime, 

Luciano Rossi, ed. (Turin: Einaudi, 2002).  The translation is mine. 
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in gran foco d’ardore. 

[Lady, love compels me / so that I must tell you / how I have fallen in love, / and every 
day it compels / my will to love: / would that I were paid in kind!125 / You know in truth / 
that my heart is so taken / with you, love incarnate, / that it dies of torment / and that fact 
consumes me / in a great fire of passion] 

(Donna, l’amor mi sforza, lines 1-12) 

 As Brugnolo (45) points out, the opening lines take up the opening of Giacomo 

da Lentini’s Madonna dir vo voglio and rewrite them.  Where Giacomo began 

“Madonna, dir vo voglio / como l’amor m’à priso” [My lady, I want to tell you / how love 

has taken me] (Madonna dir vo voglio, lines 1-2), Guido begins “Donna, l’amor mi sforza 

/ ch’eo vi deggia contare / com’eo so’ ’nnamorato” [Lady, love compels me / so that I 

must tell you / how I have fallen in love] (Donna, l’amor mi sforza, lines 1-3).  Brugnolo, 

however, does not dwell upon the telling differences between the two poets or indicate 

the precise nature of Guinizzelli’s innovative translation.  In both cases, there is an 

address to the lady in order to tell her of the specific nature of the amorous desire.  So 

too is there an element of force exerted by love (“l’amor m’à priso” for Giacomo and 

“l’amor mi sforza” for Guido), but there is a fundamental difference in Giacomo’s desire 

to speak (“dir vo voglio”) and Guido’s compulsion to speak (“ch’eo vi deggia contare”).  

It is a subtle rewriting, but in Guinizzelli’s version the forceful nature of love is 

reduplicated in the poet’s being forced to tell his lady of his suffering.  As the 

subsequent line makes clear, will and desire are here subjected to the force of love in a 

process that repeats itself over and over again: “e ciascun giorno inforza / la mia voglia 

d’amare” [and every day it compels / my will to love] (Donna, l’amor mi sforza, lines 4-

5).  Giacomo’s unprompted desire to speak (“Madonna, dir vo voglio”) is thus 
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 I follow Contini’s reading of “meritato” meaning “ricompensato.” See Poeti del Duecento, 

vol. 2, Gianfranco Contini, ed. (Milan: Ricciardi, 1960), pg. 457. 
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reformulated in Guido’s desire that is subjected to the external force of love (“inforza / la 

mia voglia d’amare”).  This is a compulsion that Giacomo might well mistake for his 

own desire, but that Guido emphatically denies as being a natural part of himself.126   

 Just as Giacomo sought to impose a logical order on Folquet de Marselh’s 

paradoxical understanding of the consequences of love, Guido Guinizzelli goes still 

further in eliminating the remaining traces of disorder and contradiction from his 

adaptation of the Notaio’s canzone.  Guinizzelli folds love and the lady together, 

speaking of her as love made flesh, and laments that his heart is taken to the point that 

it dies of such torment: “Sacciate in veritate / che sí pres’è ’l meo core / di vo’, incarnato 

amore, / che more di pietate…” [You know in truth / that my heart is so taken / with you, 

love incarnate, / that it dies of torment…] (Donna, amor mi sforza, lines 7-10).  Guido 

claims that he is telling his lady what she already knows, placing a premium on 

knowledge (“Sacciate”) and truth (“veritate”) that makes his logical leap all the more 

apparent in the ensuing lines.  In my analysis in Chapter 1, I showed that Giacomo 

“corrected” Folquet de Marselh’s canso by eliminating the logical fallacy of the self that 

lives and dies at once when it is taken with love or the heart that dies and lives again.  

But Giacomo nonetheless replicated some semblance of Folquet’s formulation in 

claiming that his heart lives when it dies (“che vive quando more” in Madonna dir vo 

voglio, line 7).  Here, Guinizzelli goes further in entirely eliminating the possibility of 

living death.  There is no life to be found here within the painful state of love, and thus 
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 Guinizzelli’s dwelling upon force and compulsion comes up in a rather different way in his 

sonnet Chi vedesse a Lucia un ver capuzzo, where his frustrated desire turns to an erotic fantasy 

of violent rape.  This is a trope that we can certainly trace forward to Dante’s Così nel mio 

parlar.  Rossi (65) points out that one of the only remaining written judgments that we have that 

was made by Guinizzelli as a judge was in fact a case of rape, and posits some legal resonance 

with this language of “forza.” 
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there is no contradiction that defies the logic of life and death as distinct states that 

cannot exist in the same moment.  Giacomo reaches the very same point of logical 

coherence a few lines later in his canzone, but Guido in effect gets there a bit more 

quickly and emphatically. 

It is in the third stanza of the canzone that Guinizzelli truly innovates with respect 

to the Sicilian material that he adapts.  While the second stanza takes on the metaphor 

of the ship tossed by the stormy seas of misfortune from Giacomo da Lentini’s Madonna 

dir vo voglio, Guinizzelli’s poetic reworking of Giacomo’s invocation of the language of 

natural philosophy in the third stanza is far more significant to my mind.  To better 

gauge Guinizzelli’s innovations, let us recapitulate the achievements of Folquet and 

Giacomo, his precursors.  In Chapter 1, I showed how Giacomo engaged with 

philosophical authorities in a markedly different way from his Occitan predecessor in his 

“translation” practice by privileging his own position as mediator between the sources of 

knowledge and his poetic audience.  Where Folquet cited directly (“savi dion e l autor 

veramen…” in A vos midontç, line 17), Giacomo emphasized his access and 

acceptance of the knowledge of the natural world (“La salamandra audivi…” in 

Madonna dir vo voglio, line 27).  Giacomo hears and actively transmits what he knows, 

while Folquet is content to let the authorities speak for him.  Moreover, Giacomo took 

Folquet’s restatement of a philosophical principle that habit becomes nature over time 

(consuetudo secunda natura) and transformed it into the natural philosophical example 

of the salamander. 

Guido Guinizzelli explicitly draws upon the Notaio’s formulation and his 

implication of the natural world to illustrate the amorous state that he is compelled to 



 

 

161 

describe.  However, he radically departs from the comparatively simple example of the 

salamander and instead embarks on a description of the complex process by which 

lightning comes into being: 

Madonna, audivi dire 

che ’n aire nasce un foco 

per rincontrar di venti; 

se non more ’n venire 

in nuviloso loco, 

arde inmantenenti 

ciò che dimora loco: 

cosí ’n le nostre voglie 

contrar’ aire s’accoglie, 

unde mi nasce un foco 

lo qual s’astingue un poco 

in lagrime ed in doglie.  

[My lady, I have heard it said / that a fire is born in the air / through the meeting of 
winds; / if it does not die in coming / to the region of the clouds, / it immediately burns / 
all that resides there: / so in our desires / does an opposing air gather, / from which a 
flame is born in me / that is extinguished a little / in tears and torments.] 

(Donna, l’amor mi sforza, lines 25-36) 

 The formulation “Madonna, audivi dire” picks up precisely on Giacomo da 

Lentini’s “La salamandra audivi” (Madonna dir vo voglio, line 27) and emphasizes 

Guinizzelli’s personal engagement both with the tradition before him and with the 

intellectual understanding of natural processes that he brings into his vernacular lyric 

production.  Giacomo turned to an animal that could live in fire to illustrate how he could 

survive the pain of his love: “La salamandra audivi / che ’nfra lo foco vivi / stando sana; / 

eo sì fo per long’uso” [I have heard of the salamander / that lives with the flame / 
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remaining whole; / and I do so out of long use] (Madonna dir vo voglio, lines 27-29).  

While Guido turns to a far more complicated natural process, he does so by clearly 

making use of the same conceptual nexus.  Giacomo’s “foco” in which the salamander 

resides becomes the “foco” (repeated in lines 26 and 34) out of which love’s lightning is 

born for Guido.  In both cases, the complex natural exemplum serves to illustrate an 

idea about the amorous state and the poet’s relation to his beloved.  Where Giacomo 

claims the salamander’s endurance of the flame for himself (“eo sì fo per long’uso”), 

Guido relates the birth of his amorous desire to the formation of lightning (“unde mi 

nasce un foco”).   

 The nature of Guinizzelli’s subversive rewriting of the Notaio’s words reveals 

itself in the nature of the amorous flame in which both poets reside.  Giacomo, following 

his Occitan predecessor, laments earlier that the flame that plagues him seems as 

though it will never be extinguished: “foc’aio al cor non credo mai si stingua, / anzi pur 

s’alluma” [I have flame in my that heart that I do not believe will ever be extinguished, / 

but rather it burns all the more] (Madonna, dir vo voglio, lines 24-25).  Guinizzelli, on the 

other hand, subtly modifies the Notaio’s flame to allow for a gradual reduction in the fire 

that is born within him.  He claims that the flame of love born within him extinguishes 

itself little by little through his tears and pains: “unde mi nasce un foco / lo qual 

s’astingue un poco / in lagrime ed in doglie” [whence a flame is born within me / that is 

extinguished a little / in tears and torments] (Donna, l’amor mi sforza, lines 34-36).  

Guido directly contradicts Giacomo’s account of an undying flame in a way that serves 

to highlight his departure from the Notaio’s words.  They use the very same vocabulary 

of extinguishing—“si stingua” for Giacomo and “s’astingue” for Guido—but Guido takes 
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full advantage of his far more detailed natural simile to liken his tears and pains to a 

coldness that can extinguish the flame of lightning. In directly contradicting the words of 

the Notaio and going well beyond the limits of Giacomo’s importing of natural 

philosophy in his canzone, Guido demonstrates the palpable distance between the early 

lyric experiments in a philosophical vernacular and his far more erudite engagement 

with the intellectual currents of his day. 

 I argued that Giacomo da Lentini, in transforming Folquet de Marselh’s abstract 

philosophical principle into a concrete example taken from the natural world, was 

possibly making use of the newly translated Aristotelian work Historia animalium in 

addition to drawing upon previous Occitan uses of the salamander in lyric form.127  In 

the case of Guido Guinizzelli’s complex rendering of a meteorological process, his 

reliance on an Aristotelian understanding of atmospheric composition and elemental 

forces is much more clear.  In his commentary to the canzone, Luciano Rossi alludes to 

the “tradizione scientifica” that informs this use of meteorology including Cicero’s De 

divinatione, Isidore of Seville’s Etymologiae, and Brunetto Latini’s Tresor.  Rossi does 

not, however, recover the Aristotelian usage (other than indicating Albertus Magnus’ 

Meteorologia) as playing a role in this understanding of lightning formation.128  We can, 
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 This is a textual nexus that is certainly not outside of Guinizzelli’s poetic corpus.  In the 

canzone Lo fin pregi’ avanzato, he makes use of the salamander in a somewhat different key 

than Giacomo in a simile to illustrate the purity and brightness of his love as well as speak to its 

durability: “già per cui lo meo core / altisce in tal lucore / che si ralluma come / salamandra ’n 

foco vive, / ché ’n ogni parte vive—lo meo core” [for this [true pleasure] my heart / is raised to 

such splendor / that it shines like / the salamander that lives in the fire, / and so my heart too can 

live anywhere] (Lo fin pregi’ avanzato, lines 35-39).  Once again, we find that Guinizzelli makes 

use of much of the same material as the Sicilian poets before him but in a way that relies more 

upon nuance and a sophisticated distillation of natural philosophy. 
128

 See Guido Guinizzelli, Rime, Luciano Rossi, ed. (Turin: Einaudi, 2002), p. 20.  Rossi seems 

to privilege the vernacular sources like Brunetto and Ristoro d’Arezzo’s Composizione del 
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in my view, go back to Aristotle’s Meteorologica, which provides a basis for the process 

that Guinizzelli describes as well as a vital context for Guinizzelli’s description of the 

elements of the atmosphere. 

 In the second book of the Meteorolgica, Aristotle traces the origin of lightning and 

thunder to the exhalations of moist and dry air that constitute clouds and are forced 

outward when clouds collide with one another.  This understanding is based in the 

notion that Aristotle lays out in Book 1 that all four elements (fire, air, water, and earth) 

exist in some form within the atmosphere.  The clouds from which the lightning is 

ejected thus contain opposing forces within them: “As we have said, there are two kind 

of exhalation, moist and dry, and their combination contains them both potentially.  It, as 

we have said before, condenses into a cloud” (Meteorologia 2.9.369a1.15).  We get a 

sense of this opposition in Guido’s initial presentation of the meeting of the winds 

(“rincontrar di venti” in line 25) as well as when he applies the terms of his natural 

simile to the unequal terms of desire between himself and his beloved: “cosí ’n le nostre 

voglie / contrar’ aire s’accoglie” [so in our desires / does an opposing air gather] 

(Donna, l’amor mi sforza, lines 32-33, emphasis mine).  The poetry of cloud formation is 

so completely interwoven with the depiction of unequal desire that the simile only grows 

in efficacy as the stanza moves forward to the more personal terms of unrequited love.   

As Aristotle’s discussion of the cause of thunder and lightning continues, we see 

both the possibility of harmless dispersal and the more violent squeezing downward of 

the consuming flame of lightning:  

                                                                                                                                                                                           

mondo, which no doubt should be considered as constituting a vital part of the transmission of 

this understanding of lightning. 
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Now the heat that escapes disperses to the upper region.  But if any of the dry 
exhalation is caught in the process as the air cools, it is squeezed out as the clouds 
contract and is forcibly carried on and collides with the neighbouring clouds, and the 
sound of this collision is what we call thunder…It usually happens that the wind that is 
ejected is inflamed and burns with a thin and faint fire: this is what we call lightning, 
where we see as it were the exhalation coloured in the act of its ejection. 
(Meteorologica, 2.9.369a1.25-369b1.10) 

The violence of the process is striking and apt for Guinizzelli’s appropriation to 

describe his amorous suffering.  What resonates equally, however, is the possibility of 

extinguishing and dispersal.  In Guinizzelli’s usage, the fiery lightning of his desire could 

just as easily be extinguished as burn all that it encounters: “se non more ’n venire / in 

nuviloso loco, / arde inmantenenti / ciò che dimora loco” [if it does not die in coming / to 

the region of clouds / it immediately burns / all that resides there] (Donna, l’amor mi 

sforza, lines 28-31).  There is a tension between the violence of desire and its tenuous 

existence that picks up precisely on the elements of the natural philosophical 

understanding of lightning that Aristotle illustrates.  What Guinizzelli adds to the 

equation is an emphasis on the destructive and consuming power of the flame that is 

born, taking full advantage of the inherent elemental conflict in the Aristotelian 

conception of lightning.  In doing so, he follows Guido delle Colonne’s move in Ancor 

che ll’aigua per lo foco lasse, which took the combination of opposing elements as its 

underlying tenet in the opening stanza. 

 The stanza dramatizes the birth, death, and suffering of love by likening it to the 

complex workings of the heavens.  It is not enough for Guinizzelli to merely mention an 

example from the natural world to illustrate his point as Giacomo da Lentini did in 

likening himself to a salamander.  Instead, he pushes the vernacular lyric to a new level 

of engagement with natural philosophy by weaving the depiction of his amorous desire 
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together with a meteorological phenomenon that cannot be reduced to a few verses.  

Guinizzelli’s is a sustained meditation and a sophisticated rendering of natural 

philosophy that elevates the rapport between lover and beloved to a force of nature that 

defies common understanding and simple similitude.  The way that the elements weave 

in and out of his depiction of the amorous state in this moment dramatically highlights 

Guinizzelli’s sophisticated poetics of elevating the discourse of love to a phenomenon 

that embraces the natural world and requires a nuanced, philosophical understanding of 

the workings of nature in order to understand it.  

 In the following stanza, Guinizzelli laments his subjection to his lady and the 

convention that dictates that he must make his pain appear to be pleasure.  He ends 

with the assertion that in truth he is doing nothing more than pushing the air: “che s’eo 

voglio ver dire, / credo pingere l’aire” [that if I want to tell the truth, / I believe that I am 

painting the air] (Donna, l’amor mi sforza, lines 47-48).  As Brugnolo points out, 

Guinizzelli replicates the terms of the Occitan poet Arnaut Daniel’s adunaton in his 

canso Ab gai soc onde a leri: “Ieu sui Arnau c’amas aura” [I am Arnaut, who pushes the 

air] (Ab gai soc onde a leri, line 43).129  However, given the context of the 

meteorological description of lightning’s genesis earlier in the canzone, this may well not 

be the senseless act that it appears to be.  The “aire” here, after all, repeats the “aire” of 

line 26 where the flame of lightning is born and the “aire” of line 34 that gathers from the 

violent meeting of the winds of contrary desire that gives birth to the flame of consuming 

longing. Moreover, the act of pushing air exactly recapitulates Aristotle’s description of 

                                                           
129

 Brugnolo also reads this moment forward to Petrarch’s almost direct citation of the Occitan 

poet in Là ver l’aurora, che sì dolce l’aura (Poem 239 in the Rerum vulgarium fragmenta).  See 

Brugnolo, “Spunti a un nuovo commento a Guinizzelli” in Intorno a Guido Guinizzelli, Rossi 

and Boller, eds. (Alessandria: Edizioni dell’Orso, 2002), pp. 47-48. 
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the birth of lightning, where the hot air is pushed downward against its nature and 

catches fire. 

 This sense is perhaps reinforced when Guinizzelli repeats himself in the very 

next line, which initiates the last stanza of the canzone.  Once more lamenting that he 

does no more than push the air, Guinizzelli shifts the emphasis to his poetic identity and 

again takes up the words of the Notaio in order to alter them: “A pinger l’air son dato / 

poi ch’a tal son adutto: / lavoro e non acquisto” [I am given to paint the air / for I am 

forced to do such a thing: / I work and do not gain from it] (Donna, l’amor mi sforza, 

lines 49-51).  These lines are marked by an intense personal focus, with the passive 

constructions giving way to active ones that all revolve around the subject of the poet.  

The reprisal of the previous line of pushing air is here recalibrated ever so slightly to put 

the focus squarely on the poet.  Instead of a true poetic ripresa, the end of the line is 

changed to emphasize the poet’s personal stake in what he does.  It is he alone who is 

given to perform this seemingly senseless act, and he is constrained to do so by the 

force of his desire.  In his complaint that he gains nothing from his work (“lavoro e non 

acquisto”), Guinizzelli appropriates Giacomo’s moment of crisis in Madonna, dir vo 

voglio when he goes beyond the boundaries of the Folquet de Marselh’s canso that he 

has been innovatively translating.  As a result of his amorous suffering, Giacomo fears 

that he does not know what he says and that his work will not bear fruit: “e non saccio 

che eo dica: / lo meo lavoro spica e non ingrana” [and I do not know what I say: / my 

work seeds and does not ingrain itself] (Madonna, dir vo voglio, lines 31-32).  In the 

common refrain of work (“lavoro”), we see the effort required in crafting this 

philosophically oriented verse as well as what it is to go beyond the conventions and 
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boundaries of what has come before.  But Giacomo’s work has indeed borne fruit and 

become “ingranato,” to the point that it can be rewritten polemically by a poet of the next 

generation.  In a sense, Guinizzelli has cultivated the seed initiated by the Notaio and 

used it to push the air around him with the erudition of Bologna to which Bonagiunta 

objected so strongly. 

 There are a number of moments in the Commedia in which Dante demonstrates 

his interest in this meteorological strain of Guinizzelli’s poetics of natural philosophy, 

from the stormy description of Pistoia engulfed by battle at the end of Inferno 24 to 

numerous similes that rely upon the speed of lightning or the behavior of clouds in 

Purgatorio and Paradiso.130  In Purgatorio 5, the workings of the weather are thematized 

throughout the canto, beginning with the sun’s light being broken by the pilgrim’s body 

(i.e. his casting a shadow, and thus revealing that he still has his earthly body unlike the 

shades of Purgatory) and ending in the systematic destruction of Bonconte da 

Montefeltro’s dead body by a vengeful devil that martials the natural world to aid his 

cause.  When two souls discover that the pilgrim has come to their realm with his body 

intact, their speedy departure to inform their fellow spirits is described as the rapid 

movement of ignited vapors or clouds dispersed by the sun: “Vapori accesi non vid’io sì 

tosto / di prima notte mai fender sereno, / né, sol calando, nuvole d’agosto...” [Never did 

I see kindled vapors rend / clear skies at nightfall or the setting sun / cleave August 
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 Perhaps the most telling of the lightning similes with respect to Guinizzelli’s verse is 

Paradiso 23.40-42, where in addition to the lexical links of “foco” and “nube” (“nuviloso loco” 

in Guinizzelli) the violent elemental conflict comes through more than the speed: “Come foco di 

nube si diserra / per dilatarsi sì che non vi cape / e fuor di sua natura in giù s’atterra” [Even as 

lightning breaking from a cloud / expanding so that it cannot be pent, / against its nature, down to 

earth, descends].  It is a notable moment that conveys the necessary violence of vision that 

carries Dante beyond the boundaries of human comprehension that nonetheless remains 

grounded in a complex rendering of natural philosophy that resonates with the lyric past. 
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clouds with a rapidity…] (Purgatorio 5.37-39).  The ignited vapors that rend the clear 

night sky refer most likely to the passing of a shooting star, but the vocabulary of 

atmospheric phenomena resonates with Guinizzelli’s description of the fire that burns 

what it finds in its rapid descent (“arde inmantenenti” in line 30).  So too does the 

description of the sun chasing away the clouds through its heat mirror the fire of 

lightning that is opposed to the clouds of the “nuviloso loco” (line 29). 

 Later in the canto, when Bonconte describes the natural process of clouds 

producing rain that will be augmented by a devil to destroy his body, he uses language 

that resonates both in terms of the Aristotelian meteorology that we have seen as well 

as Guinizzelli’s lyric rendering of cloud formation.  Bonconte describes the formation of 

a rain cloud as a gathering of vapor that converts back into water when it has reached 

the cold region of the atmosphere: “Ben sai come ne l’aere si raccoglie / quell’umido 

vapor che in acqua riede, / tosto che sale dove ’l freddo il coglie” [You are aware how, in 

the air, moist vapor / will gather and again revert to rain / as soon as it has climbed 

where cold enfolds] (Purgatorio 5.109-111).  The gathering in the air picks up on 

Guinizzelli’s rendering of the opposing air that gathers in the cloud of desire (“contrar’ 

aire s’accoglie” in line 33).  So too the coldness of the cloudy region in Guinizzelli is 

precisely what could extinguish the fire of lightning even as it is born, as seen in the rain 

of his tears (“lagrime” in line 36). 

 Alison Cornish has insightfully read this moment of Purgatorio 5 as a 

volgarizzamento of Aristotelian meteorology that seeks to bring scientific erudition into 
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an understandable and useful form for his contemporary readers.131  While she 

systematically breaks down the passage with respect to its use of Aristotle’s 

Meteorologica, Albertus Magnus’ commentary, and Thomas Aquinas, Cornish (170) 

also acknowledges lyric precedents “from the vocabulary and repertory of natural 

science in Sicilian lyrics to the “philosophizing” of Guido Guinizzelli and Guido 

Cavalcanti,” and indeed cites a sonnet of Guittone d’Arezzo as a counterpoint to 

Dante’s more active and technical vulgarization.  In adding the meteorologically 

inflected poetry of Guido Guinizzelli to this mix, we can enhance our reading of such 

moments in the Commedia as continuing to draw upon the lyric tradition that has 

codified a vocabulary of scientific language capable of explicating the birth of lightning 

and the fall of rain. 

I move now to a reading of Guinizzelli’s canzone Al cor gentil rimpaira sempre 

amore as a work that constitutes a vital proving ground not only in the traditional sense 

of linking love and nobility and positing a redeeming power for the lady that can lead to 

the divine instead of taking away from it—all of these things link to Dante’s love lyric as 

well as to the meditations on love and nobility in the Commedia—but also in the 

channeling of natural philosophy in a sustained effort to demonstrate his argument 

beyond all doubt.  In a canzone consisting of 5 stanzas, the first three are dominated by 

examples and principles from the natural world that Guinizzelli martials to aid his cause.  

We can trace a sort of progression from the relatively simple example of a bird that 
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 See Cornish, “Vulgarizing Science: Vernacular Translation of Natural Philosophy,” in Dante 

for the New Millennium, Barolini and Storey, eds. (New York: Fordham University Press, 2003).  

Cornish seems to distinguish between Dante’s deliberate use of an older version of the 

Meteorologica to suit his poetic purposes and Guittone’s unavoidable dependence on it in his 

sonnet Pare che voglia dicere l’autore, a useful perspective to keep in mind. 
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always seeks to reside in a wood to the more complicated meditation on the way that 

rocks receive their unique properties from astral influences, with the canzone 

culminating in the movement of the heavens themselves and an imagined conversation 

with God.  All of nature is coopted to demonstrate that love’s proper place is within the 

noble heart, irrespective of class or birth.  We can also see how Guinizzelli continually 

engages with the lyric tradition before him in this canzone, to the point of almost direct 

citations of material such as Guido delle Colonne’s Ancor che ll’aigua per lo foco lasse.  

He thus translates material both from the intellectual discipline of natural philosophy as 

well as from the lyric tradition that precedes his own work. 

Maria Luisa Ardizzone convincingly describes Guinizzelli’s new poetics as 

vacillating between recapitulation of material from the Scuola Siciliana and a “capacity 

for organizing new content,” which she connects to Guinizzelli’s identity as a notary who 

would have been schooled in “the sciences of the time—that is, with jurisprudence, with 

the philosophy of nature, and with theology.”132  Where Ardizzone’s focus is more on the 

tradition of natural law as it connects theologically to the depictions of nature in the 

canzone, we might also look at some other aspects of the distillation of intellectual 

culture that mark the canzone. 

In the first stanza, Guinizzelli moves from the simple example of a bird that 

always seeks to reside in greenery to a complex meditation on the order of creation and 

the mechanics of fire in order to argue that the natural seat of love is the noble heart.  In 

remarkably synthetic and programmatic terms, Guinizzelli lays out three examples from 

                                                           
132

 See Ardizzone, “Guido Guinizzelli’s “Al cor gentil”: A Notary in Search of Written Laws,” 

Modern Philology 94.4 (1997), pp. 455-474.  My citations are from pp. 456-457. 
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the natural world that implicate rather different fields of the natural philosophical tradition 

that the canzone puts into vernacular terms: 

Al cor gentil rimpaira sempre amore 

come l’ausello inselva i lla verdura; 

né fe’ amor anti che gentil core, 

né gentil core anti ch’amor, Natura: 

ch’adesso con’ fu ’l sole, 

sí tosto lo splendore fu lucente, 

né fu davanti ’l sole; 

e prende amore in gentilezza loco 

cosí proprïamente 

come calore in clarità di foco. 

[Love always returns to the noble heart / like a bird that seeks refuge in the greenery; / 
neither love before the noble heart, / nor the noble heart before love did Nature make: / 
in the same moment that the sun was made, / was its splendor made bright, / nor did 
the sun exist before its splendor; / and love takes its place in nobility / as properly / as 
heat in the clear part of the flame.] 

(Al cor gentil rimpaira sempre amore, lines 1-10) 

As Giacomo da Lentini used the salamander to make his status as a lover resonate in 

natural philosophical terms in Madonna, dir vo voglio, so too does Guido Guinizzelli 

initiate his canzone with a simile that considers the behavior of birds in order to illustrate 

the principle of proper place.  Here, however, there is no sense of a reinforced poetic 

authority through the deployment of an active verb like “audivi” (which we saw both in 

Giacomo’s Madonna dir vo voglio and in Guido’s Donna, l’amor mi sforza).  Rather, the 

natural exemplum speaks for itself and is presented as immutable law.   It is an example 

that privileges observation, relying upon an easily verifiable avian trait that does not 

require a truly comprehensive understanding of natural philosophy.  It does not, after all, 
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take much to see that a bird tends to reside not in the undergrowth of the woods but in 

the leaves of a tree.   

We very quickly move forward in terms of degree of erudition when Guido seeks 

to demonstrate that the existence of love and nobility is interdependent and inextricably 

linked with respect to the order of creation.  Even before we move to a reading of how 

Guinizzelli makes use of the language of creation and returns to the trope of being and 

accident (which we saw in the debate on love’s separated existence in the tenzone 

between Iacopo Mostacci, Pier della Vigna, and Giacomo da Lentini), what immediately 

strikes us is the apotheosis of Nature as the defining creative force.133  “Natura” is 

emphasized all the more by its position as the rhyme word at the end of line 4, and it 

serves to highlight both the example of the bird in foliage that we have already come 

upon in the previous lines as well as the subsequent discourse on the substance of the 

sun and its accidental quality of splendor being created in the very same moment.  In a 

larger sense, though, “Natura” is very much a parola chiave, a keyword that 

programmatically announces the scope of the canzone as encompassing the entire 

natural order, from the birds of the wood to solar splendor to the virtue of minerals.   

 The discourse of simultaneous creation that Guinizzelli uses to describe the 

contemporaneous existence of the sun and its splendor essentially distills Aristotelian 
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 We might also think of an Ovidian allusion here.  In Metamorphoses 1, the strife between 

opposing elements is ended by a creative force, whether it be a god or Nature that steps in and 

creates order: “Hanc deus et melior natura diremit” [A god, or better nature, put an end to this 

conflict] (Metamorphoses 1.21).  While the Ovidian subtext might hold for the discernible 

movement from chaos to order in terms of coopting the natural order to demonstrate the link 

between love and nobility, part of the canzone is defined precisely by its lack of transformation: 

in the third stanza, vile nature extinguishes love as water does the flame and the muddy vileness 

of one who believes himself to be noble by birth remains unchanged in spite of the sun that 

strikes it all day long. 
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ontology by appropriating the philosophical distinction between substance and accident 

and applying the logic of creation to it.134  In this respect, Guinizzelli concretely 

represents what we saw in Iacopo Mostacci’s vernacular innovation of the term 

“amorositate” in his sonnet Solicitando un poco meo savere to linguistically represent 

his philosophical stance that love is a quality and not a substance.  Guinizzelli, however, 

blurs the lines between substance and accident by claiming that neither the sun nor its 

essential attribute of “splendore” (line 6) could exist prior to one another.  In this, he 

engages in an interpretive act of reading nature and making it signify in a way that asks 

his reader to take up a philosophical understanding of the sun’s existence in order to 

truly understand his claims about love and nobility. 

 The climax of the stanza implicates the nature of fire in a way that manifestly 

represents Guinizzelli’s conscious manipulation of the language of natural philosophy.  

He also initiates an explicit turn to the poetry of the Scuola Siciliana and established 

lyric precedents: the amorous flame is featured in both the poetry of Giacomo da Lentini 

and Guido delle Colonne.  Transitioning from the claim that love and the noble heart 

were created together in the very same moment, Guinizzelli returns to his initial 

meditation upon proper place and asserts that the nobility and love belong together.  He 

builds upon the previous example of solar splendor by likening love and nobility to the 

relationship between the heat of fire (“calore” in line 10) and its luminosity (“clarità” in 

line 10).  Guinizzelli also seems to correct his earlier blurring of the line between 

substance and accident by focusing on two natural attributes that belong to the same 

element of fire.  Though one may find its place in the other, there is no confusion about 
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 For a succinct Aristotelian statement of the distinction between substance and accident, see 

Metaphysics, Book 7 and Categories (10). 
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both the heat (“calore”) and the light (“clarità”) being properties of the fire and not 

constituting separate substances.  He thus subtly changes the terms of his simile and 

applies a stricter logic to his appropriations of natural philosophy.   

 From the physical nature of the flame and a philosophical breakdown of its 

attributes, Guinizzelli moves on to his second stanza in which he turns to properties of 

precious stones to demonstrate his claims about love and nobility.  Before moving to a 

full reading of the stanza, however, I want to note the significance of this moment of 

transition in which we find a transformation of the natural philosophical description of fire 

into a formulaic reassertion of the metaphorical flame of love.  In beginning the second 

stanza, Guinizzelli links love and the noble heart by turning to lapidary science but he 

does so by turning back the lyric clock to speak of love’s flame that burns in the heart: 

“Foco d’amore in gentil cor s’aprende / come vertute in petra prezïosa” [The flame of 

love burns in the noble heart / just as unique property resides in a precious stone] (Al 

cor gentil, lines 11-12).  The “foco” at the end of line 10 is immediately picked up by the 

beginning of the next line, but we are suddenly removed from a mechanistic or 

ontological understanding of the flame and thrust into the world of poetic metaphor that 

connects back to numerous moments in the poetry of Giacomo da Lentini.  As we saw 

in Madonna, dir vo voglio, Giacomo speaks of living within a “foc’amoroso” (line 30) just 

like a salamander.  Luciano Rossi notes the phrase “foco d’amore” (line 14) coming up 

in Giacomo’s sonnet Sì alta amanza.135  The phrase, then, constitutes a return to the 

poetry of the Scuola Siciliana, but it is a return that is juxtaposed with the highly 

technical description of the attributes of fire that ended the previous stanza.  Guinizzelli 
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 See Rossi’s commentary to the canzone Al cor gentil in Guido Guinizzelli, Rime, Luciano 

Rossi, ed. (Turin: Einaudi, 2002), p. 34. 
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thus plays the role of innovator with respect to his augmented and erudite use of 

philosophical language in the vernacular lyric, and at the same time, he consistently 

demonstrates his consciousness of the tradition that precedes him. 

 This simultaneous glance backward and movement forward is clearly 

synthesized at the beginning of the fourth stanza of the canzone, where Guinizzelli 

demonstrates an Aristotelian understanding of the nature of fire and then goes on to 

almost directly cite Guido delle Colonne’s canzone Ancor che ll’aigua per lo foco lasse.  

He claims first that love resides in the noble heart because it is natural place that it 

would come to, like the flame that remains at the very top of a torch: “Amor per tal 

ragion sta ’n cor gentile / per qual lo foco in cima del doplero” [Love remains in the 

noble heart for that reason / for which the flame remains at the top of the torch] (Al cor 

gentil, lines 21-22).  Continuing on in the vein of everything residing in its proper place, 

Guinizzelli makes use of the Aristotelian conception of fire as a light element that 

naturally rises to the highest possible point.  In De generatione et corruptione, Aristotle 

writes of the four elements and their relative movements in pairs: “The simple bodies, 

since they are four, fall into two pairs which belong to two regions, each to each; for Fire 

and Air are forms of the body moving towards the limit, while Earth and Water are forms 

of the body which moves towards the centre.”136  Aristotle distinguishes the lighter 

elements from the heavier ones, and so associates Fire and Air as moving away from 

the center and toward the limit.  In translating the Aristotelian conception of elemental 

nature into his vernacular lyric here, Guinizzelli is markedly interested in distilling a 

principle (“per tal ragion” in line 21) that he can apply to his framework of love and 
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 See Aristotle, De generatione et corruptione, 2.3 in The Complete Works of Aristotle, vol. 1, 

Jonathan Barnes, ed. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 194). 
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nobility.  He has moved beyond simple similitude and looks instead to the principle 

behind the observable natural phenomenon, thus raising the stakes of his vernacular 

poetic experiment in natural philosophy. 

 Just a few lines later, we find an explicit recourse to the language of Guido delle 

Colonne’s canzone Ancor che ll’aigua that engages with the earlier lyric tradition in a 

somewhat subversive way.  Guinizzelli seeks to exploit the elemental incompatibility 

that Guido delle Colonne dwelled upon in his canzone in order to make clear that one 

with an ignoble nature is diametrically opposed to the salvific power of love: “Così prava 

natura / recontra amor come fa l’aigua il foco / caldo, per la freddura” [So vile nature / 

opposes love as water does to the fire’s / heat through its coldness] (Al cor gentil, lines 

25-27).  Guinizzelli uses the exact same language that Guido delle Colonne used in his 

celebrated canzone to illustrate the result of a combination of contrary elements: “Ancor 

che ll’aigua per lo foco lasse / la sua gran freddura…” [While the water, because of the 

flame / leaves behind its great coldness] (Ancor che ll’aigua, lines 1-2).  We see the 

very same linguistic elements present in “l’aigua,” “foco,” and “freddura,” but they are 

systematically recalibrated in order to emphasize the destructive opposition between fire 

and water instead of a positive natural combination through the intervention of the 

medium (“mezzo” in line 4 of Ancor che ll’aigua) that Guido delle Colonne elucidates as 

his canzone moves forward.  Guinizzelli’s version constitutes an exact reversal in 

making the water into the active agent that extinguishes the heat of the fire through its 

coldness, where Guido delle Colonne focused on the positive result of a natural change 

in the water that allows it to be heated by fire without being dried up.  By switching the 

terms, Guinizzelli removes the possibility of a benign combination of these opposing 
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elements while still maintaining the identification between love and fire.  His succinct 

rewriting of Guido delle Colonne demonstrates how he fuses the lyric tradition of 

engagement with natural philosophy in verse form with his own vested interest in 

pushing the vernacular to a new level of erudition and distillation of intellectual culture. 

 I turn back now to the second stanza of Al cor gentil, where the process by which 

precious stones acquire their unique properties becomes a proving ground for the way 

in which love comes to reside in the noble heart. 

Foco d’amore in gentil cor s’apprende 

come vertute in petra prezïosa, 

che da la stella valor no i discende 

anti che ’l sol la faccia gentil cosa; 

poi che n’à tratto fore 

per sua forza lo sol ciò che li è vile, 

stella li dà valore: 

cosí lo cor ch’è fatto da natura 

asletto, pur, gentile, 

donna a guisa di stella lo ’nnamora. 

[The flame of love burns in the noble heart / just as a unique property resides in a 
precious stone, / for this power does not descend from a star / before the sun has made 
the stone into a worthy object; / only after the sun has taken out / through its power all 
that is vile, / does the star give the stone its value: / so does the heart that is made by 
nature / to be elect, pure, and noble, / love the lady as a stone would a star.] 

(Al cor gentil rimpaira sempre amore, lines 11-20) 

We have seen the extent to which celestial influence factors into the consideration of 

the specific phenomenon of magnetism from Pier della Vigna to Guido delle Colonne 

and to Guido Guinizzelli in another of his canzoni Madonna, il fino amor ch’io vi porto.  
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Here, however, the field is opened to a more general consideration of lapidary 

properties and there is the added wrinkle of a purificatory step before a stone can be 

worthy of receiving its unique property through astral influence.  Luciano Rossi 

characterizes the stanza as developing the specifically Aristotelian theme of actualizing 

potentialities, which indicates a somewhat different pedigree than recourse to 

contemporary lapidaries.137   

 Moreover, as Giorgio Inglese has shown, the general treatment of the way that 

rocks receive their properties from the stars has its basis in works like Albertus Magnus’ 

De mineralibus.  He argues that the specific detail of the sun as purifying force is 

derived from both Albertus’ and Thomas Aquinas’ meteorological commentaries.138  

Inglese follows in the tradition of Lynn Thorndike in looking to Albertus’ De mineralibus 

for the theory of astral influences upon precious stones.139  In De mineralibus 2.1.4, 

Albertus describes the special properties of stones as coming out of a combination of 

the elements of which they are composed and “coelestes virtutes,” or astral 

influences.140  We have also seen a similar move in Thomas Aquinas’ De operationibus 

occultis naturae in the specific case of magnetism, where the celestial influence is 

privileged above any level of involvement by the elements within the stone that draws 

iron to it. 
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 Rossi writes “L’intera stanza sviluppa il tema aristotelico dell’attualizzazione delle qualità 

virtuali.”  See Guido Guinizzelli, Rime, Luciano Rossi, ed. (Turin: Einaudi, 2002), p. 34. 
138

 See Giorgio Inglese, “Appunti sulla canzone Al cor gentil: ‘Inselva’ e altro,” in Intorno a 

Guido Guinizzelli, Rossi and Boller, eds. (Alessandria: Edizioni dell’Orso, 2002), pp. 57-67. 
139

 See Thorndike, A History of Magic and Experimental Science, vol. 2 (New York: Macmillan, 

1923), pp. 566-567. 
140

 I cite from Albertus Magnus, De mineralibus, in Opera Omnia, August Bourgnet, ed. (Paris: 

Vives, 1890-1899). 
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 What is worth further consideration and context is the carefully wrought 

explanation that emerges here of the sun as a purifying force that prepares the way for 

celestial virtue to descend into the stone.  This is something that does not come out in 

Guinizzelli’s use of magnetism in the canzone Madonna, il fino amor ch’io vi porto and it 

goes well beyond the more traditional lyric similes that likened the lady to a precious 

stone both in terms of worth and unique properties.141  As we have seen in the 

progression of the first stanza, Guinizzelli goes from a simple simile about the behavior 

of birds to more complicated ones that dwell upon the order of creation and the nature 

of fire.  Here we have a still more sophisticated distillation of a natural philosophical 

understanding of precious stones in order to adequately represent the proposed 

relationship between the lady, love, and nobility.     

 Inglese claims that he is the first to consider Albertus Magnus and the 

anonymous continuation of Aquinas’ commentary on the Meteorologica as sources for 

the specific role of the sun in Guinizzelli’s rendition of the process by which precious 

stones are made potent.  He focuses on Albertus’ Meteorologica 3.5, where the 

intervention of both a hot or cold natural agent as well as the power of the stars are 

required to actualize the potential within the stone: “et ideo agente naturali calido vel 

frigido cum virtutibus stellarum omnia educuntur de ipso” [and by means of a hot or cold 

natural agent along with the powers of the stars, all of these things [i.e. potential 

elements that lie within] are led out from the body].  While the “natural agent” in this 
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 See, for example, Giacomo da Lentini’s sonnet Madonna à ’n sé vertute con valore, where 

the Notaio praises his lady for having greater worth and power than any precious stone: 

“Madonna à ’n sé vertute con valore / più che nul’altra gemma prezïosa” [My lady has within her 

virtue and worth / greater than any other precious gem] (Madonna à ’n sé vertute con valore, 

lines 1-2) or his sonnet Diamante né smiraldo né zafino, where there is a long list of gems and 

precious stones that cannot compete with the lady in terms of beauty.   
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description can be hot or cold, the anonymous addition to Aquinas’ commentary to the 

Meteorologica makes heat alone (“calliditas”) out to be the instrumental principle that 

complements the action of the active principle of astral influence (“virtus caelestis”).   

 The points of contact between Guinizzelli and the Scholastic understanding of 

precious stones are abundantly clear in terms of the poet’s attention to the complexities 

of the process of imbuing celestial virtue into a stone.  What makes the stanza resonate 

all the more, however, is its recalibration of terms that results in a contamination 

between the language of natural philosophy and that of nobility and love.  It is not 

merely the scientific principle that Guinizzelli wishes to associate with the ideological 

network of love, nobility, and the lady but also the terms by which the relationship 

between the stars and stones is conveyed.  Thus, we have the deployment of a term 

like “vertute” (line 12) that is used in its technical and scientific sense to speak of the 

power or quality that a precious stone can possess through the mediation of the sun 

and the influence of the stars.  Yet, in speaking of the vital mediation of the sun to 

properly prepare the stone to receive its astral influence, Guinizzelli slips into the use of 

a decidedly non-scientific term, “gentil”: “che da la stella valor no i discende / anti che ’l 

sol la faccia gentil cosa” [for power does not descend to it from the star / before the sun 

has made the stone into a worthy object to receive it] (Al cor gentil, lines 12-13).  The 

adjective “gentil” violates the boundary between the terms of the simile, all of a sudden 

shifting from a socially charged valence of nobility (for it has so far been distinctly linked 

to the heart in this canzone, from “cor gentil” in line 1 to “gentil core” in lines 3, 4, and 

11) to a quality that can describe the natural aptness of a substance that is prepared to 

receive a higher power into itself.  Through this slippage, Guinizzelli essentially makes 
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his ideological claim into a codified principle of natural philosophy in a way that perhaps 

even goes beyond the actual application of the simile in the lines that follow. 

 In making the parallels between the heart and the precious stone and the lady 

and the star that can bestow power, Guinizzelli returns to his previous invocation of 

“natura” as a creative force and conflates it with his conception of the sun as a 

necessary mediating force between the lover’s heart and the noble lady: “cosí lo cor 

ch’è fatto da natura / asletto, pur, gentile, / donna a guisa di stella lo ’nnamora” [so the 

heart that is made by nature / to be elect, pure, and noble, / is caused to love the lady in 

the manner of a star] (Al cor gentil, lines 18-20).  The stanza is unbalanced: where it 

takes only three lines to explain how the terms of the natural process line up with the 

question of love and nobility, the previous seven are devoted entirely to the explication 

of an incredibly complicated process.  “Natura,” in this reformulation, serves as a 

creative force that once more ties the noble heart to a larger rhetoric of creation and 

natural phenomenon.  But the emphasis has decidedly shifted so that it is not merely a 

matter of order (whether one thing was created before the other), but rather about the 

force and duration required to transform potential into actuality.   

 The terms “natura” and “vertute” shift still further in their subsequent iterations in 

the following stanza.  I have already dwelled upon the interplay between Guido delle 

Colonne’s Ancor che ll’aigua per lo foco lasse  and this moment of Guido Guinizzelli’s Al 

cor gentil, but the introduction of these negative elements opposed to true nobility seem 

to introduce a different sense to these established terms.  “Natura” is no longer a benign 

creative force, but a human attribute and as such subjected to the spectrum of human 

morality: “Cosí prava natura / rencontra amor come fa l’aigua il foco” [So vile [human] 
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nature / opposes love as water does fire] (Al cor gentil, lines 25-26).  We are confronted 

here with an ethical conception of nature instead of a natural philosophical one.  So too 

when we come upon the term “vertute” again later on in the stanza, it is removed from a 

conception in which it is a power or unique property within a natural form.  In denying 

the possibility that noble birth is a guarantee of nobility, Guinizzelli says that one of such 

birth cannot think himself as truly noble if he does not have a noble heart by his own 

virtue: “se da vertute non à gentil core” [if he does not have a noble heart by his virtue] 

(Al cor gentil, line 38).  The sense of “vertute” here seems to be an ethical one, just as 

“natura” has taken on the connotation of human nature in this pars destruens of the 

canzone. 

In previous chapters, I have spoken of both uses of the term in significant 

moments in the history of the early lyric.  In Pier della Vigna’s sonnet Però ch’Amore no 

si po vedere, he speaks of the “vertute” (line 9) of the magnet as the essential 

motivating force that allows it to draw the iron to it. Guinizzelli himself uses “vertud[e]” 

(line 50) to indicate the attractive power to draw iron given to the air by the mountains of 

calamite in the canzone Madonna, il fino amore ch’io vi porto.  On the other side of this 

divide are Guittone d’Arezzo’s early attempts at importing moral philosophy into the 

vernacular lyric.  As we saw, Guittone tries to make use of an Aristotelian definition of 

happiness as the operation of “vertù” (line 56) in his canzone Degno è che che dice 

omo el defenda.  Guittone is unsystematic in his approach and does not come to an 

understanding of the mean as the basis for the Aristotelian conception of virtue, but he 

nonetheless represents an early attempt to engage with another aspect of this 

philosophical buzzword. 
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 In Al cor gentil, Guido Guinizzelli brings together natural philosophy and ethics 

through his vernacular rendering of complex natural processes that feed into his 

ideological claims about love and nobility.  In redeploying the very same vocabulary to 

both scientific and ethical ends, Guinizzelli manifests his sophisticated poetic ability to 

combine the divergent approaches of the poets of the Scuola Siciliana and that of 

Guittone d’Arezzo.  Throughout his corpus, Guinizzelli raises the vernacular to new 

levels of intellectual pedigree through his complex rendering of such natural processes 

as the birth of lightning and the imbuing of stones with celestial power.  He is indeed 

given to pushing the air, creating a blaze of lightning through the world of the vernacular 

lyric that will carry forth the “senno di Bologna” to the next generation. 
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Conclusion 

“E tai parole pone”: The Philosopher Translated 

I close this dissertation with a look forward to Dante’s canzone Le dolci rime 

d’Amor ch’i solia as a proving ground of another kind with respect to translating 

philosophy in vernacular lyric form.  As I began with Giacomo da Lentini’s innovative 

translation of Folquet de Marselh’s canso A vos midontç and his deployment of a term 

of Scholastic pedigree in his tenzone with the Abate di Tivoli, I close with Dante’s 

unmediated translation of Aristotle in verse form and his systematic distillation of the 

language of Scholastic argumentation. 

Le dolci rime is a canzone that takes up the shared mantle of “vertute” in a 

masterful attempt to sustain the argument that nobility is not a product of birth or wealth 

but inextricably tied to virtue.  In this canzone, Dante systematically engages with 

philosophical argumentation in both form and content and turns his attention to 

vulgarizing ethics.  It is here that Dante directly cites Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics in 

verse form, thus signaling a radical new level of distilling intellectual culture in the 

vernacular lyric.   

 A canzone that Dante would eventually come to include in his incomplete 

philosophical treatise Convivio, where the vernacular engages with all levels of 

philosophy, Le dolci rime also has the distinction of provoking a Latin gloss and 

commentary in 1355 by the noted jurist Bartolo da Sassoferrato.142  Like Dino del 
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 Domenico De Robertis, in his commentary to the canzone, characterizes this commentary as a 

privilege (“privilegio”) afforded to the vernacular poem and emphasizes its relative temporal 

proximity to the actual composition of the canzone by speaking of it as “abbastanza precoce” 
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Garbo’s gloss of Guido Cavalcanti’s Donna me prega, this historical fact of the 

canzone’s reception signals that it was almost immediately taken as an academically 

oriented text that demanded scholarly intervention in order to be understood.  In a 

sense, Bartolo’s commentary, which forms part of his own treatise on nobility De 

dignitatibus, constitutes a retranslation of Dante’s vernacular distillation of Aristotelian 

ethics in lyric form back into the more customary academic language of Latin.143   

 The canzone itself revels in the language of Scholastic argumentation and sets 

up a parallel structure of a pars destruens where, after the opening stanza, we have 3 

stanzas that constitute the opposition and 3 subsequent stanzas (the pars costruens) 

that lay out an understanding of nobility that is based in the Aristotelian understanding 

of virtue.  At 146 lines, it is second in length only to Doglia mi reca in Dante’s poetic 

corpus and thus constitutes an incredibly rich and full lyric experiment in a new style of 

poetry that takes on the task of distilling philosophical discourse into vernacular form. As 

Barolini notes, “Le dolci rime is the only one of Dante’s canzoni that is philosophical in a 

technical sense, adopting the language and syllogistic method of the scholastic quaestio 

to a stanza and rhyme scheme of Guittonian complexity and achieving a unique 

                                                                                                                                                                                           

(“fairly precocious”).  De Robertis (52) dates the canzone as part of Dante’s “stagione 

communale” (“communal period”), or in the mid-1290s.  See Dante Alighieri, Rime, Domenico 

De Robertis, ed. (Florence: Edizioni del Galluzzo, 2005), pp. 52-54. 
143

 In spite of the abstract and academic nature of the texts, the social/legal context for both 

Dante’s canzone and Bartolo’s commentary are highly significant.  Dante writes the canzone 

very close to the passing of the Ordinamenti di Giustizia that sought to both limit the influence of 

the noble class as well as hold them liable for crimes committed.  See Carol Lansing, The 

Florentine Magnates: Lineage and Faction in a Medieval Commune (Princeton: Princeton 

University Press, 1991), pp. 192-211.  For the social context of the Bolognese legal debate on 

nobility that Bartolo takes part of in his treatise, see Sara Rubin Blanshei, Politics and Justice in 

Late Medieval Bologna (Leiden: Brill, 2010), especially pp. 296-305. 
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result.”144  The Scholastic language of argumentation is nowhere more apparent than in 

the abundance of Latinisms throughout the canzone.  In the opening stanza, Dante says 

that he must temporarily depart from the sweet love poetry that he has been 

accustomed to writing because of the disdainful acts of his lady (“gli atti disdegnosi e 

feri” in line 5).  He announces that he will therefore speak of value of nobility, but in a 

style that is markedly different: “e dirò del valore / per lo qual veramente omo è gentile / 

con rima aspr’e sottile” [and I will speak of the quality / by which a man is truly noble / 

with harsh and subtle rhyme] (Le dolci rime, lines 12-14).145  De Robertis, in considering 

the meter and style of the canzone, finds that there is a notable lack of harsh rhymes 

and instead posits that the frequency of Latinisms is being referenced as being the bitter 

and subtle (“aspr’e sottile”) shift that Dante is speaking of.146  This reading introduces an 

interesting distinction between the traditional style of love poetry and Dante’s new 

experiment in ever more erudite language that translates Scholastic method into the 

vernacular.  It can thus be taken as not only a departure from Dante’s own prior work, 

but also a departure from the lyric tradition before him. 

 I isolate two notable examples of targeted Latinisms, through which we can see 

the way that Dante at once transforms his lyric to fit his argumentative purpose and 
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 See Teodolinda Barolini, “Aristotle’s Mezzo, Courtly Misura, and Dante’s Canzone Le dolci 

rime: Humanism, Ethics, Social Anxiety” (Forthcoming). 
145

 The embrace of harsh and bitter rhyme as a response to the lady’s disdain certainly connects 

to the canzone Così nel mio parlar vogli’esser aspro, where Dante states his desire to be as harsh 

in his speech as his lady is in her stone-like attitude towards him.  It also connects forward to 

Inferno 32 and the wish for language that would correlate to the horror of the very bottom of the 

universe: “S’io avessi le rime aspr’e chiocce / come si converrebbe al tristo buco…” (Inferno 

32.1-2). 
146

 See Dante Alighieri, Rime, Domenico De Robertis, ed. (Florence: Edizioni del Galluzzo, 

2005), pp. 53-54.  De Robertis makes the contrast quite clear, saying that while the “harsh 

rhymes” are scarce, Latinisms abound (“Scarse, come s’è detto, le rime aspre; frequenti invece i 

latinismi…”). 
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takes advantage of the already established lyric code of philosophical language.  In the 

second stanza, Dante lays out what he terms an imperialist position that hereditary 

riches and pleasing manners constitute nobility.  He subsequently describes a dissent in 

the ranks, saying that one of lesser intellectual depth came along and dispensed with 

the last part of the argument: “ed altri fu di più lieve savere / che tal detto rivolse / e 

l’ultima particula ne tolse / che non l’avea fors’elli” [and there was another of shallower 

knowledge / that went back to that saying / and removed the last little detail of the 

saying / perhaps because he lacked them himself] (Le dolci rime, lines 25-28).  In what 

De Robertis terms as a “voluntary” Latinism, Dante calls the omitted part of the 

imperialist position a “particula.”   Much like Giacomo da Lentini’s use of “quia” to 

demonstrate his ability to reason in Scholastic terms in his sonnet Feruto sono 

isvariatamente, Dante’s breaking apart of a vernacular position into a Latinate parts 

(“particula”) demonstrates his investment in Scholastic argumentation and his ability to 

distill intellectual culture to critique as authoritative a position as that of an emperor.147 

 When Dante wishes to voice his disagreement with the position that a base man 

cannot become noble in the fourth stanza, he turns to an established lyric formula that 

takes us back to the debate over the nature of love between Iacopo Mostacci, Pier della 

Vigna, and Giacomo da Lentini.  In what constitutes the turning point in the canzone 
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 It is only once the canzone is inserted into Convivio 4 and subjected to the gloss of the prose 

that this imperialist position is specified as originating from Frederick II.  As has been noted, a 

sonnet attributed to Frederick II, Misura, cortesia, e providenza, directly contradicts this view 

and approaches the question of true worth through courtly values such as “misura.”  What is 

more relevant here, in my view, is that the position of the philosopher is privileged over that of a 

courtly authority: Aristotelian ethics take the place of a courtly ethos in this case.  Given that this 

position actually resonates with Aristotle’s Politics as well—which Dante in fact cites in 

Monarchia 2.3.4—we might posit that Dante does not wish to show Aristotle disagreeing with 

himself.  In other words, he does not go the way of Guittone, who accepted as true the story that 

Aristotle fell prey to love and was ridden like a horse by Phyllis. 
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from the pejorative dismantling of the opposing positions to the landmark fifth stanza 

where Dante will define nobility by translating Aristotle’s Ethics, we find the moment of 

separation marked by a return to Iacopo Mostacci’s emphatic refusal to partake in the 

commonly held beliefs about love.  Iacopo acknowledges the universality of the position 

that he opposes, but he refuses to share in it on the grounds that it does not follow 

empirically: “ma eo no li lo voglio consentire / però ch’amore no parse ni pare” [but I do 

not wish to partake in that belief / since love has not appeared, nor will it] (Solicitando 

un poco meo savere, lines 7-8).  So too Dante refuses to partake in an opinion that 

strikes him as both un-Christian and illogical (“onde lor ragion par che sé offenda” in line 

65): “ma ciò io non consento, / néd eglino altressì, se son cristiani. / Per ch’a ’ntelletti 

sani / è manifesto lor diri esser vani” [but I do not partake in this / nor would they, if they 

are Christian! / Since to sound minds / it is clear that their position is false] (Le dolci 

rime, lines 72-75).  While the emphasis may have shifted from empirical observation to 

a more stringent dismantling of an illogical argument, the terms of refusal remain 

precisely the same.  The Latinate quality of the verb “con-sentire” (which I am taking as 

“partaking,” or “sharing in the feeling”)148 contributes to both poets’ attempts to 

distinguish themselves from the false belief of the masses and forge a unique lyric 

identity. 

 Before moving to the defining moment of the canzone where Dante translates 

Aristotle, I wish to isolate two other moments that demonstrate Dante’s attention to the 

early lyric tradition and the consequences of his intellectual experiments in this 
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 Antonelli glosses the verb as such in the context of both Iacopo Mostacci’s usage as Giacomo 

da Lentini’s use of it in the canzoni Dal cor mi vene and Troppo son dimorato.  See I poeti della 

scuola siciliana, vol. 1, Roberto Antonelli, ed. (Milan: Mondadori, 2008), pp. 141, 227, and 395. 
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canzone.  In the third stanza, Dante seeks to disprove the claim that riches can either 

bestow or take away nobility.  Much like Guinizzelli or even Giacomo da Lentini, he uses 

the concept “natura” (line 51) as the defining standard by which one can be judged.  

Moreover, Dante resorts to the trope of the painter’s frustration with being unable to 

replicate what he sees that we saw as far back as Madonna, dir vo voglio.  In Dante’s 

usage, the painter is unable to paint what he does not make a part of himself: “poi chi 

pinge figura, / se non può esser lei, no lla può porre” [for he who paints a form, / if he 

cannot be what it is, he cannot set it down] (Le dolci rime, lines 52-53).  “Natura” is here 

not an external and arbitrary standard, but something that must be internalized.  In this 

regard, it has something of a dual significance as both a moral identity and essential 

quality.  Furthermore, as Foster and Boyde point out in their commentary, Dante is here 

making use of the Scholastic principle that “art is the making of things already known in 

the mind (recta ratio factibilium).”149  In effect, Dante goes well beyond the established 

lyric precedents by further intellectualizing the artistic process of reproducing the form of 

nature. 

 I move briefly to the beginning of the sixth stanza, where the relationship 

between virtue and nobility is more firmly established by means of a simile that appears 

to be in line with naturalistic similes that we have seen throughout the poetry of the 

Scuola Siciliana and that of Guido Guinizzelli.  Dante likens the relationship between 
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 See Dante Alighieri, Dante’s Lyric Poetry, vol. 2, Foster and Boyde, eds. (Oxford: Clarendon, 

1967), p. 217.  Though we might wonder whether Giacomo da Lentini’s simile at the beginning 

of Meravigliosamente is making use of the same Scholastic theory: “Com’om che ten mente / in 

altro exemplo pinge / la simile pintura” [As a man who puts his mind / to another model paints / 

a similar painting] (Meravigliosamente, lines 1-3).  Antonelli, in his commentary, takes the 

phrase “ten mente” as simply meaning an attentive observation.  See I poeti della scuola 

siciliana, vol. 1, Roberto Antonelli, ed. (Milan: Mondadori, 2008), p. 51. 
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virtue and nobility to the relationship between the sky and stars: “È gentilezza 

dovunqu’è vertute, / ma non vertute ov’ella, / sì com’è ’l cielo dovunqu’è stella, / ma ciò 

non e converso” [Nobility is wherever virtue is, / but virtue is not where nobility is, / just 

as the sky is where a star is, / but not the opposite] (Le dolci rime, lines 101-104).   At 

first glance, it seems that we are back in the realm of Guido Guinizzelli’s or Guido delle 

Colonne’s naturalistic similes.  While there is no doubt a link to these lyric precedents, it 

is quite apparent that the Dantean simile privileges logical coherence over any sort of 

natural philosophical understanding of the named parts of nature.  We can see this in 

the studied deployment of the Latin phrase “e converso” (line 104) and in the complete 

lack of contextual detail with respect to the sky and stars.  They serve as convenient 

pieces for the constructed syllogism, but only in their logical and positional relation to 

one another and not due to any particularly complicated understanding of their nature. 

 I turn finally to the fifth stanza of Le dolci rime, where Dante ties his conception of 

nobility to an Aristotelian conception of virtue and negotiates with the philosophical 

ideas in direct textual terms.  Dante is systematic in his distillation of Aristotelian ethics, 

vacillating between his own forceful assertions that remain grounded in philosophical 

appropriation and a direct citation and translation of Aristotelian text.  He moves in quick 

and logical succession from the common origin of virtue to its forming the basis for 

human happiness. 

Dico ch’ogni vertù principalmente 

vien da una radice, 

vertute, dico, che fa l’uom felice 

in sua operazione. 
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Quest’è, secondo che l’Etica dice,  

un abito eligente 

lo qual dimora in mezzo solamente,  

e tai parole pone.  

[I say that every virtue originally / comes from one root, / virtue, I say, that makes man 
happy / in its operation. / This virtue is, according to what the Ethics says, / a habit of 
choosing / that resides only in the mean, / and it uses these very words.] 

(Le dolci rime, lines 81-88) 

It is a very personal sort of philosophical appropriation that we find here.  In the 

initial part of the stanza, Dante thematizes his own poetic speech, repeating “dico,” or “I 

say” in lines 81 and 83.  The poet’s speech is balanced by the speech of the book 

(“l’Etica dice” in line 85), but the Aristotelian material does not wait for the book to be 

directly cited.  Dante makes the words of the Philosopher his own, departing from the 

assertion that all virtue comes from the same source and moving on to cite the 

Aristotelian definition of happiness that we encountered in Guittone d’Arezzo’s Degno è 

che che dice omo el defenda: “vertute, dico, che fa l’uom felice / in sua operazione” 

[virtue, I say, that makes a man happy / in its operation] (Le dolci rime, lines 83-84).  

Dante literally inserts himself between the words of Aristotle, with his poetic “dico” 

mediating between “virtute” and its consequential happiness.  As Guittone did before 

him, Dante effectively translates the Aristotelian formula “felicitas est secundum virtutem 

operacio” (Nicomachean Ethics 10.7).  Each word in the Latin text (which I cite from 

William of Moerbeke’s translation) finds its vernacular counterpart: “virtutem” becomes 

“virtute,” “operacio” becomes “operazione,” and “felicitas” becomes “felice.”  But it is no 

longer Aristotle or his work that speak for themselves.  Rather, it is Dante who has 

systematically engaged with Aristotelian ethics to the point of making it his own.  As 



 

 

193 

Giacomo da Lentini emphasized his role in transmitting knowledge of the salamander 

through his use of the verb “audivi,” Dante takes the words of Aristotle and makes them 

into words that he claims to speak himself. 

Dante’s appropriation of Aristotelian words for his own poetic speech is balanced 

by a direct and explicit translation of the definition of virtue that is found in the 

Nicomachean Ethics.  It is no longer the poet who speaks for the philosopher and his 

work, but the text itself that it is directly referenced and translated.  Dante thus 

distinguishes himself from Guittone d’Arezzo’s unsystematic use of Aristotle by making 

it clear that he is deeply and directly engaged in the process of vulgarizing philosophy, 

and not simply looking for a convenient authority figure to support his moral claims.  

Both poets may have vulgarized the Aristotelian definition of happiness, but it is only 

Dante who demonstrates a grounded understanding of the Aristotelian conception of the 

virtue as the mean, as evidenced by the direct citation.  It is significant, in fact, that 

where Guittone names the philosopher and attributes the words to him, Dante depicts 

the book itself speaking: “Quest’è, secondo che l’Etica dice, / un abito eligente / lo qual 

dimora in mezzo solamente, / e tai parole pone” [This virtue is, according to what the 

Ethics say, / a habit of choosing / that only resides in the mean, / and it uses these very 

words] (Le dolci rime, lines 85-88).  De Robertis argues that the line “tai parole pone” 

implies a direct translation and citation from the original text, and indeed we have the 

Ethics 2.7.6 stating that virtue is a “habitus electivus existens medietate” [a chosen habit 

residing in the mean].150  In fact, while the terms all match up, it seems like “solamente” 

is a poetic addition, whether for emphasis or metrical concerns.  Though a minor 
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 See De Robertis’ commentary in Dante Alighieri, Rime, Domenico De Robertis, ed. 

(Florence: Edizioni del Galluzzo, 2005), p. 69. 
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change, it nonetheless indicates the level of Dante’s involvement with the text and his 

forging of a new sort of vernacular attention to the distillation of philosophical method 

and content in lyric form. 

 We have seen how lyric attention to both natural and moral philosophy takes on 

a new level of erudition and nuance in Guido Guinizzelli and Dante Alighieri 

respectively.  There remains, nonetheless, a continuity between the Sicilian 

experiments in Scholastic argumentation and natural philosophy and the  later northern 

iterations that look to raise the bar with respect to the importing of intellectual culture 

into vernacular poetry.  Guinizzelli’s polemical rewriting of Giacomo da Lentini in Donna, 

l’amor mi sforza and the echoes of both the Notaio and Guido delle Colonne in Al cor 

gentil certainly demonstrate a previously unseen level of sophistication and erudition in 

translating natural philosophy into the love lyric, but they also show continuity: 

Guinizzelli’s poetry is the natural evolution of the foundational moment of the Notaio 

using the salamander in order to translate Folquet’s statement of a philosophical 

principle.  So too we have a line that extends from Giacomo’s use of Scholastic 

argumentation in his tenzone with the Abate di Tivoli to Guittone d’Arezzo’s unschooled 

and unsystematic attempts to draw moral philosophy into the vernacular lyric and finally 

to Dante’s tightly controlled rendering of a Scholastic quaestio in the form of vernacular 

poetry that directly applies philosophical method and explicitly translates Aristotelian 

ethics.  

 The lines run forward to the pages of the Convivio, where such a radical and 

philosophically oriented reinterpretation of love poetry is possible precisely because 

there has been a concerted effort to philosophize it from the very beginning of the 
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tradition.  That the vernacular prose is replete with citations of Aristotle is no surprise, 

for the canzone that we have just seen has already prepared the way.  The lines run 

forward to the Commedia, where a programmatic part of the sublime poetics of 

Paradiso is an entire canto devoted to a natural philosophical meditation on moonspots.  

And from there the lines might even be said to run forward to Galileo’s sunspots and his 

sonnets, revealing a fundamental connection between the popularizing of the highest 

reaches of intellectual culture from the earliest moments of the vernacular poetic 

tradition and the intellectual explosion of the Scientific Revolution.  It is a tradition that 

goes back, we might say, with the Notaio’s innovative translation that privileged logic 

and natural philosophy over faithful reproduction in a way that forged a new vernacular 

identity. 
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