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Abstract 

 
Dante Tenzonante 

 
Savannah Cooper-Ramsey 

 
 

 This dissertation offers a narrative reading of Dante’s use of the poetic form of the tenzone. I 

frame Dante’s tenzoni  within the history of the form’s use in the Italian vernacular tradition, 

beginning with Giacomo da Lentini and the scuola siciliana. The practice of writing tenzoni in the 

Italian tradition ends with Dante, contemporaneous to the beginnings of the Commedia. Through 

close readings of Dante’s tenzoni, I explore how Dante shapes culture and issues social criticism 

dialogically. Ultimately, I argue that the form of the tenzoni was fundamental both to Dante’s ethical 

development and to the codification of the vernacular, leading to the first epic poem in the Italian 

language.  
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CHAPTER 1 - A Poetaster’s Purpose: 

Dialogism and Dante’s tenzoni 

 

 

1. In a land of dreamy dreams: Dante’s first lyric poem 

Dante demonstrates the active creation of  authorial community as a visibly intentional and 

self-conscious effort throughout his writings: from the second book of  the De vulgari eloquentia in 

which he assiduously constructs and codifies a lineage for the vernacular Italian via a survey of  the 

genres which it constitutes, to the tender rendering of  poets in conversation about their craft in 

Purgatorio XXI-XXVI, Dante is a writer ever-mindful of  the fact of  his future reception who writes 

himself  into a literary tradition through dialogue with other authors. 1 The tradition of tenzone stems 

from the Latin conflictus, which influenced the provencal tenso, and then in turn shaped the contrasti of 

the scuola siciliana. The dialogic function inherent to the form affords young Dante the opportunity to 

literally ‘put himself out there,’ to refine his authorship in direct engagement with fellow poets, to 

hone his poetic discourse.  

The search for dialogisms in a modified Bakhtianian sense (i.e. intertextuality) in Dante’s 

literary production and among his textual precedents (theological, mythological, philosophical, and 

historical), and philological studies of the complex transmission and reception of Dante’s works 

comprise the majority of contemporary Dante scholarship. Yet, dialogue motivates nearly all the 

narrative action in his terza rima poetic trilogy. In fact, any reader of the Commedia risks getting lost in 

the labyrinth of potential and actual dialogisms, so lost that we neglect to connect Dante’s imagined 
 

1 For example, see Teodolinda Barolini, Dante’s Poets: Textuality and Truth in the Comedy (Princeton, NJ: 
Princeton UP, 1984) and Olivia Holmes, “Dante’s ‘Vita Nuova’” in Assembling the Lyric Self: 
Authorship from Troubadour Song to Italian Poetry Book (Minneapolis, MN, 2000): 120-144.  
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direct discourse to the extant examples of the poet’s real-life dialogues: the thread of sonnets he 

exchanged with his literary contemporaries. Dante’s tenzoni demonstrate his ethical development in 

poetics and in practice. Therefore, this dissertation offers a reading of the form, in the socio-

historical context of the Italian vernacular, along the timeline of Dante’s life.  

In the 1280s, a young and as-of-yet unknown poet Dante Alighieri penned Savete giudicar 

vostra ragione in reply to a pastoral vision, Provedi, saggio, ad esta visïone, authored by Dante da Maiano.  

This act of  intra-poetic public dialogue initiated a tenzone comprising eleven sonnets, five of  which 

are among the earliest surviving lyrics of  the Commedia’s author.2  Provedi, saggio, begins with a request 

for interpretation; Dante da Maiano describes a vision and begs an interpretative response from his 

audience: “Provedi, saggio, ad esta visïone, / e per mercé ne trai vera sentenza” (vv. 1-2). The poet 

received seven separate replies to his tenzone in total, responded to two, and extended the tenzone with 

only one interlocutor: Alighieri. The directness of their debates renders the in-process, early 

negotiation of  the practice and consequence of love poetry in the Italian vernacular tradition 

accessible to the contemporary readership. Furthermore, as dialogues, the tenzoni perform Dante 

Alighieri’s passage from the courtly tradition to the Commedia.  

My dissertation aims to characterize Dante tenzonante, and to read the tenzoni as markers of 

Dante’s ethical and poetic construction. Comprising approximately 20% of his lyric production, the 

tenzoni testify to the importance of dialogue in Dante’s early refinement. In the Commedia,  Dante 

insured the consistency of his character via the discursivity of two guides (Virgil and Statius) and a 

woman (Beatrice); thus, the distinction between ‘Dante pilgrim’ and ‘Dante poet’ is made through 

dialogue. He later returns to fictive poetic dialogue with Virgil in his bucolic, unfinished Eclogues. 

 
2 For a deeper explanation of the position of these sonnets in Dante’s lyric corpus, see 
Teodolinda Barolini, ed., Rime giovanilli e della Vita Nuova (Milan: BUR, 2009): 51-80 and 
Dante’s Lyric Poetry, Poems of Youth and the Vita Nuova (1283-1292), Trans. Richard Lansing 
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2014): 37-63.  
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Acknowledging the broader function of dialogue in Dante’s work and the dialogism inherent to the 

tenzone form, I present the tenzoni as both tests and enactments of the Italian poet’s early making.  In 

questioning the function of the tenzone in Dante’s immediate literary and socio-historical context, I 

read the development of Dante’s lyrical ethics as assayed through poetic dialogue. 

   

2. Dante Tenzonante 

 Dante authored 19 extant tenzoni which I break down into two categories of exchange: the 

sustained exchanges with four of his literary contemporaries and the partial tenzoni (either initiated by 

Dante but to which he received no extant response or addressed to Dante and for which no 

response remains):    
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TABLE 1:  

DANTE’S SUSTAINED TENZONI 

 

I.    with Dante da Maiano 

DANTE DA MAIANO DANTE ALIGHIERI  

Provedi, saggio   

 Savete giudicar 

Per pruova di saper  

 Qual che voi siate 

Lo vostro fermo dir  

 Non canoscendo 

Lasso, lo dol che più  

Amor mi fa  

 Savere e cortesia 

 A ciascun’alma 

Di ciò che stato  
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II.   with Guido Cavalcanti 

DANTE ALIGHIERI GUIDO CAVALCANTI 

A ciascun’alma  

 Vedeste al mio parere 

Guido, i’vorrei  

 S’io fosse quelli che d’Amor 

 I’ vegno ’l giorno a×tte  

 Certe mie rime 

 Se vedi Amore 

Amore e monna Lagia   

 Dante, un sospiro messenger  

 

 

III.  with Forese Donati 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

DANTE ALIGHIERI FORESE DONATI 

Chi udisse tossir   

 L’altra notte mi venn’  

Ben ti faranno   

 Va’ rivesti San Gal 

Bicci novel, figiuol di 
non so cui 

 

 Ben so che fosti figliuol  
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IV.  with Cino da Pistoia3 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
3 Although not treated at length in this dissertation, the tenzoni with Cino mark Dante’s passage from 
mentee to guide. Concurrent with Dante’s inception and early writings of the Divine Comedy, in 
tenzone with Cino, Dante urges the importance of work to steady the love-struck and fickle Cino.  

CINO DA PISTOIA DANTE ALIGHIERI  

Avenga ched el m’aggia   

Novellamente Amor mi giura   

 I’ho veduto già  

Dante, i’ho preso   

 Perch’io non truovo 

Dante, i’non so   

Dante, quando per caso   

 Io sono stato 

Cercando di trovar  

 Degno fa voi trovare 

 Io mi credea 



 

 7 
 
 
 

TABLE 2:  

DANTE’S PARTIAL TENZONI 

 

I. Dante writes to an author, but receives no extant response: 4  

 

Se Lippo amico sè tu mi leggi 

Sonetto, se Meuccio t’è mostrato 

 

II. Partial tenzoni, written to Dante, not in response to specific poem: 

 

Dante Alleghier, d’ogni sonno priegato – Ignoto  

Poi che traesti al fero l’arco – Guido Orlandi  

Lasar vo’ lo trovar di Becchina – Cecco Angiolieri  

Dante Alleghier s’i’ so’ buon belgolardo – Cecco Angiolieri 

 

 

 

 

 

 
4 I am omitting from my study the dubious tenzoni between Chiaro Davanzati and Dante which De 
Robertis includes in his appendix to the Rime. I will explain subsequently why I completely disagree 
with his rationale to include them, and that the manuscript tradition seems to leave only a sliver of a 
doubt that they are attributable to anyone but da Maiano. For the same reason I am omitting the 
dubious exchange between Dante and Puccio Bellundi, which De Robertis also includes in his 
appendix based on the same premise.  
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III. Partial tenzoni written to Dante in response to a specific lyric poem, to which Dante 

offers no response:  

 

DANTE’S POEM RESPONSE AND 

RESPONDANT  

A ciascun’alma Naturalmente chere ogne amadore  

 Terino da Castelfiorintino 

Donne ch’avete intelletto 
d’amore 

Ben aggia l’amoroso e dolce core – 

“Amico di Dante” 

Per quella via Lisetta voi de la vergogna scione – 

Messer Aldrovandino a Dante 

Oltre la spera Dante Alleghier, Cecco, tu’ servo amico 

– Cecco Angiolieri 

 

 

As my interest lies in Dante’s active negotiation of ideology, identity, and poetics in dialogue with 

fellow poets, the dominant portion of the dissertation centers on the first category of sustained 

exchanges. Close and comprehensive study of both Dante’s literary corpus and the history of the 

dialogued sonnet inform my analysis. While this initial chapter introduces the tenzone as a poetic 

form, elaborates its history, and offers readings of select tenzoni to flesh out various uses of the form 

and its possible functions, the three subsequent chapters and conclusion proceed chronologically, 

each taking as its subject one of Dante’s sustained tenzone exchanges (with Dante da Maiano, Guido 

Cavalcanti, Forese Donati and Cino da Pistoia, respectively). These tenzoni provide unique insight 

into Dante’s identity vis-à-vis distinct factions of his immediate social world. Diverging from the 
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ample scholarly bibliography on Dante’s treatment of his literary antecedents and contemporaries 

within the narrative of the Divina Commedia, I begin by disentangling Dante’s tenzoni from the context 

of the Commedia through a formal consideration of poetic debate. My reading of the tenzone also takes 

into consideration the form’s social function; in this chapter, for example, I propose a reading of the 

dual audience of a tenzone (poet/public) to discuss the stakes of participating in a tenzone exchange for 

a young Dante. 

As authored texts that expose authorship, the tenzoni provide a window into a poet’s 

construction and performance of authority. Due to their dialogic nature tenzoni often reflect their 

authors’ socio-cultural reality and offer possibilities for reading poets’ relationships to their literary 

community, their social community, their political community and their readership. Rather than first 

addressing the tenzoni through canonical readings of Dante, I begin with their lyric context. I will 

explore Dante’s shaping of poetic voice in the image of a love poet through direct discourse with 

fellow poets (who were, furthermore, directly known to him). Subsequent chapters extend Dante’s 

literary context to his socio-historical moment, to renderings of his lived experience, and to the 

resonance of Dante’s tenzoni in his longer prose works and in the Commedia.  This dissertation hopes 

to demonstrate that departing from the literary moment of his tenzoni lends to new readings of the 

poet’s development in light of his long-form project; when read as active poetic debates/dialogues, 

the tenzoni demonstrate Dante’s poetic making.  

To frame the literary context of Dante’s earlier lyric production, I devote the first chapter to 

the question of authorship.  Through a narrative and historical reading of Dante’s tenzoni as vivid 

poetic debates, I frame my reading in a literary context, from the early vernacular to Dante. Each 

subsequent chapter departs from a close reading of one of Dante’s four sustained tenzoni, 

chronologically tracing Dante’s poetic development, as honed and demonstrated in dialogue. In 

tenzone with Dante da Maiano, Dante Alighieri proves his ethics in the disposition of his voice; 
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Dante’s tenzone with fellow Florentine, Guido Cavalcanti, considers the philosopher’s logic in a 

poet’s temporal reconciliation to lived practice; Dante’s tenzone with Forese Donati renders the 

intimate consideration of Dante’s poetics in qtuotidian life; Dante’s tenzone with Cino da Pistoia, 

finally, testifies to his practice of poetic dialogue in exile and during the composition of the Comedy.  

This chapter reads one of the earliest preserved instances of the form to frame Dante’s 

poetics in the literary history of the Italian tenzone. Based on the exciting possibilities of its openness, 

I argue for readings of the form’s dialogisms and intertextualities.  I will discuss the flexibility of the 

form through presenting the many variables inherent to the tenzone, including (but not limited to) the 

indefinite number of participants, the indeterminate length of the exchange, and the unfixed nature 

of the subject matter. This chapter asks, ‘what is a tenzone in the Italian poetic tradition’?  

 

3. Manuscripts and Scribes: issues of transmission and reception 

The narrative of poetic record presents a challenge for readers of Dante’s early lyric: the 

transmission of these poems in their initial forms is scribal. Tenzoni, as form of direct 

communication, are often quite personal. Yet, unlike an epistle or similar form of written direct 

correspondence, the tenzone is also both a literary document, an explicit public performance. Thus, I 

venture that tenzoni must be read as public exchanges; any interpretation of them ought to consider 

that the discourse of these poetic exchanges was public.5   

The work of John Ahern astutely reminds Dante’s contemporary readers of the dual life of 

medieval literary works, which were circulated both on the printed page and through oral public 

performances. Ahern considers the tenzone as a public performance of poetic debate, in a literary 

climate in which textuality and orality were not always mutually exclusive. In the 1992 article, 

 
5 In many ways, the tenzoni formally preclude the questions of modernist theoretical questions of 
Authorship because of their dialogism.  
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“Singing the Book: Orality in the reception of the Comedy”, he notes that the distinction between 

‘poem’ and ‘song’ is a concretely modern construction; by tracking Dante’s own reflections on text 

and orality in the De vulgari eloquentia, the Convivio, and his characterization of Casella in the Commedia, 

Ahearn reveals that although Dante makes formal distinctions between “cantio” and “letio” (and 

clearly privileges the latter) for medieval Italian poets, the practice of reading (i.e. reception of texts) 

was not limited to an individual reader sitting in solitary study with the book, but was also conceived 

of as a public and oral practice: 6  a ‘reader’ could be someone eating grapes while a parrot turns the 

pages of a little vellum book with its precise, pointy beak, or could just as easily be a bored notary 

who scribbles a few lines in the margins of a ledger, along with a doodle of a seahorse and a 

starfish;7 or, a ‘reader’ could even more likely be a washerwoman who heard recitations of poems 

while winding through a crowded Florentine piazza. Tenzonanti must, then, have been always aware 

of two types of audience for their texts, two simultaneous -- but not synchronous -- modes of their 

reception. Dante, when writing the tenzoni, must have also been always aware of two audiences for 

his texts, two modes of their reception.  

As specific politicized representations of an historical moment, medieval manuscripts are a 

record of reception in themselves.  The work of Olivia Holmes, Albert Ascoli, and Justin Steinberg, 

for example, sustains that the varied preservation of the lyric in the early manuscript tradition 

preserves a history of specific readerships.8  In Accounting for Dante, Steinberg demonstrates that in 

 
6 John Ahern, “Singing the Book: Orality in the reception of the Comedy” in Dante: Contemporary 
Perspectives, ed. Amilcare A. Iannucci, Toronto: U of Toronto Press (1997); 214-37, 223. 
 
7 As found alongside two lyrics transcribed from a tenzone excange of Giacomo da Lentini and 
L’Abate di Tivoli in Giudice del capitano del Popolo n. 375, 1300-1301 (Copertina). Archivio di 
Stato, Bologna.  
 
8 For more on transmission, reception, and Authorship in Medieval Italy, see Olivia Holmes, 
Assembling the Lyric Self, Albert Ascoli, Dante and the Making of a Modern Author (Cambridge,UK: 
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the absence of  autographed manuscripts in the authors’ hand historical preservation of  the lyric 

principally reflects the personal choices of  individual scribes who cater to personal and local 

preference.  The tenzoni appear scattered throughout a manuscript tradition in which their 

taxonomical treatment varies wildly.  While medieval manuscripts often record the lyric in categories 

according to author (as opposed to thematic or formal arrangements) the Vaticano Latino 3793 

uniquely groups all tenzoni together; Steinberg identifies, “In this light, poets such as Chiaro 

Davanzati and Monte Andrea, authors of both important political tenzoni and tenzoni fittizie, are 

central figures in the Vatican anthology less as autobiographical poets than as active participants in 

these literary rites.”9 The unique reading offered by the VL 3793, in which single-authored tenzoni 

fittizie (including those featuring a fictive female voice) appear alongside collaborative multi-authored 

tenzoni, emphasizes the social import of the form and poetic dialogue as a kind of poetry.  

 The transmission history of  the lyric demonstrates an internalized replication of  the editorial 

choices of  medieval scribes, who deemed the tenzoni “low” literature. 10 I propose, however, to read 

the entirety of  a tenzone exchange in the continuity of  its dialogue. Unlike the sonetto or the canzone, 

the tenzoni have never been anthologized as a form; contemporary scholarship follows the 

manuscript tradition, and the tenzoni most frequently appear in anthologies or critical editions as 

isolated sonnets. In manuscripts arranged by author, editorial choices similarly often reflect the 

haphazard mode of  the tenzone’s circulation. Even the minute choices of  scribes, we must not forget, 

are laden with value judgments; for example, including a tenzone exchange between Meo de’ Tolomei 

and Guittone d’Arezzo along with the entire lyric production of  the first poet and omitting it from 

 
Cambridge University Press, 2008), and Justin Steinberg, Accounting for Dante: Urban Readers and 
Writers in Late Medieval Italy (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 2007), among others.  
 
9 Steinberg, Accounting, 71-2.  
 
10 Steinberg, Accounting for Dante, 86. 
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the work of  the second within the same choir-bound volume, is a reading, is an assessment, is an 

evaluation (although not always qualified as such).11  The absence of “originals” or precise dates for 

these lyrics motivates a narrative reading of Dante’s tenzoni as poetic (and formal) dialogues.   

 

4. Dante’s Lyric Corpus 

 In studying the tenzone, one can’t assume beyond historical record to discern their precise 

audience – as dialogues, performances, and poems, the tenzoni resist categorization. Critical editions 

of Dante’s Rime reconstruct the narrrative of Dante transmission with differing approaches to the 

form. The editions I consider here are:  

Michele Barbi. Studi sul Canzoniere di Dante. Florence: G.C. Sansoni, 1915.   

Gianfranco Contini. Dante Alighieri: Rime. Turin: Einaudi, 1946.   

Kenelm Foster and Patrick Boyde. Dante’s Lyric Poetry. Oxford: Oxford UP, 1967.  

Dominico De Robertis.  Dante Alighieri: Rime. Firenze: Le Lettere, 2002.   

Teodolinda Barolini. Dante’s Lyric Poetry: Poetry of Youth and of the ‘Vita Nuova’.  

  Toronto: U. of Toronto Press, 2014. 

---.  Rime giovanilli e della Vita Nuova. Milan: BUR, 2009. 

Claudio Giunta. Dante: Rime. Milan: Modatori, 2014. 

In  “Editing Dante’s Rime and Italian Cultural History: Dante, Bocaccio, Petrarca . . .Barbi, Contini, 

Foster-Boyde, De Robertis”, Barolini demonstrates how editorial choices have re-framed the 

reception history of Dante’s lyrics, both chronologically and in the narrative treatment of his canzoni, 

 
11 See, for example, Memoriali Seria 47 1288, 2/8-7/8, Archivio di Stato, Bologna.  
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and his Vita Nuova poems.12 Cautioning against a conflation of  transmission history and Dante’s 

intentions, she reminds Dante’s readers that a firm methodology is of  paramount importance the 

deep study of  Dante’s works. By framing the form tenzone before turning to Dante’s use of  it, I offer 

a reading of  literary narrative through poetic dialogue in full awareness of the complexity of 

historicizing via poetic form. The tenzoni, when read as dialogues and formal exchanges between 

poets, demonstrate Dante’s awareness of the complexity of transmission and reception. 

 

TABLE 3:  

SUSTAINED TENZONE IN CRITICAL EDITIONS OF DANTE’S RIME 

    

 Barbi 

(1915) 

Contini 

(1943) 

Foster 

and 

Boyde 

(1967) 

De 

Robertis 

(2002) 

Barolini 

(2009) 

Giunta 

(2014) 

with  

Dante da Maiano 

 

      

(Provedi, saggio) XXXIX 1 1a 84 1a 1a 

Savete giudicar XL 1a 1 85 1 1 

(Per pruova di saper) XLI* 2 2* 77 2a 2a 

Qual che voi siate XLII* 2a 2a*  78 2 2b 

 
12 See Barolini, “Editing Dante’s Rime and Italian Cultural History: Dante, Bocaccio, Petrarca . . . 
Barbi, Contini, Foster-Boyde, De Robertis”, 2004 rpt. in Dante and the Origins of Italian Literary Culture 
(New York: Fordham UP, 2006), 245-278.  
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(Lo vostro fermo dir) XLII* 3 3* 79 3a 2c 

Non canoscendo XLIV* 3a 3a* 80 3 2d 

(Lasso lo dol) XLV* 3b 4* 81 3b 2e 

(Amor mi fa) XLVI 4 5a 82 4b 3a 

Savere e cortesia XLVII 4a 5 83 4 3b 

A ciascun’alma I - 6 26 5 - 

(Di ciò che stato) IV  6c 26c - - 

 

 

with Guido 

Cavalcanti 

 

      

A ciascun’alma I - 6 26 5 -  

(Vedeste al mio parere) - - 6a 26a - - 

Guido, i’vorrei LII 9 15 35 19 8 

(S’io fosse quelli che 

d’Amor) 

LIII - 15a 36 - - 

(I’ vegno ’l giorno a×tte)  - - - 37 - - 

(Certe mie rime) - -  38 - - 

(Se vedi Amore) - -  39 - - 

Amore e monna 

Lagia 

- 59 -  41 20 I **  

(Dante, un sospiro - - - 40 - - 
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messenger) 

with Forese Donati 

 

      

Chi udisse tossir  LXXII 26 72 87 - 25a 

(L’altra notte mi venn’) LXIV 26a 72a 88  25b 

Ben ti faranno LXXV 27 73 89 - 25c 

(Va, rivesti San Gal) LXXVI 27a 73a 90  25d 

Bicci novel, figiuol 

di non so cui 

LXXVII 28 74 91 - 25e 

(Ben so che fosti) LXXXVIII 28a 74a 92 - 25f 

with Cino da 

Pistoia 

 

      

(Avenga ched)  - - - 76 - - 

(Novellamente Amor) 84a 40 84a 98 - 37a 

I’ho veduto già  XCV 40a 84 99 - 37b 

(Dante, i’ho preso) - - - 100 - - 

Perch’io non truovo XCVI 41 85 101 - 38a 

(Dante, i’non so)  XCVII 41a 85a 102 - 38b 

(Dante, quando per caso) CX 50 86a  - 47a 

Io sono stato CXI 50a 86 104 - 47b 

(Cercando di trovar) CXII 51 87a 105  48a 

Degno fa voi CXXIII 51 87 106 - 48b 
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trovare 

Io mi credea CXIV 52 88 107 - 49a 

  

 (         )  = not authored by Dante   -    = full-text poem not included in edition 

   *  = incorrect attribution  **  = listed as poem of ‘dubious attribution’  

   

 Contini, Foster and Boyde, and Giunta incorporate the full text of Dante Alighieri’s tenzoni 

with Dante da Maiano and Forese Donati into their editions, but only publish select responses from 

Dante’s tenzone with Cino. De Robertis places three of Dante’s sustained tenzoni (with Dante da 

Maiano, Forese and Cino) at the end of his edition. Barolini (whose first volume does not reach the 

chronologically later tenzoni with Forese and with Cino) includes the complete tenzoni between Dante 

Alighieri and Dante da Maiano, omitting Cavalcanti’s interventions. Barbi, Foster and Boyde and De 

Robertis include only Cavalcanti’s immediate responses to A ciascun’alma and to Guido, i’ vorrei. 

 My reading of Dante’s tenzoni first according to the Italian tradition of the poetic form 

considers Dante’s use of poetic dialogue in the trajectory of the Commedia. Rather than partitioning 

the tenzone del duol amor from the middle of the tenzone between Dante and da Maiano, for example, I 

propose a holistic reading of all verses as dialogue that is contextualized by the two visionary sonnets 

that begin and conclude their debate (Provedi, saggio and A ciascun’alma): when considering a narrative 

of vision in the tenzone tradition, Dante Alighieri’s conversation with Dante da Maiano starts with a 

dream and ends with a dream. 

 My project considers the tenzoni temporally, discursively. As dialogues, each of  Dante’s 

sustained tenzoni exchanges provides entrance into Dante’s lived negotiation of  poetics in his 

historical moment. While the critical tradition tends to read the tenzoni as foil for interpreting the 
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Commedia, I will read the tenzoni cohesively and diachronically, to consider the role of  poetic 

discourse in Dante’s early formation.  

 

 

5. Methodology and Motive     

 To parse the dynamics of the tenzone form’s dialogism, I propose we read the tenzone as a game. 

Employing  Johan Huizinga’s aesthetic and cultural history of the social manifestations of play, the 

game offers a context for parsing the dynamics of dialogism inherent to the form tenzone.  Thinking 

of the tenzone as a game becomes useful only through a recognition of the utter seriousness of play, 

as a mechanism for both shaping and reifying culture. Games, Huizinga demonstrates, reveal those 

deepest values embedded within a culture. Games, in their infancy, establish future constructs of 

culture: when games become competitive, they gain in popularity and are ritualized, then games are 

subsumed into culture. Games replicate, create, and subvert the social order. Games, Huizinga 

persuasively demonstrates, shape culture.13 

 By reading tenzoni as games, I ask: what are the rules of the game of the tenzone as it is defined 

by the players of specific exchanges? What are the stakes of dialogue? What is its function? What are 

typical, identifiable strategies of the game of the tenzone? What is the goal of this poetic and dialogic 

form? How and when do the rules change? Was the objective always to win? Who determines the 

winner? What constitutes winning? In what context? And, for which audience?  

 As with each of the dissertation’s chapters, my goal is to offer a model for analyzing the 

tenzone along with one focused reading employing this model. This chapter forwards three of the 

methodological propositions for reading the tenzone as poetic dialogues:  

 
13 Johan Huizinga, Homo Ludens: A Study of the Play-Element in Culture (Boston, MA: Beacon Press, 
1971), 46-49.  
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1. We need to read the tenzoni as cohesive exchanges. ALL lyrics traded between the poets 

participating in a tenzone must be considered with equal measure before issuing an argument 

about any individual sonnet (a reading of theme, metaphor, rhetorical strategy, etc). Reading 

the tenzoni as complete exchanges makes meaning through dialogic sequence, in narrating 

form. Each full tenzone exchange has its own set of rules and goals. Sometimes (as we’ll see in 

Dante Alighieri’s tenzone with Dante da Maiano) the principal goal is to win. Other times (as 

Chapter 4’s analysis of Dante’s tenzone with Forese Donati demonstrates) the goal transcends 

simple winning and resembles a nearer approximation of play. Again, I mean play in all of its 

social seriousness; malmaritate, for example, play with culture, parody disfunction, mock the 

norm; yet comic transgression offers insight into socio-historical reality in the literary context 

of a poet’s voice.  

2. The framework of the game provides entrance to the social ramifications of participating in a 

tenzone exchange. The framework of the game thus illuminates the social function of the 

tenzone. As poems that enact the social, the tenzoni preserve evidence of immediate debate 

between poets, their negotiations of contemporary social relationships and social roles. 

Tracking Dante’s dialogic strategies in his tenzoni offers entrance into the socio-historical 

context in which Dante wrote, and which he represented in the Commedia. 

3. To read tenzoni alongside other tenzoni lends to a deeper understanding of  the function of  the 

form in the Italian tradition, as poetic dialogue.  

By taking into account the implicit social function of the form (i.e. public/private dialogue), we can 

gain insight into medieval relationships as performed, as well as intellectualized and represented in 

Dante’s Comedy.  
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6. FORM: towards a tenzone taxonomy 

But, what exactly is a tenzone? Simply put, a tenzone is a poem that anticipates a response. In 

the Italian tradition, even the precondition of  two voices can constitute an example of  the exchange. 

The difference between a sonnet, a canzone, contrasto, and tenzone, Ahern reminds us, is that “The tenso 

purported to be an actual debate . . . Onto a single page, the tenzone collected letters written in 

different times and places, presenting them as a unified text”;14 the defining characteristic of  the 

tenzone is the expectation of  poetic dialogue, in alternating verse, to be shared with a broader 

‘reading’ public. I argue, then, that if  the awareness of  the possibility of  a response is legible in a 

poem, it is a tenzone.   

 The Italian tenzone derives from the Provençal tradition, which comprises three main forms 

of  dialogic poetry, the tenso, the contrasto, and the partimen, each of  which is an exchange authored by 

two poets (or by one poet featuring two fictionalized voices), intended not just for private discourse, 

but also for public consumption. While the equitable distribution of  alternating verses (coblas) 

characterizes the tenso and partimen, the contrasto mirrors actual spoken conversation, featuring brief, 

rapid exchanges, in which each voice issues for no more than a few lines per utterance. Giuseppe 

Sansone clarifies the distinction between the first two of  these forms: the tenso is a “. . . disputa o 

dibattito fra poeti su temi che abbracciano la politica come la morale, il pettegolezzo come ogni altro 

evento quasi relativo al vissuto. Ma il proprio della tenzone, naturalmente, si realizza nell’area di un 

singolo testo a due mani con equa distribuzione delle strofe”;  while, alternatively, the partimen (which 

Sansone terms the “tenzone poetica”), consists of  “ . . . una discussione fra trovatori su un 

argomento direttamente concernente la casistica d’amore.”15   Explicit competition, moral or 

 
14 John Ahern, “The reader on the Piazza: Verbal Duels in Dante’s Vita Nuova”, Texas Studies in 
Literature and Language 32.1, (1990): 18-39; 23. 
 
15 Giuseppe Sansone, La poesia dell’antica provenza (Parma: Guanda Editore, 1999), 36.  
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ideological debate, is the hallmark of  the tenso. Open and spontaneous, its subject matter ranges 

from politics to personal attacks and is often grounded in the gritty social reality of  quotidian life, 

frequently drawing from comedic tropes such as the tavern, gambling, extreme sexuality, and 

poverty.  

The partimen, conversely, treats courtly matters almost exclusively. Following a fixed structure, 

the initiator of  the partimen proposes two opposing positions on the nature of  love in a debate of  

alternating sonnets. The Provençal tradition frequently evidences a collaborative approach to 

dialogic lyrics, with the interlocutors intimately working together to predetermine the topic of  

debate, the rhyme and meter, and the narrative arc of  the entire series of  “botte” e “risposte” prior 

to composing their individual verses. While the topics of  early Italian tenzoni echo and merge those 

of  the tenso and the partimen, the extent of  their appropriation of  Provençal debate poems tends 

towards subject matter and the voices of  certain poetic personae (i.e. the love-stricken poet).  

Dante’s mentor, Brunetto Latini, highlights the Latin verbal debate form of  contentio as 

another source of  influence in the development of  the Italian tenzone.  As John Ahern identifies, 

Brunetto’s La Rettorica describes a contentio as beginning with two discrete individuals who present 

opposing or otherwise contrary perspectives: 

  E poi ch’elli à congigliato e posto fine al suo dire, immantenente si leva un altro 

consigliere e dice tutto il contrario che àe detto colui davanti; e così è […] 

cominciata la tencione; è sopra i loro detti, che  sono varri e diversi, nasce 

questione, se colui avea bene consigliato o no.16 

Brunetto terms the action of  debate in a contentio “tencione,” underscoring the efficacy and 

persuasiveness of  each interlocutor’s argument. Brunetto frames literary criticism as inherent to the 

 
16 Brunetto Latini, La rettorica, ed. Francesco Maggini (Florence: Le Monnier, 1968): 145-6, cited in 
Ahern, “Verbal Duels”, 24-25. 
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poetic dialogism of  the tenzone form. Expanding his discussion to the Italian tradition, he explains 

that any written document issuing a request to either a named or an implied addressee, or set of  

addressees, be it, “. . . o pregando, o domandando, o comandando, o minaciando, o confrontando, o 

congigliando . . .” is considered “. . . una tencione tacita intra loro, e così sono quasi tutte le lettere e 

canzoni d’amore in modo di tencione o tacita o espressa.”17 Following Brunetto and as with 

Provençal tenso, in both the contentio and the Italian tenzone the act of  debate itself  (rather than its 

form or content) constitutes poetics.  

 In the eight centuries since Latini, scholarship on the tenzoni proves scant, especially in 

comparison to other forms of  Italian lyric poetry. In Due saggi sulla tenzone (2002), Giunta identifies 

one consensus in scholarship on the tenzone: the suggestion of  a response – either in fulfillment of  a 

request from the initiator of  the exchange or as an unsolicited reply to a poem not originally 

intended as part of  a tenzone – stands as the principle defining characteristic of  the elusive form.18  

Giunta’s Due Saggi offers two methods for establishing a taxonomy of  the tenzone: 1. studying 

the reception of  the “genre” in the medieval manuscript tradition, and 2. analyzing the ways in 

which the authors of  tenzoni draw on their literary antecedents, especially forms of  dialogued verse 

in Provençal lyric. However, as Giunta confirms, the Italian appropriation of  the form did away with 

pre-established formal rules. The only distinguishing classification of  a tenzone is that it either called 

for a response or responded to something.19   

Whether the poet’s request for an interlocutor was satisfied with an actual reply, whether the 

response was invited, or whether the voluntary rejoinder was even acknowledged by the author of  

 
17 Cited in Ahern, “Verbal Duels”, 25-26.  
 
18 For an extended discussion of this consensus, see Claudio Giunta, Due saggi sulla Tenzone (Roma-
Padova: Antenore, 2002), 123. 
 
19 Giunta, ‘Metro, forma, e stile della tenzone,’ in Due saggi, 122-208; 123. 
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the initial composition, the simple possibility that one poet responds to the work of  another 

qualifies the poem (or poems) to fall under the rubric of  the tenzone despite the considerably varied 

conditions and content of  the dialogue. Giunta, however, focuses on tracking down and cataloguing 

extant examples of the form in surviving manuscripts (both in its Italian and earlier Provençal 

iterations), almost to the exclusion of literary analysis. His monograph’s strong philological impulse 

suggests the potential for reading the dynamics of Dante’s early poetics in the socio-historical and 

literary condition of the tenzone. 

 In addition to their complex transmission history, the varied formal properties of the tenzoni 

in the Italian tradition also present interpretive complexities. In the medieval Italian tradition, the 

tenzoni (as distinct poems) generally adhere to the length and meter of the sonnet, although 

occasionally respondents offer full canzoni or draw on other forms like the ballata. Furthermore, the 

initial poem that spurs the exchange can appear in many forms (even canzoni). However, as in a 

Monte Andrea and Tomaso da Faenza tripartite exchange, if the original poem is in the form of a 

canzone, typically the respondent will also issue a canzone in reply. Likewise, if the initial output takes 

the form of a sonnet (as with Dante’s four sustained tenzone exchanges) the response is generally in 

kind. This does not always apply, however, to unsolicited responses to individual lyrics. For example, 

the sonnet Ben aggia l’amoroso e dolce core by the anonymous “Amico di Dante” is a sonnet issued in 

reply to Dante’s canzone, Donne che avete intelletto di amore.  

 The work of  Barolini, Ahern, Alfie, Giunta and others supports a greater engagement with the 

form in interest of  its dialogism. Christopher Kleinhenz distinguishes between the tenzone, defined as 

“a discussion of  a specific argument of  more general interest”, and rime di corrispondenza, which are 

“not primarily directed toward the elucidation of  a subject, but more toward achieving personal 
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goals: the gaining of  friendship, personal request, and so on.”20  Kleinhenz’s binary blurs formal 

distinction between tenzoni and rime di corrispondenza to suggest mutual exclusion. Given the 

multiplicity of  socio-historical and literary discourses enacted within the form, I believe that the 

goals of  each tenzone must be assessed in consideration of  the specific dynamics and context of  each 

individual exchange.  

Typically, the Italian tenzone features two or more interlocutors, but some tenzoni have as 

many as seven poets writing and responding to each other’s lyrics.  At times tenzonanti call for 

explicit correspondents, like many of Cino’s poems which invoke Dante’s name. While the length of 

tenzone exchanges ranges from arguably one sonnet to 17 exchanged sonnets (here, we’re reminded 

of the seven total responses to da Maiano’s single sonnet, Provedi, saggio), the average tenzone 

comprises between two and six exchanged poems. Among the poems of a single tenzone exchange, 

some tenzoni replicate rhyme schemes and others simply correspond in their basic meter, and yet 

others have no apparent structural similarities between the verses. There are no standard ‘rules’ or 

practices for the subject matter, tone, nature, or poetic form of a tenzone, which is precisely what 

makes them both so fascinating and so tricky to work with.  

The critical tradition typically classifies a poem under the rubric of tenzone when there is an 

extant response. Many Italian lyrics are addressed to a person who either doesn’t respond or whose 

reply was not preserved by our manuscript tradition (see Table 2). Unsolicited responses to works 

not intended to be tenzoni are plentiful, like Lapo degli Umberti’s feedback to Cavalcanti’s balatta, In 

un boschetto trova’ pasturella. Additionally, lyric poets commonly employ non-specific addressees as an 

invitation to discourse (further complicating readings of authorship in the formal classification of 

tenzoni). Giunta, for example, proposes treating the concluding lines of a coda to underscore the 

 
20 Christopher Kleinhenz. The Early Italian Sonnet: The First Century (1220-1321). “Collezione di Studi e 
Testi” Vol. 2 (Lecce: Milella, 1986), 85. 
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form’s communicative function of dialogism.21 Without sparking controversy with claims about a 

poet’s intended audience, we can safely say that when a poet requests feedback in verse, or when a 

poem explicitly names another author, he is aware that he may be met with a reaction in verse.  

In his formidable book-length treatment of  the tenzone between Dante and Forese, Dante’s 

Tenzone with Forese Donati, Fabian Alfie reads the invective of  their dialogue alongside the comic 

contemporary poetry of  Rustico Filippi. Alfie categorizes tenzoni under the rubric of  invective. 

Furnishing ample socio-historical context, Alfie acknowledges the immediate consequence of  the 

tenzone practice: “ . . . [s]ocial ramifications were really the point of  reprehension”.22 From a brief 

mention in the anonymous 1317 commentary accompanying Francesco Barbarino’s I documenti 

d’amore, he broadly traces references to the tenzone form in medieval Italian commentaries and 

criticisms to the notes of the Anonimo Fiorentino, and then to Purgatorio XXIII, in order to parse 

how early lyric poets understood the form; he concludes that poets of Dante’s era classified tenzoni as 

satire and employed the form to privilege socially disfavored discourses over, say, philosophical 

ones.23 Alfie turns to the commentary tradition to sustain his reading of invective as “castigation of 

vice”, and his consideration of satire offers genre as a framework for reading the form.  

Francesco Nuzzaco’s 1967 book, Le tenzoni poetiche di Dante Alighieri, presents a chronological 

treatment of several of Dante’s tenzoni.  Nuzzaco tends toward the positivistic approach of 

reconstructing the poet’s biography.24 Like the critical editions of Dante’s Rime, however, Nuzzaco 

extracts individual poems from the narrative of their exchange – for example, of the tenzone between 

 
21 Giunta, Due Saggi, 103-169. 
 
22 Fabian Alfie, Dante’s Tenzone with Forese Donati: The Reprehension of Vice, (Toronto: Toronto 
University Press, 2011), 96. Alfie, Dante’s Tenzone, 21. 
 
23 Ibid, 20-23.  
 
24 Francesco Nuazzo, Le tenzoni poetiche di Dante (Roma: Paanti, 1967). 
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Dante and Calvalcanti, he addresses only I’ vegno in order to privilege Dante’s biographical narrative. 

He effectuates little textual analysis of Dante’s tenzone with Forese, opting rather to read the poems 

through the later lens of Dante’s portrayal of the Donati family in the Commedia. In reading Dante’s 

tenzoni within the framework of the Comedy, he offers only a brief discussion of the tenzone with 

Dante da Maiano, and no mention at all of that with Cino. I begin with a focus on poetic form to 

explore the centrality of dialogue in Dante’s development. I follow Nuzzaco in reading Dante’s 

construction of authorship within an active literary community that grapples with issues of 

contemporary import (be they literary, political, philosophical, theological, etc) via the form.  

Conceptual models for reading tenzoni also prove more successful. Armando Balduino’s 

consideration of the immediacy of the tenzoni categorizes the form as “testi decisivi”, in an approach 

similar to my own.25 In her ethnographic research on the contemporary Italian contrasto, Valentina 

Pagliai identifies dialogic performance as “ . . .  a nonlinear, multidirectional interrelationship 

between conflict and cooperation, and between both of  them and violence.”26 Similarly, Ahern’s 

analysis of  the tenzoni as they intersect with an axis of  praise and blame identifies that the dual 

private/public audiences of  the tenzone implies multiple real-world consequences for the judgments 

articulated and performed on the page.27 As authored texts that expose authorship, the tenzoni 

provide a window into their poets’ construction and performance of  authority. Through dialogism, 

the tenzoni reflect their authors’ socio-cultural reality and offer possibilities for delineating 

identification for new readings of  poets’ complex relationships to their literary communities, their 

 
25 Armando Balduino, “Cavalcanti contro Dante e Cino,” in Bufere e molli aurette: polemiche letterarie dallo 
Stilnovo alla “Voce,” ed. Maria Grazia Pensa (Milan: Guerini, 1996), 1-20; 3.  
 
26 Valentina Pagliai, “Introduction: Performing Disputes”, Journal of Linguistic Anthropology 20.1 
(2010), 63-71; 64. 
 
27 John Ahern, "Verbal Duels”, 23-26. 
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kinship networks, their political communities, and their readership. As a premeditated social 

exchange, what perhaps best identifies the form of the tenzone is the articulated expectation of 

response.  

I follow Giunta’s Due Saggi, which argues that the tenzone is a rhetorical mode: dialogued 

verse.28 For me, the tenzoni are interesting precisely because they evade classification. I am drawn to 

the very open-ended qualities of the tenzoni’s dialogism. My aim in this dissertation, however, is not 

to offer generalizing or comprehensive statements about the "genre," but to present and explore 

alternative approaches to reading the elusive ‘rhetorical mode’ of poetic dialogue in the medieval 

Italian tenzone. To read the stakes of  Dante’s poetics as performed in dialogue, this chapter 

demonstrates the question of  authorship as central to the earliest instances of  the form in the Italian 

vernacular tradition.   

 

7. Tenzone as gioco 

My impetus to read the tenzoni discrete conversations moves towards the formal cohesion of 

poetic dialogue.  Whether about love, or a dream, or an empire, or a disgruntled sneezing wife, overt 

subject matter notwithstanding, all tenzoni present a concurrent, over-arching debate between their 

poets about status and the very nature of authorship. We must remember that these very poets are 

responsible for the codification of the Italian language, that they wrote in a then recently transcribed 

new Italian vernacular. Perhaps the earliest example of dialogic poetic verse in the Italian vernacular 

comes from the scuola siciliana in a tenzone between Jacopo Mostacci, Pier della Vigna and Giacomo 

da Lentini; their exchange features a scholastic debate on the nature of  love both competitive 

(Jacapo as initiator and Giacomo as winner) and colaborative (as a public discourse). The tension of  

 
28 Giunta, Due saggi, 123.  
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cooperation and conflict resonates to the extent that scholars suspect the poets’ pre-orchestration of  

the tenzone during a meeting in Bologna.29 As a deconstruction of courtly love poetry, this tenzone 

offers an exemplary entrance point for reading the dynamic of the game of status and authorship 

implicit in the vernacular function of the tenzone form. 

Mostacci evidences his desire for discourse from the very first word of the poem, 

“Solicitando” (“Soliciting” v. 1):   

Sollicitando un poco meo savere 

e con lui mi vogliendo dilettare,  

un dubïo che mi misi ad avere,  

a voi lo mando per determinare (vv. 1-4).  

In his opening quatrain, Mostacci introduces his poem as a query, a present progressive doubt to be 

clarified. From the poem’s incipit, he presents its inception as an opportunity to fortify his own 

wisdom and draws on a courtly lexicon, “dilettare” (to delight), to frame the tenzone for prospective 

interlocutors as a pleasurable debate. There’s a joy to the word “dilettare” that recalls the very nature 

of play. Having declared his authorship as tenzonante by inviting response, Mostacci then presents his 

doubt, which concerns the materiality of love:  

 

Ogn’omo dice ch’amor ha potere 

e li coraggi distringe ad amare,  

me eo non [li] lo voglio consentire,  

però ch’amore non parse ni pare.30  

 

 
29 Gianfranco Contini, I Poeti del Duecento (Florence: Giovanni Treccani, 2013); 87.  
30 Which Contini reads as, “non s’è mai visto né vede,” 88.  
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Ben trova l’om una amorositate 

la quale par che nasca di piacere,  

e zo vol dire om che sia amore (vv. 5-11).  

 

 With the second quatrain, Mostacci presents a fundamental logical conundrum of love: 

although men agree as to its great powers, love is intangible; mustn’t it, therefore, also be non-

existent? With the turn that leads into the first terzina, Mostacci asserts the existence of love by 

grounding it in its material manifestation, its object, “una amorositade” (v. 9). It is the pleasure, the 

delight one deeply feels because of the corporeal existence of this beloved, that testifies to love’s 

existence and simultaneously raises questions as to its origin. Mostacci ends by making a direct 

request for input from his would-be interlocutor(s): 

 

Eo no li saccio altra qualitate; 

ma zo che è, da voi [lo] voglio audire: 

però ve ne fazo sentenzïore (vv. 12-14).  

 

The only known quality of love, then, Mostacci deduces in the concluding terzina, is the materiality 

of its manifestation in human form: so, what is Love?  

The structure of Mostacci’s tenzone (request => problem => paradox inherent in problem 

=> reassertion of request) would become standardized by Dante’s era, nearly a century later, and 

reads as almost a formulaic approach to conduct in the tenzone. However, the discourses of pleasure 

introduced by Mostacci dissappear in the final line, “. . . ve ne fazo sentenzatore” (v. 14). In the 

word “sentenzatore” he connects wisdom to the joy of love and unites both in his own poetic 

practice. With the rhetorical flourish of double entendre “sentenzatore” (derived from the Latin 
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“sententia”),31 Mostacci issues advance praise for his interlocutors’ knowledge while simultaneously 

(perhaps more importantly) demonstrating his own authorial intellect. Mostacci provides a 

characteristic example of the complexity of reading voice in the tenzoni: as his poetic persona praises 

his interlocutor his voice asserts its own excellence. Like much of the praise voiced in the Italian 

tenzone, Mostacci’s is self-reflexive and renders transparent the tenzone’s competition for authorial 

status.  

Pier della Vigna's response is didactic in tone and scholastic in nature. His reply opens by 

restating the question of the tenzone. Via an underhanded implication that Mostacci ranks among 

those “many” (“manti”  v. 3)  who with foolish wisdom (i.e. no wisdom at all) doubt the existence of 

love, della Vigna’s first quatrain (like Motacci’s) performs its poet’s mastery:  

Però ch’amore no si pò vedere 

e no si tratta corporalemente,  

manti ne son di sì folle sapere 

che credono ch’amor sïa nïente.  

 

Ma po’ ch’amore si face sentire 

dentro dal cor signoreggiar la gente, 

molto maggiore presio de[ve] avere 

che se 'l vedessen visibilemente.  

 

Per le vertute de la calamita 

como lo ferro at[i]ra no si vede,  

ma sì lo tira signorevolmente; (vv. 1-11) 

 
31 Gianfranco Contini, I Poeti del Duecento (Florence: Giovanni Treccani, 2013), 88. 



 

 31 
 
 
 

It is precisely the invisibility of love, della Vigna contends, that enables it to “signoreggiar la gente” 

(“to reign over people”, v. 6) through their hearts. To further sustain non-materiality as the quality 

that gives love power, della Vigna invokes an empirical example drawn from the natural world: as in 

magnetism, the strength of love is its lack of materiality that imbues it with the power to attract. 

Through this parallel, della Vigna both poetically renders love a natural elemental force and 

rhetorically deconstructs his interlocutor’s line of argumentation: the poet who questions love’s 

existence can never have truly known love; as authorship itself hinges on this knowledge, Mostacci 

cannot truly be a wise poet. Pier della Vigna thus ruptures Mostacci’s declaration of authority in a 

dynamic demonstration of his own superiority.  

That Pier della Vigna’s voice performs instruction rather than florid (but unsubstantiated) 

declarations of authorship, and that it makes no intelligible distinction between poetic and authorial 

personae, asserts the poet’s authority (in both senses of the word). I read this direct voice as 

revealing of the game of status in vocal performance of praise in the lyric tradition. Authors with 

more literary and public renown often assert this more direct voice, in a performance of courtly and 

rhetorical differentiation (the tenzone between Guittone d’Arezzo and Guido Guinizelli, for example). 

Status, whether literary, political, or social, often influences voice in the tenzoni’s dialogues. Pier 

della’s Vigna’s concluding terzina demonstrates this awareness of status through an invocation to the 

public sphere:   

e questa cosa a credere mi 'nvita 

ch’amore sia; e dàmi grande fede 

che tutor sia creduta fra la gente (vv. 12-14).  

 

Like the force of magnetism and despite its invisibility, love “tutor sia creduta fra la gente” (“is still 

believed in by people” v. 14). Here, the “gente” to which Pier della Vigna refers, are those of 
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popular opinion, of general consensus, the common man as opposed to the first quatrain’s “manti” 

(v. 3) of false wisdom. Pier della Vigna explicitly distinguishes himself from Mostacci as a poet not 

of flowery performance or erudition, but whose work is grounded in the natural world and the 

people. Pier della Vigna’s response professes a faith in love that is only heightened by the empirical 

proof of its invisibility. We can therefore consider this exchange as a failure on Mostacci's part to 

maintain status. If Jacopo Mostacci sought to distinguish himself in the poetic community of the 

early vernacular, “solicitando” a tenzone, Pier della Vigna's reply determines how Mostacci’s authorial 

performance certainly fell short of garnering poetic acclaim and suggests it will do the same for a 

broader readership. After all, who reads poetry if not people who believe in love?  

Considering the game of status as it was established by Mostacci, and as it plays out in Pier 

Vigna’s response, we can now read Giacomo da Lentini’s contribution as a conclusion. Reading the 

tripartite tenzone exchange as a dialogic game, Giacomo asserts himself the winner, codifying his 

status as the heralded poet of the scuola siciliana:   

Amor è un[o] desio che ven da core 

per abondanza di gran piacimento; 

e li occhi in prima genera[n] l’amore 

e lo core li dà nutricamento.  

 

Ben è alcuna fiata om amatore 

senza vedere so 'namoramento,  

ma quell’amor che stringe con fuorore 

da la vista de li occhi ha nas[ci]mento: 

 

chè li  occhi rapresenta[n] a lo core 
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d’onni cosa che veden bono e rio,  

com’è formata naturalmente; 

 

e lo cor, che di zo è concepitore,  

imagina, e [li] piace quell desio: 

e questo amore regna fra la gente. 

 

 Giacomo’s voice is removed, unaffected; rather than reflecting della Vigna’s scholasticism or 

Mostacci’s showoffiness, he cleanly presents his theory about the mechanics of love in a logical 

discussion of medieval optics. For Giacomo, love is a desire nourished by the heart; it is sparked by 

pleasures of the eyes, which are a vehicle for love; as the heart imagines the joy of the eyes, it enjoys 

the desire of its imagination and conceives of love. The heart filters the good from all that eyes see; 

the heart envisions the natural form of this joyful composite; in desiring, the heart conceives of 

love’s material manifestation.  He closes with a clear distinction that what he describes is the 

material, earthly, desirous love that rules man (“questo amore regna fra la gente” v. 14); like 

invisibility itself, Giacomo extends Pier della Vigna’s argumentation through omission, marrying the 

natural world to the heavenly via empirical logic. He neither addresses his fellow tenzonanti, nor 

explicitly references their perspectives; his decisive closing remark, “e questo amore regna fra la 

zente” (v. 14) does not invite further input. Giacomo’s detachment can be read as an even stronger 

voice of authority than that found in Pier della Vigna’s directness. The two identifiable modes in 

which Giacomo’s poem acknowledges its participation in a tenzone exchange are the development of 

the subject matter of the tenzone’s origin and the reprisal of the -ore rhyme of Mostacci and the -ente 

rhyme of della Vigna. His poem answers both interlocutors according to content and poetics (in this 

instance, rhyme). 
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Were it not for the subsequent interjection of Giacomo, however, this tenzone could just as 

well have concluded with the previous response. Giacomo performs his authority by issuing a 

response that constructs Giacomo’s literary history as the father of the scuola siciliana via the 

dialogism of the tenzone form. A response, no matter its content, acts as a form of validation. Dante, 

for example, snubbed the poet Cecco Angiolieri by not responding to any of the three tenzoni that 

Cecco wrote in direct address to him. In a game of status like the tenzoni, silence may indicate a 

victory or might be more damning than words.   

The length of tenzoni varies drastically and can be as brief as one sonnet. One might assume 

that the length of a tenzone relies on the subject matter, specifically whether or not there is something 

left to say. Subject matter, however, often has little bearing on the continuation of dialogue. In the 

majority of the tenzoni, the overarching debate concerns the tenzonanti’s respective rhetorical and 

intellectual mastery of the material and not the subject matter itself. In the longest extant tenzone, 

comprised of 17 sonnets exchanged between Monte Andrea, Cione, Beroardo, Federigo Gualterotti, 

Chiaro Davanzati and Lambertuccio Frescobaldi, the topic at hand shifts once and then is 

abandoned altogether as the poems devolve into a flurry of personal insults. Monte initiates the 

exchange to which Cione, Beroardo, Federigo, Davanzati and Lambertuccio respond, each 

elaborating in turn on the previous poet, very much like the tenzone discussed above. Had each of the 

tenzonanti accepted Lambertuccio’s contribution as superior to his own, the dialogue of tenzone would 

be complete. Monte’s response, however, prolongs and broadens their debate. By the thirteenth 

sonnet, the poets seem to have exhausted their exchange, but Monte simply switches the topic, 

situating his response within the series by reprising the rhyme scheme of Gualterotti’s earlier 

contribution. In the exchanges that follow, the hurling of personal invective quickly replaces all 

pretense of a unified topic of discussion. The tenzone burgeons, poetic debate now enacted with the 

outcome of winning always at the forefront.  
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Returning to Pagliai’s analysis of the contrasto, the objective of winning requires cooperation 

from both tenzonanti to continue their debate (the conflict) through to its logical conclusion. In the 

seventeen-sonnet tenzone, Monte eventually has the last word by literally having the last word. 

Tenzonanti do seem to place quite a premium on the final words of the exchange, as they have much 

to gain in terms of social status by having the last verses attributed to them; this brings us back to 

the omnipresence of the public realm in the tenzone form. One can imagine the extent to which a 

tenzonante would be aware of the potential impact that winning or losing (having the last word) would 

have on public opinion, and how his success or failure would inevitably reverberate much more than 

a discrete verbal encounter. The stakes are high because the consequences of discourse extend 

beyond an author’s immediate literary community into the world of social activity, not to mention 

into the annals of history. Therefore, I hold that even when reading tenzoni issuing pure expressions 

of friendship, like those between Cino da Pistoia and Onesto da Bologna, or offer of consolation 

and comfort, like that of Monte Andrea and Meo dei Tolomei, or Dante and Cavalcanti, we must 

engage in a consideration of the broader consequences of the social relationships to which they give 

voice.   

 

8. Dante’s Signifying Style 

By engaging in public debate through dialogic tenzoni, poets gambled their authorial status; the 

risk of the tenzone lies in the inability to control the interlocutor’s response and, by extension, how 

the exchange as a whole will be perceived and judged by their literary community and the public at 

large. While there is no universal explanation for why a poet chooses to initiate or engage in a 

tenzone, nearly every Italian medieval lyric poet engaged the form at some point in his career. The 

four sustained tenzone exchanges of Dante’s tenzone production were characteristic number of tenzone 

production for a poet of his time. In fact, his poetic contemporaries, like Guido Cavalcanti and Cino 
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da Pistoia, produced as many (and more) sustained tenzoni. Certain poets’ tenzone production was so 

prodigious in quantity (e.g. Monte Andrea’s) that the poets are known for little else; and the work of 

others (e.g. Dante da Maiano) has perhaps largely been preserved due to the socio-historical status 

of the poet’s interlocutor. Issues of status give vibrant evidence of a literary network of tenzonanti. As 

Graph 1 illustrates, the tenzone as form shows the function of dialogue in establishing the newly 

codified Italian vernacular:   

 

Graph 1: 

Tenzonanti of the Scuola Siciliana32 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
32 Graphs 1-3 are still screen shots from an interactive, web-based force directed graph of Medieval 
Italian literary communities that I built using a JAVA-based code called d3 (commonly used to 
create interactive online visual representations of complex organized data). During my travel 
fellowship year, I spent time in San Francisco learning to write d3 -- curious as to  if/how the digital 
humanities could help me to distill and render the complex intertextuality of Dante’s poetics, and 
the dialogism at the heart of his formation. In this instance, I employed d3 to demonstrate an active 
network of Medieval Italian poets, constituted in dialogue through the practice of writing tenzoni. I 
hope these screen shots demonstrate the potential of d3 as a tool for literary analysis.  
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The dialogism inherent to this poetic form solidified the poets of Emperor Frederic’s court as the 

first scuola of the Italian Language.  As Graph 2 illustrates, the practice of the tenzone was continued 

and refined by the next generation of Italian poets: Guittone d’Arezzo, Guido Guinizelli, and fellow 

members of the Tuscan school in the development of their sweet new style of vernacular poetry: 

 

Graph 2: 

tenzonanti of the Tuscan School 

 

 

Dante wrote a literary history of the Tuscan school via the fictive direct discourse of an active 

tenzonante, Buonagiunta da Lucca (see Graph 2); met in Purgatory, Buonagiunta gives voice to the 
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history of the Italian language via the act of naming its poets,“’l Notaro e Guittone e me” (“the 

notary, Guittone, and me” Purg 24.56  ). Having recorded the trajectory of Italian literature’s 

development through the key members of its school (Giacomo, Guittone, and Buonagiunta), 

Dante then codifies his contemporary poetic community by giving it a name: the dolce stil novo.  

 

Graph 3: 

Dante and his contemporaries 

 

As Graph 3 depicts Dante at the center this network of tenzonanti, along with his interlocutors Guido 

and Cino. Depicted is a literary community that he (in part) constituted even before the Commedia in 

his use of the tenzone form. Of Buonagiunta and the poetics of and poets in Purgatory’s Terrace of 

Gluttony, Barolini writes:  “The sense of the plural is required in order to create the historical 

framework Dante desires in this context; tradition, continuity, genealogy, paternity – the concepts he 
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is here invoking – all require groupings, pluralities, for their enactments”.33  As Barolini 

demonstrates, while solidifying his literary network, canonizing the poets alongside whom he 

developed, and naming the “new style”, “. . . Dante thus reserves radical newness for himself”.34 

Dante uses dialogue in the Commedia as a rhetorical and intertextual tool. Dialogue, in the poetics of 

Dante, is an affordance; dialogue affords Dante the nuance of layered discursivity.35 

In responding to Dante da Maiano’s Provedi, saggio, Dante Alighieri knowingly made his debut 

into an active literary community that had been engaging in the art of the tenzone for century prior 

(since the scuola siciliana). Furthermore, this community was rendered canonical by Dante’s 

preservation of it. A third of the shades met by Dante-pilgrim in the Commedia were his real-life 

contemporaries – his friends, his neighbors, his in-laws, and those poets who resonated within him 

and to whom he sent kinship from afar, sharing his grief, his hopes, the pain of exile, constructing a 

language for love, in search of ethical and aesthetic communion through the tenzone.   

Dante’s depiction of his immediate social reality in the Commedia invites consideration of an 

ethos of the vernacular as debated in his earlier use of the tenzone form. In dialogue, tenzonanti  

reconcile new systems of value for society in the re-ordering:  the introduction of the florin and the 

construct of economic mobility, a new merchant class that subsisted on material economy (rather 

than the stronghold of a family name) as a new means of social advancement, at the end of 

feudalism. In their tenzoni the poets work to guide towards an understanding of the will, toward 

goodness in times of peril with warring Guelphs and Ghibellines intermittently exiling each other 

from Florence, the corruption of the papacy in Rome, and an emperor in-the-making waiting 

 
33 Teodolinda Barolini, Dante’s Poets, 88.  
 
34 Ibid, 89.  
 
35 I borrow the term ‘affordance’ from Caroline Levine, Forms: Whole, Rhythm, Hierarchy, Network 
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2017).  
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beyond the bounds of an Italy (which, as a country, would not be unified, until 1861). The tenzoni 

reflect the socio-cultural and economic stakes of the era, as understood in-process.  In the chaos of 

this time, Dante Alighieri preserved and persevered penning not only the first book-length work 

featuring both prose and poetry in the Italian language (the Vita Nuova), but also its first narrative 

comedy – a poem in dialogue that attempts to represent humanity, for and with love.  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 



 

 41 
 
 
 

CHAPTER 2 – THE PARADOX OF POETRY:  

NAMING AS A TRANSITIVE ACT 

Dante’s tenzone with Dante da Maiano 

 

 

The self-conscious act of absenting a name holds significance in how we read a tenzone (and 

especially when the poets themselves thematize the withholding of names) and ruptures 

contemporary genre distinctions (poem, novel, short story, etc.) through the dialogistic potential of a 

name. Classifying according to likeness of form rather than function replicates a gross 

misunderstanding of tenzoni that has led to scholarly approaches that risk the practice of true close 

reading: cherry-picking certain sonnets over others, evaluating them as freestanding lyrics rather than 

as component parts of a dynamic narrative exchange.  

Dante’s prose works extend with an unparalleled breadth and depth of connoting 

knowledge: names, quotations, and references abound. In his earliest lyrics, the young poet 

demonstrates authority by proving his wide reading practices. Here, I will complete the close reading 

of Dante Alighieri’s early lyrics in tenzone with fellow poet Dante da Maiano. Given that the 

conclusion of Dante Alighieri’s tenzone with Dante da Maiano begat the visionary lyric that opens the 

Vita Nuova, I assert a reading of their tenzone as a narrative whole.  The tenzone is not a bound text in 

which the poet can meticulously construct authority; rather, the tenzone demands a response that the 

poet must strive to anticipate, and to shape. Specifically, this chapter will parse the name as a 

rhetorical strategy in analysis of its playful absence. 

The tenzone invites consideration of  the direct socio-historical practice and consequences of  

engaging in verbal, poetic debate – through dialogic negotiation, the poet’s voice takes shape. In 
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heated meta-discussion of  role of  the poet, both Dante Alighieri and Dante da Maiano vie for 

authority. Contrary to the popular tendency to partition the duol d’amor (“pain of love”) lyrics from 

the middle of the full dialogue of their sonnets, however, I propose a reading of all verses in their 

exchange as a synthetic whole. The usual bracketing of the so-called duol d’amor sonnets has the 

effect of extracting  them from the two visionary sonnets that begin and end their debate, and 

distorts the context of their exchange.  When read within the formal tradition of tenzone, the 

conversation between Dante Alighieri and Dante da Maiano starts with dream and ends with a 

dream. Tracing strategic naming and attribution throughout the entire tenzone exchange, I support 

Barolini’s assessment that even in youthful posturing the fledgling poet already crafts a concrete 

poetic identity and begins to meditate on social practices of  belonging, a vision that may be traced 

through to the Commedia.36  

In this chapter, I begin to demonstrate the crucial role of  the tenzone form towards an 

understanding of  Dantean dialogism. In doing so, I expressly read Dante Alighieri’s tenzoni alongside 

other Italian medieval examples of the tenzone, and forward one methodological proposition: to read 

tenzoni alongside each other in order to better understand the function of  the form in the Italian 

tradition. Again, I employ Johan Huizinga’s aesthetic and cultural history of the social manifestations 

of play and invoke the framework of a game to parse the dynamics of the tenzone. Games are a 

mechanism for establishing and disseminating culture.37  Dialogue is a fundamental strategy for 

Dante Alighieri’s poetic and narrative construction in the cultural map of the Commedia; along with 

fictional characters and personages from far reaching historical pasts, he names people whom he 

 
36 See Teodolinda Barolini, “The Poetic Exchanges Between Dante Alighieri and his ‘Amico’ Dante 
da Maiano: A Young Man Takes his Place in the World”, in Essays in Honor of John Scott, John J 
Kinder and Diana Glenn, eds. (Florence: Leo S. Olschki, 2013), subsequently in Barolini, Dante’s 
Lyric Poetry, 37-69.  
 
37 Huizinga, Homo Ludens, 46-49 
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knew personally: he calls them out, he interrogates them, and he pays them tribute. He first began to 

demonstrate poetic understanding of the implications of dialogue (and its formal, or structural 

properties), however, in tenzone.  

I track one dialogic strategy and one socio-cultural negotiation within each remaining 

chapter in the dissertation; through a close readings of  each of  Dante’s sustained tenzoni, I ask: what 

does Dante tell us about the function of  this form? And, what do the tenzoni offer to readings of   

Dante? This chapter forwards three arguments towards an understanding of  Dante, tenzonante:  

1. The practice of  writing tenzoni  shaped Dante’s poetics.  

2. Tracing rhetorical strategies like naming speaks to the functions of  the tenzone form in the 

codification of  Italian literature, and reveals what the form afforded Dante, poetically.  

3. The tenzone form provides insight into the dialogues of  the Commedia. Tracking Dante’s 

dialogic strategies in tenzone (i.e. the refusal of  the name or the invocation of  shared intertext) 

also may extend to a deeper understanding of  these strategies in the Commedia. 

In tracking a specific strategy prominent in the game of the tenzoni – strategic naming (or, rather, the 

strategic denial of a name) -- this chapter will continue to focus on the consequences of participating 

in a tenzone exchange. While this chapter reads one strategy of the gioco – the act of strategic naming – 

I propose that the same kind of analysis may be effectuated for any number of rhetorical or narrative 

strategies (reported speech, rhyme schemes, etc). Naming takes on a special significance in dialogue 

as a rigid designation that affirms, rejects, or amends the discourses attached to a name, and/or the 

name itself.38  

 
38 In discussing the name as a rigid designator, I draw on Saul Kripke’s Naming and Necessity 
(Hoboken, NJ: Wiley-Blackwell, 1991).  
 



 

 44 
 
 
 

But what does the act of naming tell us about Dante? In theory, names are arbitrary.39 If the 

recent scandal of Elena Ferrante has reminded us of anything, however, it is that for an author the 

conflation of name and identity is an almost inescapable curse.  Dante’s deployment of names, 

including his own, is shockingly contemporary. For Dante, the name constitutes a poet’s ethical and 

aesthetic duty.  

As Dante Alighieri’s tenzone with Dante da Maiano confirms, the risk of the tenzone lies in the 

inability to control an interlocutor’s response and, by extension, how the exchange as a whole would 

be perceived and judged by the poets’ literary community and the ‘reading’ public at large. In 

tracking the act of naming, I will explore the conditions and ramifications of the tenzone; in requiring 

the poet to simultaneously react to and anticipate the immediate audience of his interlocutor to 

ensure a positive reception for a future reading public, the tenzone volley a chaotic conflation of 

author and reader, present and future, narrative and dialogue, control and exposure, resulting in a 

dramatic rupture of the often necessary fiction of fluidity between authorial and poetic performance. 

Precisely because of these conditions, considering the formal properties of tenzone lends to socio-

historical and literary readings of Dante. Dante Alighieri’s tenzone with Dante Da Maiano, for 

example, lays bare the early impetus for Alighieri’s authorship and sheds light on his writerly and 

biographical context, long before his prose treatises and long before the Commedia.   

 

1. Incipit Dante   

 How did young Dante employ the poetic form of the tenzone to declare and refine his poetic 

voice, and make his entrance into the community of vernacular love poets? As addressed in Chapter 

 
39 For an elemental linguistic perspective on naming, see Ferdinand de Saussure, Course in General 
Linguistics, Ed. Charles Bally and Albert Secheaye, Trans. Albert Riedlinger, (New York, NY: 
McGraw-Hill, 1966), 65-77. For an alternative perspective on naming and reference, see John M. 
Carroll, What’s in a Name? An Essay in the Psychology of Reference (New York, NY: W.H. Freeman and 
Company, 1985). 
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1, irrespective of subject matter or participants, all tenzoni intimately articulate a prevailing 

competition for status. The tenzone with Dante da Maiano led Dante Alighieri to articulate a vision 

and purpose for the Vita Nuova.  

Provedi, saggio, begins with a request for interpretation; Dante da Maiano describes a visionary 

experience and begs an interpretative response from his audience: “Provedi, saggio, ad esta visïone, 

/ e per mercé ne trai vera sentenza” (vv. 1-2). Leading with a plea for interpretative faculties seems 

one of the more popular strategies for initiating a tenzone. Whether an informed philosophical 

discussion on the nature of love (as in Jacopo Mostacci’s Sollicitando un poco meo savere to which both 

Pier della Vigna and Giacomo da Lentini responded), or a political and moral debate (like Monte 

Andrea’s Per molta gente par ben che si dica), or an earnest consolation (like Geri Giannini Pisano’s 

Magna ferendo me tuba ’n oregli), or the dynamic battute evoking gritty social reality for comic effect (like 

Meo Abbracciavacca’s A scuro loco conven lume clero), the strategy of directly appealing to a reader’s 

authority with a request for help typically received a sonnet response in the Italian tenzone tradition.  

The opening verses of Provedi, saggio literalize the stakes of the game. As Dante da Maiano 

praises his unknown future respondents, the poem’s second word, ‘saggio’, designates the potential 

players.40 While many tenzoni in the tradition invoke a specific interlocutor through the proper name, 

Dante da Maiano widens the field by employing titles (‘saggio’ and ‘amico’) to solicit input; although 

performing a specific designation in the singular, saggio is Dante da Maiano’s encompassing  

designation for any potential interlocutor. In the tenzone tradition, as with many Italian medieval lyric 

forms, titles serve dually as a challenge and an embrace.  

 
40 Of titles exchanged between poets in the Commedia, Barolini writes, “. . . we note that no lyric poet 
is called poeta in the Comedy, just as none is ever called saggio or savio, an omission that gains in interest 
if we consider that Guinizzelli is a saggio in the Vita Nuova. In the Comedy, such terminology is 
reserved for the figures to whom Dante also assigns the responsibilities of teaching and guiding the 
pilgrim” (Dante’s Poet’s, 270).  
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Dante da Maiano’s vision in Provedi, saggio, features a round-countenanced smiling beauty.  

This unnamed woman fashions a verdant garland for the poet; upon receiving the gift, Dante da 

Maiano finds himself clothed in a garment that appears to be the shirt right off the back of this very 

same woman, almost as though they’d switched shifts accidently while giddily rushing to re-clothe 

after a proverbial roll in the hay:  

   Dico: una donna di bella fazzone,  

   di cui el meo cor gradir molto s’agenza,  

 

   mi fé d’una ghirlanda donagione,  

   verde, frontuzza, con bella accollienza;  

   appresso mi trovai per vestigione  

   camiscia di suo dosso, a mia parvenza (vv. 3-8).  

The very subjectivity of the vision makes for a riddle with no answer, no exit from the recursive 

labyrinth of interpretation except that which its creator identifies. In the tenzone, however, the creator 

is the interpreter, and the creator can always continue creating. If the vision is without specific 

precedent, or its characters are ambiguous, its poet can continue to reshape the vision, to redefine its 

‘reality’, to manipulate the parvenza of truth; clarity may be challenged, but answers ultimate lie with 

the envisioner. Thus, dialogues of the tenzone test the temporal limits of interpretation even as the filo 

of their narrativity collaboratively leads to the Comedy.  

The sirma proceeds with salacious not-so-veiled references to carnal action, and an observer 

who cannot testify: 41 

 
41 For more on the experiential reality of women in Dante’s era, see Klapisch-Zuber, Christiane, 
Women, Family and Ritual in Renaissance Italy (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 1985) 
especially, “The ‘Cruel Mother’: Maternity, Widowhood, and Dowry in Florence in the Fourteenth 
and Fifteenth Centuries”, 117-131.  
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   Allor di tanto, amico, mi francai 

   che dolcemente presila abbracciare: 

   non si contese, ma ridea la bella.  

 

   Così, ridendo, molto la basciai: 

   del più non dico, ché mi fé giurare.  

   E morta, ch’è mia madre, era con ella (vv. 9-14).42  

 

Dante da Maiano recalls hugging his paramour and, when met with a smile, kissing the lady 

profusely, as she laughs. Dante da Maiano’s voice takes on the coquettishness of his fantasy lover: 

more happened, he hints to his reader, but he swore to keep it a secret. The poem concludes 

abruptly, even awkwardly, with a surprising narrative detail: the stilted, rushed admission that 

accompanying this lady was Dante da Maiano’s dead mother (“E morta, ch’è mia madre, era con 

ella” v. 14). Transmuting his confession into taboo – the figure of a dead mother observing her son’s 

presumably post-coital state of undress – Dante da Maiano’s sonnet ends. The carnally provocative 

reads as a function of the poet’s ego, upended by the third figure (a dead maternal body).  

The type of reply that Dante da Maiano requests, a vera sentenza (v. 2) blends the Occitan 

names for a courtly debate (tenso) and the deciding verdict of that debate (ses tenso), with the 

Scholastic term for the distillation of an argument (sentenza). The melding of literary and 

philosophical discourses assures potential respondents of their contribution to already extant 

discursive tradition, recalling Mostacci’s “sentenziatore” (Sollicitando un poco meo savere v. 14) as an 

amalgam of concurrent traditions. And yet, in intimating that the act of replying demonstrates the 

respondent’s literary perspicacity, Dante da Maiano lures. Ultimately, Dante da Maiano’s subjectivity 

 
42 Barolini 1a [p.52]; Barbi XXXIX; Contini 1; Foster Boyd 1a; De Robertis 84 [p.447-8]. 
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shapes the debate; as the initiator of the tenzone only he can parse its argument and issue a verdict.  

According to the terms of play delineated the “vera sentenza” of the provocative double-vision 

remains with Dante da Maiano.43  

The game grows richer as the number of players increases; the quantity of responses 

determines the level of competition (again, to be judged by Dante da Maiano). As a stand-alone 

vision, Dante da Maiano fumbles in perspective by exerting a dual vision of woman. In the realm of 

the erotic (gallivanting with scantly-clad country lasses), and grappling with the ego through the 

symbolic (the poet’s laurel, the death of a loved one), Dante da Maiano innovatively melds both 

(woman as both alive as dead).  

Of the six responses to Provedi, saggio, five explicitly take issue with the word sentenza by way 

of rejecting Dante da Maiano’s specific request for judgment. As readers of tenzoni, they attempt to 

perform ignorance to garner response. Dante Alighieri uniquely demonstrates his awareness that the 

outcome of Dante da Maiano’s game will always favor he who made the first move. In Savete giudicar 

vostra ragione (“You know how to judge your own reason” v. 1), he retorts in deference, flipping the 

designation of wisdom from Provedi, saggio back onto his interlocutor, and transferring the non-

specific noun to a singular, formal verb so active and direct that it rings like an accusation. In the 

cutting incipit through the formal voi (Savete v.1), Dante Alighieri shifts the designation of wisdom 

from the titular “saggio” of Dante da Maiano’s Provedi, saggio, rendering it active, as verbal practice. 

Furthermore, the opening quatrain systematically deconstructs the rules of the interpretation 

proposed, rendering reason as subjective and subject to judgement: 

Savete giudicar vostra ragione,  

 
43 The dual incarnation of beloved and post-mortem mother of Provedi, saggio, will also be rendered in 
the Vita Nuova as Dante raises temporal questions of narrativity, coincidence and fiction in his own 
autobiography.  
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   o om che pregio di saver portate;  

   per che, vitando aver con voi quistione, 

   com so rispondo a le parole ornate (vv. 1-4). 

Unlike da Maiano’s hollow “saggio”, Dante Alighieri’s declaration actively designates wisdom. From 

the outset, Alighieri establishes himself as the true judge by declaring his objectivity in comparison 

to Dante da Maiano. Dante Alighieri declares the true objective of Dante da Maiano’s plea for “vera 

sentenza”: “pregio” (prestige v. 2). Continuing, Dante Alighieri counters Dante da Maiano’s game 

directly, calling him out. Seeking to avoid dispute with Dante da Maiano, he will respond to the 

ornate words (v. 4) in the way he knows how. 

Thus, Dante Alighieri begins an analysis with a simple, direct statement about his poetic 

style, and his poetic voice issues in lyrical truth-telling:  

Disio verace, u’ rado fin si pone,  

   che mosse di valore o di bieltate,  

   emagina l’amica openïone 

   significasse il don che pria narrate.  

 

        Lo vestimento, aggiate vera spene 

   che fia, da lei cui disïate amore; 

   e 'n ciò provide vostro spirito bene: 

 

   dico, pensando l’ovra sua d’allore.  

   La figura che già morta sorvene 

   è la fermezza ch’ averà nel core (vv. 5-14).    
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Dante’s per le rime response divides fronte and sirma according to summary and analysis, which 

complies with traditional sonnet form. Dante maintains the remove of the formal address ‘voi’ 

throughout the tenzone. He refuses to replicate rhetorical friendship, but rather repurposes the 

concept to stress a practice that leads to cooperative, intellectual debate: to offer “l’amica openïone” 

(v. 7), or parallel opinion (a term that suggests its opposite). And so, Dante Alighieri refigures Dante 

da Maiano’s declaration of friendship into a description of the process of the tenzone:  a process that 

collaboratively renders a Keatsean negative capability. Logic suggests that if a friendly opinion exists, 

so must its opposite. While the following chapter will grapple with the construct and performance of 

friendship, for now, I reassert that just because authors exchanged texts doesn’t mean they were 

“friends.”44 For Dante, the function of this tenzone is clearly not a superficial agreement.  

Of the six respondents, three others similarly refuted Dante da Maiano’s “vera sentenza”: 

Chairo Davanzati skirts the challenge, offering judgement he qualifies as concretely subjective, “ma 

non ne so ben trar vera sentenza” (Amico, proveduo ha mia intenzione v. 3), Salvando Doni characterizes 

his reply as simple speech and not a judgement, “così intendo di dir, non per sentenza” (Amico, io 

intendo, a la antica stagione v. 8), and Cione Baglione calls out Dante da Maiano on the grounds of 

subjectivity of dreams, “Credo [che] nullo saggio a vïsione / possa [ben] dire o dar vera sentenza” 

(Credo che nullo saggio vv. 1-2) before divulging his interpretation. Ricco da Varlungo’s response also 

parallels Dante’s awareness of the game, abdicating any responsibility for judgement to someone 

wise enough to issue it in a novel fashion,  “ora il farete tosto giudicare/ ad un che saccia dirvene 

 
44 In “Amicus Eius: Dante and the Semantics of Friendship,” Dante Studies 133 (2015): 46-69, Barolini 
shows that the use of “amico” in the lyric tradition does not coincide with friendship. But the 
mistake of assuming friendship has been made all too often. For example, Bartlett and Illiano’s 
speculation, simply based on the fact that Cecco Angiolieri addressed three sonnets to Dante, that 
their friendship coincided with a Dantean period of traviamento. That Cecco addressed three of his 
sonnets to Dante does not a friendship make, and any suggestion of an interpersonal relationship 
between these two men, beyond a possible meeting at the battle of Campaldino, is pure conjecture. 
See, Elizabeth Bartlett and Antonio Illiano, “The Young Dante: Opposing Views”, Italian Quarterly 
10:38 (1966): 57-67. 
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novella” (Avuto ho sempre ferma oppenïone vv. 13-14). While Ricco rejects the flattering declaration of 

his own wisdom and issues no verdict, his response concurs with those already issued. All 

respondents agree on one thing: Dante da Maiano’s is a game grounded in the subjectivity of vision. 

Much like the process of interpretation, the terms of a game are as subjective as the vision and the 

commonly held perceptions of it.  

Dante Alighieri adheres to the minimal rules of tenzone while simultaneously rejecting those 

established by Dante da Maiano. Huizinga explains the risk of rule subversion: “All play has its rules. 

They determine what ‘holds’ in the temporary world circumscribed by play. The rules of the game 

are absolutely binding and allow no doubt. . . Indeed, as soon as the rules are transgressed, the whole 

play world collapses. The game is over”.45 Yet, as Huizinga traces comprehensively, the goal of play 

is to keep playing. Some rules cannot be broken; those are often cemented by culture. Other rules, 

however, need breaking, either to maintain play, or to assess a winner (in the instance that play has 

become serious enough to shape culture), or to maintain public interest and ensure the spectatorship 

that preserves the game. Players who innovate fluidly and successfully actively shape culture, 

perfecting the balance between adherence to rules that cannot yet be broken and testing and 

revealing those that can in order to upend them and establish new practices. In the tenzone we 

witness Dante shaping literary culture actively, acutely, and from the outset of his poetic production 

through a literary dialogism afforded by the tenzone form.  

Dante Alighieri does not engage in games of status and control, at least not with il Maianese’s 

overtness (poetry composed in pursuit of vanity, as implied in the descriptor “ornate”); rather, he 

turns the interpretive challenge back on his interlocutor with a “quistione”, a term that precisely 

articulates Dante da Maiano’s underlying objective in offering a subjective vision: to argue 

unproductively. Thus, friendly terms for continuing the tenzone would be anything other than a 

 
45 Huizinga, homo ludens, 11. 
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“quistione”, i.e. a productive debate. By holding Dante da Maiano publicly accountable for the rules 

of his game without actually playing by those rules, Dante distinguishes himself in terms of voice.  

 

2. Assaying Authorship: the stakes of the game  

In Per pruova di saper, Dante da Maiano drops the pretense of his dream, replacing the 

visionary language of assessment (“Provedi” v. 1) with “pruova” (vv. 1 & 5) which asserts empirical 

proof. He amps up the competition by figuring the tenzone as a battle to test worth (rebutting to 

Dante Alighieri’s perhaps sarcastic “o om che pregio di saver portate” v. 2). Per pruova makes several 

gestures towards the discourse that Dante Alighieri’s first reply suggests as corrective: the poetry of 

Frederick II’s Sicilian court (or, in Dante da Maiano’s terms “vostra scienza” v. 12). Thus, he cedes 

ground by accepting Dante Alighieri’s discursive shift from the realm of the pastorelle to the scuola 

siciliana, and those tenzonanti precursors that more substantively addressed the metaphysical nature of 

love.  

Dante da Maiano proves himself a worthy competitor in Dante Alighieri’s intertextual game. 

The fronte opens with a scientific and economic metaphor for tenzone in which Dante da Maiano is 

the assayer (“maestro d’oro” v. 2) testing the worth of his golden verses (“oro” v. 2) through Dante 

Alighieri’s (“foco” v. 2). This metaphoric valuation of textuality was also common in the Sicilian 

School -- in Amor non vuole, for example, Giacomo da Lentini urges poets to abandon the tropes of  

“merzede” and “pietanza,” stating that the true worth of  a gem (i.e. love/poetry) is not commercial 

appeal, but beauty and rarity “assai più vale” (v. 6). Dante da Maiano upends the aesthetic in favor of  

material worth; the iterations of “vale” that punctuate Per pruova di saper (v. 1, v. 4, and twice in v. 14) 

harken back to another Sicilian tenzone. Giacomo da Lentini’s declaration “io li lo mosterria per ‘quia’ 

e ‘quanto’” (Feruto sono isvariatamente v. 10) echoes immediately in Dante da Maiano’s testing “com 

vale o quanto”: 
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Per pruova di saper com vale o quanto 

   lo maestro l’oro, adducelo a lo foco; 

   e, ciò faccendo, chiara e sa se poco,  

   amico, di pecunia vale o tanto.  

 

   Ed eo, per levar prova del meo canto, 

   l’adduco a voi, cui paragone voco 

   di ciascun c’have in canoscenza loco, 

   o che di pregio porti loda o vanto (vv. 1-8).   

 

Dante da Maiano once again invokes an “amico”; employing the title for a second time, he cedes 

general audience to a specific interlocutor Dante Alighieri. Playing the positive/negative binary of 

“amica opinïone” (Savete g iudicar v. 7) harkens back to Giacomo’s description of the assaying 

process: “ciò faccendo, chiara e sa se poco, / amico, di pecunia vale o tanto” (vv. 3-4). Within the 

phrasing “poco / amico” also resonates Giacomo’s sonnet Quand’om à un bon amico leiale, which 

theorizes friendship in economic terms: “chè di aquistar l’amico poco vale / da poi che no lo sa ben 

mantenire” (vv. 5-6) . Dante da Maiano’s inversion of  words here, however, makes his judgement 

clear: while Giacomo emphasizes duration as the measure of  a friendship’s worth, Dante da Maiano 

crudely economizes both friendship and the merit of  his own verses, rendering their value in direct 

proportion to the passion and clarity of  Dante Alighieri’s replies. The method of  valuation that 

Dante da Maiano proposes (“quia” stripped of  most theological and philosophical significance and 

reduced to “com”) is “paragone” (comparative v. 6) to the process of  evaluative judgment of  the 

reader of  the tenzone. Dante da Maiano’s emphasis on Sicilian intertexts can even be read as a kind of  

one-upmanship, a performance of  shared literary and rhetorical wisdom. Dante da Maiano’s game 
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will be won by the poet who understands the “how” of  poetics, who knows the foundational rules, 

who gets the language – its winner will be the interpreter.  

Acknowledging intertextuality within tenzoni is crucial to parsing the parameters of  their 

discourse, and to understanding the affordances of  the form’s dialogism.  Contini confirms that “La 

discussione, naturalmente non filosofica ma accademica e retorica, al modo dei trovatori tardi, sulla 

natura d’Amore è uno degli esercizi più attivamente praticati dai rimatori italiani almeno fino alla 

giovinezza di Dante”.46 Reading Dante da Maiano’s reply alongside the tenzone between Giacomo and 

L’Abate, however, resolves a decades-long critical debate about the discourse of  duol d’amor that 

courses through both tenzoni.  

Five exchanged sonnets constitute L’Abate and Giacomo’s tenzone: 

  L’Abate: Oh deo d’amore, a te faccio preghera 
  Giacomo: Feruto sono isvarïatamente 
  L’Abate: Qual om riprende altrù ispessamente 
  Giacomo: Cotale gioco mai non fue veduto 
  L’Abate: Con vostro onore facc[i]ovi un 'nvito 
 

Like Dante da Maiano’s Provedi, saggio, L’Abate’s Oh deo d’amore, a te faccio preghera presents a figural 

representation of  Love, a vision that conflates several discourses on the nature of  love, steeped in 

symbolic descriptions of  its physical state.47 L’Abate's incipit calls out to love, “Oi deo d’amore, a te 

faccio preghera” (“Oh God of love, to you I make prayer” v. 1) and proceeds to describe how love 

has captured the poet and formed him into love’s likeness. He reminds love that he is loyal, “tutto 

fatto a tua manera” (“all made in your manner” v. 3), and grateful “son bene nato a tua isperagione” 

(“I am born well in your inspiration” v. 8), but complains that love has wounded him “ma tu m’ài 

feruto” (“but you have injured me” v. 10). To understand the game Dante da Maiano plays in 

intertextually invoking a lyric precedent in Per pruova  with the question “what is the greatest pain of  
 

46 Contini, 82 
47 Ibid.  
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love?”  we must depart from focusing on questions about the nature of  Love and turn to the meta-

textual discourses about poetics within the entirety of  L’Abate and Giacomo’s debate:  

 

      

L’Abate’s poetic voice exemplifies the trope of the helpless, suffering courtly lover who begs for 

mercy from the pains of loving. In counterposing a dead mother to an active carnal love, and 

presenting the grief of the inevitable/eventual pain of outliving loved ones, Dante da Maiano’s later 

vision questions the complex pleasure/pain dynamic of the material experience of loving. Both 

l’Abate and Dante da Maiano sustain the existence of love as it manifests on and in the body, and 

render the invisible ‘real’ by testing the boundaries of poetics, both symbolically and stylistically – as 

such, Dante da Maiano echoes L’Abate in presenting a new vision.  

Giacomo’s furious reply, Feruto sono isvarïatamente, takes issue with the symbolism of  L’Abate’s 

poem. Giacomo responds to L’Abate’s request for pity with urgency and anger in his tone; “Feruto 

sono isvariatamente,” he proclaims, clipping seven words of Abate’s incipit to three with the final 

word stressed, enveloping seven of the eleven syllables. With terse verses and a direct lexicon, we are 

Abate 
 
Oi 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[e] nato a˙ttüa speragione.  
 
E son montato per le quattro scale, 
e som’assio; ma tu˙ttu m’hai feruto 
de lo dardo de l’auro ond’ho gran male,  
 
ché per mezzo lo core m’ha’ partuto:  
di quello de lo piombo fa’altretale 
a quella per cui questo m’è avenuto.  
 

Giacomo 
 
Feruto sono isvarïatamente; 
Amore m’ha feruto: or per che cosa? 
cad io vi saccia dir lo convenente 
di quelli che del trovar no hanno posa: 
 
ca dicono in lor ditto spessamente 
che amore ha in sé deïtate rinchiosa; 
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 l[o] mostreria per [q]uia e quanto 
Come non è più d’una deïtate 
 
In vanitate non voglio più stare:  
Voi che trovate novo ditto e canto 
partitevi di ciò, ché voi peccate.  
 

Abate 
 
Qual om riprende altrù ispessamente,  
a le rampogne vene a le fïate: 
per voi lo dico, amico, imprimamente,  
ca non credo ca lealmente amiate. 
 
Che s’Amore vi stringesse coralmente,  
Non parlereste per divinitate,  
[in]anzi credereste veramente 
che[d] elli avesse in sé gran potestate.  
 
Perciò ch’è di sì scura canoscenza 
che n’adiven come d’una battaglia: 
chi sta’ veder riprende chi combatte. 
 
Quella ripresa non tegn’e’ valenza: 
che accatt’ a lo mercato sa che vaglia; 
chi leva sente più che quel che batte. 
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a far cry from Giacomo’s florid intellectualizing of Love: his voice is aggressive. The same poet who 

exemplified distance in Chapter 1’s analysis, now asserts his own presence. He invokes himself many 

times, “io vi degia dir” (“I must tell you” v. 3), “io lo dico” (italics mine, “I say it” v. 7), in voice of 

authority. Overturning L’Abate's claim to injury, Giacomo sputters a direct profession of his own 

pain: he has been invariably wounded yet Love causes pain to those who have none; it is the 

manifestation of desire (which in itself is nothing, neither bone nor body) that renders the absence 

of love. Giacomo can prove his argument undoubtedly, in a scientific measurement of his speech: 

“io li lo mosterria per ‘quia’ e ‘quanto’” (“I will show it to you, through ‘why’ and ‘how much’ v. 10). 

He criticizes L’Abate’s self-assuredness, lambasting poets who encourage the idolatry of love with 

their “ditti fermamente” (“firm prattle” v. 5): “Dio in vanità non vi pò stare” (“God in vanity you 

cannot be” v. 12). His lexicon resounds with reproach. The tenzone as a whole contains four uses of 

“non,” one “nè” and one “neinte". He concludes with a resounding imprecation, “Voi che trovate 

novo ditto e canto, / posatelo di dir, chè voi peccate” (“You who find new speech and song / stop 

this talk, for you do sin” vv. 13-14), bringing us explicitly into the world of debate. While never 

staking claim to L’Abate’s invocation, “Oh deo de amore” (v. 1), Giacomo righteously moralizes.  

In closing with a damning admonishment of  L’Abate’s “novo ditto e canto” Giacomo takes 

issue with the poet’s deification of  love via a critique of  L’Abate’s stylistic and symbolic rendering. 

By this parallel reading of  the exchange, we can see that the meta-textual “paragone” (comparison, v. 

6) issued by Dante da Maiano is between Dante Alighieri and Giacomo: just as Giacomo’s 

appreciation of  L’Abate’s poetic skill was compromised by his unquestioned fidelity to a certain kind 

of  poetics, Dante Alighieri’s awareness of  literary tradition inhibits his ability to comprehend the 

worth of  Dante da Maiano’s vision.  By invoking the tenzone between L’Abate and Giacomo, Dante 

da Maiano provokes Dante Alighieri to defend his reading practices.   
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L’Abate's calm refusal to engage in heated debate in Qual om riprende reads as an attempt to 

regain control of dialogue after Giacomo’s aggressive explosion. In a rhetorical use of “amicizia” as 

a means of pacifying or winning over one’s interlocutor, he refers directly to Giacomo, calling him a 

friend, “a voi lo dico, amico” (“to you I speak, friend” v. 3).48 His voice is almost condescending, 

reminiscent of Pier della Vigna’s didacticism. In measured statement that if Giacomo had ever truly 

loved he would know the “gran potestate” (“great power” v. 8) of the act, he underhandedly 

suggests that perhaps Love is too complex for Giacomo’s inexperience. L’Abate’s aphorisms reprise 

the thematic of  being wounded by love with the trope of  a battle, foregrounding the double 

meaning of  the final verse: a description of  both the experience of  the lover and the path to victory 

in a tenzone. L’Abate rises (“leva”) with the deity of love, while Giacomo fights (“batte”) love's holy 

status. L’Abate’s aphorisms allow him to sound calm, especially in contrast to Giacomo’s aggression. 

 The research of linguistic anthropologist Valentina Pagliai underscores that within the 

tradition of verbal duels, wordplay is a common feature to both insult and provocative speech.49  

L’Abate admonishes Giacomo for his verbal attack (“batte”), and in doing so models what he 

considers to be a proper voice and tone for amiable disagreement.  Having reframed himself  as the 

lover, L’Abate models love’s practice while asserting the lacuna in Giacomo’s “canoscenza” (v. 9): 

experience.  

The sirma of  Per pruova draws its lexicon from Qual om riprende: 

E chero a voi col meo canto più saggio 

 
48 As Barolini writes in “Amicus Eius: Dante and the Semantics of Friendship”, Dante’s 
understanding of the semantics of friendship would evolve: “. . . fully repurposed from its 
deployment in the early lyric to become a token of love and intimacy in the Commedia”; Dante Studies 
133 (2015): 46-69; p. 60.  
 
49 See especially, Pagliai, “The Art of Dueling with Words: Toward a New Understanding of Verbal 
Duels across the World,” Oral Tradition 24.1(2009): 61-88.  
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   che mi deggiate il dol maggio d’Amore 

   qual è, per vostra scienza nominare: 

 

   e ciò non movo per quistioneggiare 

   (che già inver’ voi so non avria valore),  

   ma per saver ciò ch’eo vaglio e varraggio (vv.9-14).  

By paralleling Dante Alighieri’s textuality to that of  the “canoscenza loco” (v. 7), Dante da Maiano 

further challenges  Dante Alighieri’s poetics as rather old school. In fact, Dante da Maiano makes 

himself  an analogue of  L’Abate in order to question Dante’s experiential knowledge of  love – his 

voice is moralizing.  As L’Abate does with Giacomo, Dante da Maiano de-intellectualizes love, 

grounding it concretely in the visceral, in the body. He challenges Dante Alighieri to explicitly name 

(“nominare”, v. 11) the greatest pain of  love in final provocation: “non movo per quistioneggiare / 

(che già inver’ voi so non avria valore)” (“I do not move by questioning / [that already in verse with 

you I know will have no valor/value] vv. 12 -13). Refusing to issue “vera sentenza” or to engage in 

“quistione”, Dante da Maiano replicates Dante Alighieri’s value judgment about the proper function 

and tone of  tenzone while both stylistically and intertextually disproving it. In other words, as he 

regains control of  the discourse Dante da Maiano exposes Dante Alighieri’s apparent self-

contradiction; he does so not with visionary subjectivity but by flipping the script and restricting 

Dante’s reply to a specific question.  

 

3. Spitting Rhymes: authorship in action  

But why all of  this textual space devoted to a tenzone in which no poet is named? And in a 

chapter about strategic naming nonetheless? The rules of  tenzone establish a common discourse of  

naming that is rooted in dialogic performance and inform the stakes of  its game: the risk of  
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reputation hinges on the name itself. In the tenzone between Giacomo and L’Abate, only one poet 

emerged with renown.  

 

   Giacomo    L’Abate 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Giacomo backs down in his second reply, revising his prior stance. His tone is apologetic and 

tender; yet even as he reveals his own weakness, humanizing his poetic persona to justify the anger 

expressed in previous verses, he mentions a certain game. He shifts from a position of attack to one 

of victimhood, as though passively receiving (“non mi sia creduto” [v. 2] and “mi fanno” [v. 9]). He 

replaces the assertive present tense, from his earlier invective with the subjunctive “sia”. His claims 

are now clauses, dependent on the action of others. His concrete “dir” becomes the conditional 

“diria.” Employing the rhetorical trope of ineffability, he reveals his underlying shame that were he 

to speak his true feelings he would not be believed. The cause of his "vergogna di dir ciò ch’eo 

sento” (“shame to speak that which I feel” v. 2) are the many false lovers who now feel compelled 

to vocalize their pain at every brush with love. In short, Giacomo repeats himself, but more 

pleasantly:  false poets have trivialized love.  

Cotale gioco mai non fue veduto,  
ch’ag[g]io vercogna di dir ciò ch’io sento 
e dóttone che non mi sia creduto, 
però ch’ogn’on ne vive a scaltrimento; 
  
e, pur un poco sia d’Amor feruto,  
sì si ragenza e fa suo parlamento, 
e dice: “Donna, s’io non ag[g]io aiuto, 
io me ‘nde moro, e fonne saramento”. 
  
Però gran noia mi fanno menzonieri,  
sì 'improntamente dicon la menzogna;  
ch’eo lo vero dirialo volontieri,  
 
ma celolo, che no mi sia vergogna: 
ca d’onne parte amoro[so] pensieri 
intrat’è in meve com’agua in ispogna.  
 

 Con vostro onore facc[i]ovi uno 'nvito,  
ser Giacomo valente, a cui [mi 'n] chino:  
lo vostro amor voria fermo e compito,  
e per vostro amor ben amo Lentino.  
 
Lo vostro detto, poi ch’io l’ag[g]gio adito,  
più mi rischiara che l’aire sereno.  
Mag[g]io infra li [altri] mesi è 'l più alorito,  
per dolzi fior che spande egli è ‘l più fino.  
 
Or dunque a mag[g]io asimigliato siete,  
che spandete [gai detti] ed amorosi 
più di nullo altro amador ch’omo sacc[i]a.  
 
Ed io v[oi] amo più che non credete: 
se 'nver’ di voi trovai detti noiosi,  
risposomende a l’ora ch’a voi piacc[i]a.  
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Here L’Abate might take offence, but Giacomo innovatively dispels conflict by interrupting 

his narrative with the imagined lamentation of a false lover, in direct discourse: “e dice ‘Donna, s’io 

non agio aiuto / io me 'nde moro, e fonne saramento’" (Lady, if I do not receive help / I will die, 

and I will do it seriously  vv.7-8). As has oft been noted, Giacomo’s  fictionalized citation marks the 

first use of direct discourse in a sonnet.50 Direct discourse was a common rhetorical tool of the 

troubadours and was employed in Cielo d’Alcamo’s Rosa fresca aulentissima, the first fictionalized 

mixed-gender contrasto of the Italian language. What makes Giacomo’s innovation truly novel, I 

believe, is the choice of speaker and the character of voice. Giacomo presents a parody of the 

lamenting male lover. L’Abate and this false lover (given voice by Giacomo) essentially articulate the 

same amor doloroso. Giacomo offers two distinctions between his interlocutor and those who create a 

literary climate of “vergogna.” That the false suffering lover calls out to his “donna” for mercy 

confirms L’Abate’s more appropriate choice of naming “Amor” in the captatio benevolentiae of the 

initial sonnet.  Perhaps more importantly, the hyperbolized vernacular of the false lover is less the 

elegant lexicon of love poetry and more akin perhaps to the slightly manipulative utterances of an 

illiterate Roman farmhand. Thus, with “io me ’nde moro, e fonne saramento,” Giacomo seems to 

anticipate his interlocutor’s authorial pride, pacifying L’Abate without ever rescinding his own harsh 

reproof regarding appropriate directions for the lyric.  In love’s interest, the tenzonanti ring in accord.  

The performance of superior authorship is of the highest priority in this tenzone. Giacomo 

inarguably livens the debate, effectuating the continuation of the exchange and seizing the attention 

of his audience. His rendering of the anguished lover neither explicitly states nor expressly denies 

that Giacomo does not consider L’Abate among the “menzogneri”(liars) who provoke “gran noia” 

(great boredom) with their “plu ’mprontamente dicon menzogna” (“too promptly telling of lies” vv. 

 
50 For example, see Kleinhenz, The Early Italian Sonnet,  67 and Franco Suitner, “Sul sonetto diologato 
nella poesia italiana delle Origini,” in Miscellanea distudi in onore di Vittore Branca Vol. I Dal Medioevo a 
Petrarca (Florence: Olschki, 1983); 93-110, 94. 
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9-10). His poem does not lean on clunky aphorisms to pass polite judgment, but rather leaves the 

work of interpretation to its readership. This reader risks one final analysis: with the double 

repetition of “vergogna” (v. 2, v. 12) and two iterations of “menzogna” (v. 9, v. 10), I believe the 

poem issues a taxonomy of love poets. Those false poets who “ . . . fa suo parlamento/ . . . dicon la 

menzogna” (v. 6, v. 10) taint the credibility of a poet like Giacomo who “lo vero dirialo volontieri, / 

ma celolo però che m’è vergona” (vv. 11-12). He closes with a small taste of “lo vero:” “ca d’onne 

parte amoroso pensieri / intra’è in meve com’agua in ispogna” (such that from everywhere amorous 

thoughts/ enter within me like water in a sponge vv. 13-14). His poetic wisdom is a process of 

organic reciprocity, measurable only by the vessel which constitutes it: Giacomo’s poetics is sponge-

like, and erotic, absorbing and expressing what surrounds.   

Unlike L’Abate, trapped by love, wounded by its darts and arrows, Giacomo gives himself to 

love as naturally, indiscriminately, and completely as a sponge in water. Giacomo represents himself 

as a victim, not of love, but of other poets’ misuse of poetry. His poetic voice remains humble, soft, 

honest, consistent with his positioning as passive receiver of mistreatment. The declaration of 

authority that issues forth in the performance of his poetic persona, to rupture conventions of love 

poetry in an unexpected utterance of colloquial direct speech: “fonne saramento”. Thus, with a 

dissonant, parodic shift in voice, Giacomo masterfully regains discursive control showing L’Abate 

the range of his voice. As a sponge is one with water, Giacomo is inseparable from love in its many 

iterations and utterances.  

L’Abate's response to Da Lentini overflows with declarations of friendship and effusive 

praise. The poet who just one short exchange prior was accused of never having truly loved, is now 

the author of, “ . . . gai detti ed amorosi / più di nello altro amador c’omo saccia” (“joyful and 

amorous words / more than in other lovers that man knows” vv. 10-11). L’Abate’s expressions of 

deference in the initial verses alone “Con vostro onore . . . / Ser Giacomo valente . . . / Lo vostro 
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amor vorria . . . / per vostro amore ben amo Lentino / lo vostro detto . . .” (vv.1-5) reach 

uncomfortable excesses. Did L’Abate misread Giacomo’s critique for praise, which he believes to be 

returning in kind? Or is L’Abate practicing his hand at the rhetorical use of hyperbole? Either way, 

as L’Abate admits temporary defeat one clear purpose emerges from his laudations -- to persuade 

and cajole response (“se ’nver di voi trovai detti noiosi, / risposomende a l’ora c’a voi piacca” vv. 

13-14). In his deference to Giacomo, L’Abate maintains a disposition to love that reads as mere 

flattery. Thus, L’Abate’s performance yields only silence. 

Using L’Abate’s turn to experience and paralleling Dante Alighieri’s poetics with that of  

Giacomo, Dante da Maiano prods Dante Alighieri to prove himself  as a poet worthy of  writing 

about love via his visceral experience of  it. When read alongside its Sicilian intertext, Dante da 

Maino’s infinitival verb “nominare” (to name, v. 11) also shows the stakes of  this tenzone’s game: 

poetic definition.    

 I’ll continue through the next few botte e risposte at a clip and highlight the thematization of  

naming as linked to reputation, and what that tells us about Dante Alighieri. In Qual che voi siate, amico 

Dante Alighieri reduces the discourse of  assessing value to one of  ontology, bifurcating the “how” 

of  poetics to Giacomo’s “how much” and “what”. Dante da Maiano’s transparency about the social 

facet of  the tenzone, his attempt to legitimate discourses of  status and worth does not earn him the 

same deferent, apologetic reply that Giacomo receives. Dante Alighieri grants Dante da Maiano 

rhetorical amicizia only to thematize the refusal of  the name: 

Qual che voi siate, amico, vostro manto 

   di scienza parmi tal, che non è gioco; 

   sì che, per non saver, d’ira mi coco, 

   non che laudarvi, sodisfarvi tanto.  
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   Sacciate ben (ch’io mi conosco alquanto) 

   che di saver ver’ voi ho men d’un moco,  

   né per via saggia come voi non voco,  

   così parete saggio in ciascun canto.  

 

   Poi piacevi saver lo meo coraggio,  

   ed io ×l vi mostro di menzogna fore,  

   sì come quei ch’a saggio è 'l suo parlare:  

 

   certanamente a mia coscienza pare,  

   chi non è amato, s’elli è amadore,  

   che 'n cor porti dolor senza paraggio (vv.1-14).  

If  Dante da Maiano seeks a debate about status, Dante Alighieri wields the power to deny him the 

very thing every poet obsessed with reception desires: a name. Mocking Dante da Maiano’s feigned 

erudition, Dante Alighieri recalls Cotale gioco mai non fue veduto declaring: “vostro manto / di scienza 

parmi tal, che non è gioco” (“your cloak/ of  science seems no joke” vv. 1-2), also realling da 

Lentini’s mention of  a game. He proceeds in a flurry of  false flattery, mocking Dante da Maiano’s 

wisdom (every line of  the second quatrain references Dante da Maiano via a form of  “savere”).51 

These self-reflexive meta-moments provide an opportunity to see the fracturing of  poet and 

persona; as the poetic voice performs praise, the poet stylistically demonstrates an alternative or 

additional objectives for praising.  

 
51 Translation mine 
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Dante Alighieri’s battle cry, “Poi piacevi saver lo meo coraggio / ed io ×l vi mostro di 

menzogna fore” (“And since you wish to know my point of  view / I’ll tell you openly without 

deceit” vv. 9-10),52 casts his own poetics outside of  Giacomo’s taxonomy of  love poets: those false 

poets who “ . . . fa suo parlamento / . . . dicon la menzogna” (v. 6, v. 10) taint the credibility of  a 

poet who “lo vero dirialo volontieri, / ma celolo però che m’è vergona” (vv. 11-12). With the word 

“coscienza” (v. 12) Dante Alighieri innovates, not hiding, but rather admitting his affective 

interiority: his wisdom is heteroglossic, both studied and experiential (conoscere + sapere). When 

Dante Alighieri states that the greatest pain of  love is not being loved, he clearly draws on L’Abate’s 

model, extending a metaphor of  love to a metatextual taunt about Dante da Maiano’s self-

aggrandizing use of  the tenzone form.  

Lo vostro fermo dir, Dante da Maiano’s reply, explores reputation through value inversions that 

lead to his rationale for not offering praise: 

Lo vostro fermo dir fino ed orrato 

   approva ben ciò bon ch’om di voi parla,  

   ed ancor più, ch’ogni uom fora gravato 

   di vostra loda intera nominarla; 

 

   ché 'l vostro pregio in tal loco è poggiato,  

   che propiamente om no ×l poria contar là: 

   però qual vera loda al vostro stato 

   crede parlando dar, dico disparla.  

 

 
52 Unless otherwise noted, all translations of Dante Alighieri and Dante da Maiano in this chapter are 
by Richard Lansing from Barolini’s 2014 Dante’s Lyric Poetry. 
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   Dite ch’amare e non essere amato 

   ène lo dol che più Amore dole,  

   e manti dicon che più v’ha dol maggio: 

 

   onde umil prego non vi sia disgrato 

   vostro saver che chiari ancor, se vole,  

   se 'l vero o no di ciò mi mostra saggio. 

Dante da Maiano  mentions naming (“nominarla” v. 4) in reference to a praise he does not issue, and 

invokes general outside authority (“manti dicon” v. 10) to question if  there is a still greater pain of  

love. As discussed in Chapter 1, the (in)citing of  gossip is one of  the most common strategies for 

bolstering authority in the tenzone. Evidence of  these strategies can be read in Guittone’s tenzoni, in 

several of  Monte Andrea’s, and Cavalcanti’s complex consolation Io vegno a×tte, a pure expression of 

friendship (see Chapter 3).53 In medieval Italian lyric, invoking the public sphere is rhetorical power-

play. 

Prodding for further clarification as to this still greater pain of love, Dante da Maiano 

constrains Dante Alighieri to assume a defensive position, and against popular opinion; on a meta-

textual level “manti” suggest that the greater pain of love to which Dante da Maiano alludes could 

be that of the love poet (not just the lover). L’Abate forwarded the conclusion of his own 

unrecognized innovation, in response to Giacomo’s derision of his vision, and on which Dante da 

Maiano draws to sustain the merits of Provedi, saggio and to defend his reputation. Through explicit 

 
53 The invocation of the public knowledge is a rhetorical tool, a use of persuasive rhetoric so 
effective that we see it casually bandied about even today (“studies show” that a certain drug reduces 
heartache in “most users” whether or not one reads the fine print or listens to the micromachined 
voice; it’s a tactic so effective that it shapes our current political spectacle). The use of vague public 
opinion to bolster Authority is a deception that denigrates the listener/reader,  and that dissuades 
critical thinking by creating a polarity so binaried that a listener must risk going against the grain of 
consensus to even reengage with his interlocutor.  
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intertextuality with the scuola siciliana, Dante da Maiano continues to hook Dante Alighieri into 

perpetuating the exchange, now questioning his experiential wisdom (personally and textually). The 

duol d’amor becomes a mechanism for testing Dante Alighieri’s poetic knowledge. Thus, Dante da 

Maiano conflates knowledge and experience and boxes Dante into acknowledging his personhood  

via the social valence of the tenzone form.  

 

 

4. Ineffability: intertext in dialogue   

Dante Alighieri begins his reply with the flop of inversion characteristic of this tenzone 

exchange. When called to prove his wisdom, he responds with an admission of ignorance: “Non 

canoscendo, amico, vostro nomo” (“Although, my friend, I do not know your name” v. 1). The 

wisdom Dante Alighieri lacks in this exchange is neither studied nor experiential, but as unknowingly 

subjective as the biography of  his unknown interlocutor.  In Non canoscendo, Dante Alighieri 

thematizes the denial of  a name through the end-rhyme repetition of  “nomo” (v. 1, v. 3., and v. 7) 

rhymed with “omo” (“man” v. 5):54  

Non canoscendo, amico, vostro nomo,  

  donde che mova chi con meco parla,  

  conosco ben che scienz’à di gran nomo,  

  sì che di quanti saccio nessun par l’à; 

 

  ché si pò ben canoscere d’un omo,  

  ragionando, se ha senno, che ben par là. 

  Conven poi voi laudar, sarà for nomo 

 
54 For more on the denial of a name as a thematic in Dante’s lyric, see Barolini, “Amicus eius”, 51. 
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  e forte a lingua mia di ciò com parla (vv. 1-8).  

The taunting redundancy of  “nomo” in contrast to the single rhymed mention of  a man (“omo” v. 

5) strips Dante da Maiano’s many tests of  worth down to his motive: receiving praise. The parola 

rima underscores the objective of  a tenzone, its basest socio-cultural function value: to get people to 

speak your name. So, Dante Alighieri affirms Dante da Maiano’s assessment of  the shared common 

motivation: to build a poetic name. Dante Alighieri fully recognizes the social ramifications and 

motivations of  dialogue, however does so alla rovescia, through an explicit public denial that 

deconstructs the value and function of  naming. We can now understand not naming as a slight –  in 

the context of  Dante Alighieri’s dialogue with Dante da Maiano, naming is not an act in the service 

of  Love, but one performed in the interest of  codifying poetics, and the status of  a poet. 

Furthermore, the portavoce of  the name harkens to a patrilineal power structure – “omo” (v. 5) carries 

and circulates the name.  

Dante Alighieri employs the technique of  parola rima to forward a double discourse that both 

confirms and denies love’s greatest pain. For the second rhyme of  the fronte, he repeats the word 

“parla” twice to designate his interlocutor’s words as placeless, i.e. having no firm hold of  poetics,  

(“donde che mova chi con meco parla” v. 2) and to describe his own speech (“e forte a lingua mia di 

ciò com parla” v. 8). In the first homonym of this parola rima, Dante binds “parla” to the scienza of 

“par l’à” (v. 4) – which explicitly recalls Dante da Maiano’s derision of a “canoscenza loco” – and to 

the appearance of  wisdom versus its empirical existence. (“par là”. v. 6). By positioning himself  as 

“not knowing” Dante Alighieri denies that which Dante da Maiano most desires. He demonstrates 

his experiential knowledge of  the social world: through the thudding nuance afforded by the 

technique of  parola rima, Dante Alighieri innovatively traces a definition of  reputation. The fronte of  

Non canoscendo deconstructs the mechanism of  fama: NOMO PARLA OMO.  
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In Savete giuicar and Qual che voi siate, Dante Alighieri demonstrates the subjectivity of  titles in 

flexible designatory value of  a title (“amico”) in a given context.  The sirma’s doubling of  “amico” 

binds it to the incipit (“Non canoscendo, amico” v.1) in rhetorical reverse of  amicizia, which resonates 

like disassociation (and especially given that the amico remains nameless):  

Amico (certo sonde, a ciò ch’amato 

  per amore aggio), sacci ben, chi ama, 

  se non è amato, lo maggior dol porta; 

 

  ché tal dolor ten sotto suo camato 

  tutti altri, e capo di ciascun si chiama: 

  da ciò vèn quanto pena Amore porta (vv. 9-14).   

Drawing on his assertion of  “coscienza”, Dante Alighieri turns to his intuitive knowledge and 

speaks the truths that Giacomo hid: love is not a zero sum game. Those who love produce love. The 

greatest pain of  love is not being loved. Yet, loving is the only antidote to this pain. Parsing the 

parola rima lends insight into a tender early description of  Dantean desire: focusing on the desire to 

be loved brings the pain of  love, whereas loving (or acting in love) calls love to the lover. In the sirma 

of  Non canoscendo Dante Alighieri seems to repeat himself. Expanding in response to Dante da 

Maiano’s query about a still more painful love, he distills the “chi non è amato, s’elli è amadore, /che 

’n cor porti dolor senza paraggio” (vv. 13-14) of  Qual che voi siate amico to “chi ama, / se non è 

amato, lo maggior dol porta” (vv.10-11). In both articulations, the pain of love stands in inverse 

proportion to its reciprocity. All other pains are contingent on at least some measure or lack of 

shared feeling – the cooperative melding of Non canoscendo demonstrates the balance of anonymity.  

This repetition has preoccupied readers: why would Dante da Maiano pose the same 

question twice? And why would Dante Alighieri repeatedly give the same answer? Who are these 
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“manti” that “dicon che più v’ha dol maggio” (v.14)? One answer to this stupefying duol d’amor, 

however, has always already been available to readers, embedded in the text of the tenzone itself when 

read as a full exchange. Kazuaki Ura’s recent article, which offers an exceptionally thorough review 

of  centuries of  scholarship in search of  resolving the question of  duol d’amor seizes on Dante da 

Maiano’s “e manti dicon che più v’ha dol maggio” (v. 14). Pointing to the progressive building of  

intertextuality throughout the exchange, Ura also identifies “manti” as a challenge to Dante to 

display his erudition. In tracing similar invocations of  the public sphere to the poetic precursors of  

Giacomo’s tenzone with Pier della Vigna and Jacopo Mostacci (see Chapter 1), Ura identifies another 

salient intertext: the work of  Occitan troubadour Jaufre Rudel. 55  Ura’s reading of  the greatest pain 

of  love in Rudel and Giacomo focuses on the “lontananza” from their beloveds – respectively, the 

pain of  loving a woman in the ideal versus the experiential knowledge of  a love lost.  

Ura affirms the debate about adherence to poetic school that I also read in this tenzone: “ . . . 

il contrasto fra ‘pro-rudelliani’ e ‘pro-tristaniani’ poteva essere già topos convenzionale, ma esistevano 

realmente molti che ritenevano che la grande ‘passione’ tristaniana permessa già allora solo a pochi 

privilegiati, rappresentasse il maggior dolore amoroso.”56 In Non canoscendo, Ura sustains, Dante 

Alighieri answers Dante da Maiano’s question by siding with Rudel (“se non è amato, lo maggior dol 

porta” v. 14). Drawing on Ura, I’d like to stress another answer to the duol d’amor: reading the tenzone 

in its entirety, and alongside its precursors in the Italian tradition brings the duol d’amor to the 

forefront and sustains the meta-textual debate about the rigid designation of school and style to 

question of vision vs. material (i.e. body) of the poet.  Furthermore, the figures of “lontananza” that 

Ura identifies (young lady / dead mother) trace a literary and historical narrative for the visionary.  

 
55 Kazuaki Ura. “La Tenzone del ‘duol d’amore’. La linea Notaio – Dante da Maiano – Boccaccio”. 
Medioevo letterario d’Italia: rivista internazionale di filologia, linguistica, e letteratura Vol 7(2010): 9-28, 16. 
 
56 Ura, 26.  
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The “lontananza” of  Non canoscendo is much like that which Dante Alighieri would later narrativize in 

the Vita Nuova’s biographical account of  early love, and much like that which Dante da Maiano’s 

earlier vision proposed.  

Dante Alighieri takes social reality and joins it with his learned knowledge via an invocation 

of  Dante da Maiano’s intertext; Alighieri transposes the question of  duol d’ amor with that of  the 

tenzone form’s battle for status. Reading the sirma’s parola rima offers a further concise gloss:  the 

“amato” “porta” the “camato” (v. 9, 11, 13), and “ch’ama” “porta” “si chiama”. The word, 

“camato”, a notable hapax in Dante Alighieri’s opera, recalls L’Abate’s wordplay with his own name in 

Qual om riprende. As L’Abate rises above the combative tenor of  Giacomo’s voice, Giacomo resists. 

As L’Abate processes the pain of  love through symbolic and stylistic innovation, Giacomo batte 

(almost as though a heartbeat, in battle or in love). L’Abate persists, however, in loving; his final 

reply to Giacomo voices the poet’s name, imbuing it with valor: “ser Giacomo valente” (Con vostro 

onore v. 2).  

According to the terms of  play established in Non canoscendo, the performative limitations of  

Dante Alighieri ’s own knowledge prevent him from a similar act of  naming his interlocutor; Dante 

Alighieri underhandedly suggests that, according to Dante da Maiano’s “paragone” between himself  

and Giacomo, Dante da Maiano’s subsequent reply should include the utterance of  a name. And yet, 

Dante Alighieri seems to undo the parallel between himself  and Giacomo, aligning Dante da Maiano 

with the oppressive and combative unloved lover who keeps the pain of  love docile “sotto suo 

camato” (v. 12), and carries that pain into the rhythms of  language. If  so, then Alighieri, like 

L’Abate, rises above dispute and resounds in accordance with the call of  love. Dante Alighieri’s 

innovation in Non canoscendo is the act of  using parola rima to motivate a de-signification of  the 

name’s authority.  
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Julia Kristeva ascribes the same social ramifications to all poetic verbal sparring. The social 

function of  verbal debate is to create society, to shape culture. Kristeva asserts that inasmuch as it is 

a social art, discourse is always political:   “. . . no truth is a priori; each depends instead on the ability 

of  the poet who defends it. Thus the verbal duel’s potential for social effect ultimately resides in the 

creative potential the performance unleashes, in the possible alternative realities it presents”.57 

Kristeva’s reflections on the social function of  dialogue chime with Huizinga’s analysis of  the 

cultural import of  games: the resonance of  a name is contingent on innovation, the ability to create 

and sustain ‘alternative realities’ in order to perpetuate discourse. From Cielo d’Alcamo’s contrasto, 

Rosa fresca novella, and Giacomo da Lentini’s tenzoni to the Commedia, the roots of  Italian vernacular 

can be traced to the name, like a seed which grows dialogistically and through poetic performance. 

 Through strategic not naming, Dante Alighieri affirms the value of  the name as the essential 

linguistic element to building a reputation (good or bad). Dante Alighieri denies Dante da Maiano 

the satisfaction of  status through the poetic innovation of  the parola rima: NOMO PARLA OMO 

PARLA. While never overtly admitting to engaging in the game of  status, Dante Alighieri asserts his 

own authorial identity by revealing the catch-22 of  reputation: giving voice invites the echoes of  

gossip; if  the poet is called by love, then love will ensure the poet’s resonant reception. The specific 

conditions of  the tenzone’s dialogic performance of  simultaneous cooperation and conflict, Pagliai 

emphasizes, leads to an automatic poetic articulation of  three personae simultaneously -- artist, 

individual, and character -- a fissure in the poet’s construction of  authorship.58 It is all too easy to 

blur the binary insisted upon in the Comedy (Dante Pilgrim : Dante Poet) when he introduces the 

verisimilitude of his immediate social world into the imagined dialogues that punctuate his journey 

 
57 Julia Kristeva, Desire in Language: A Semiotic Approach to Literature and Art (New York, NY: 
Columbia University Press, 1980), p. 150. 
 
58 Valentina Pagliai, “Conflict, Cooperation, and Facework in Contrasto Verbal Duels,” Journal of 
Linguistic Anthropology. 20.1 (2010): 87-100. (89). 
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through the afterlife. The potential of poetic dialogism, as Dante Alighieri demonstrates in his 

earliest tenzone, is hampered only by an interlocutor’s vanity, his desire for false status, and by the 

very invocation of the fragile ‘manti’ Dante da Maiano cites to fortify his authority and the unknown 

variables of public sphere. 

Through the denial of  a name, Dante Alighieri equates the pain of  a poet’s search for 

validation in the battute of  the tenzone form to the abuses carried out by those who, in distorting the 

materiality of  love, consider themselves to be without and speak with the objective of  obtaining that 

which can never be possessed. In parsing the consequences of  naming within a form that inherently 

challenges the authority of  the poets who employ it, and in stripping all vanitas from the poet’s 

project of  love, Non canoscendo employs a rhetoric of  repetition to restrict Dante da Maiano’s reply to 

a substantive engagement with the terms of  discourse proposed by Alighieri: if  Dante da Maiano’s 

vision gratuitously espoused his experiential knowledge of  love why then does his voice issue 

argumentatively, to the beat of  the “camato”? In the act of  denying the name, Dante Aligheiri 

delimits the terms of  Dante da Maiano’s reply to determining a proper poetics with which to 

articulate love: to disposition of  voice.    

We rarely question the act of naming. The name, as a broader category, signifies. As rigid 

designator,  however, it ontologizes in the act of its utterance. What better way to understand the 

socio-cultural (and political, etc.) implications of a name, to explore the stakes of strategic naming, 

than to thematize its absence?  Dante Alighieri, in his public poetic debut, his first tenzone, explicitly 

denies the name in order to perpetuate a continued demonstration of the primacy of its importance 

in a social order (as opposed to within the system of language itself).  

 

5. Mic Drop: Resonant Silence  
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 In Lasso, lo dol che più mi dole e serra Dante da Maiano mimes Dante Alighieri’s technique of  

parola rima, yet flounders in an attempt to match the technical prowess of  Dante’s poetics. He 

extends the end rhymes of  “como” and “serra” throughout all fourteen verses, tauntingly:  

Lasso, lo dol che più mi dole e serra 

  è ringraziar, ben non spaendo como; 

  per me più saggio converriasi, como 

  vostro saver, ched ogni quistion serra.  

 

  Del dol che manta gente dite serra 

  è tal voler qual voi lor non ha como; 

  el proprio sì disio saver dol, como 

  di ciò sovente dico, essend’a serra.  

 

  Però prech’eo ch’argomentiate, saggio,  

  d’autorità mostrando ciò che porta 

  di voi la 'mpresa, a ciò che sia più chiara; 

 

  e poi parrà, parlando di ciò, chiara 

  e qual più chiarirem dol pene porta,  

  d’el[l]o assegnando, amico, prov’e saggio.  

Dante da Maiano employs a simplified lexicon, perhaps aiming for the elegant concision of  Non 

canoscendo’s rationale. In an almost tantrum-like staccato, he performs the pain of  love through the 

poem’s exaggerated poetic voice. Having been called out and ever the smart-aleck, he turns his 

unanswered pleas for poetic recognition into the (pre)formed laments of  the jilted courtly un-lover. 
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His parola rima’s repetitive insistence on the pain of  love weighs down the cadence, as does the 

poem’s overtly performative impulse; his voice clunks like frustration as he attempts to reconcile the 

tenzone’s preceding six sonnets (and its five-sonnet tenzone intertext) and respond to Dante’s 

articulation of  the duol d’amor. While Dante da Maiano’s poetic voice echoes the “io me 'nde moro, e 

fonne saramento” of  Giacomo’s false-suffering courtly lover, and especially in articulating a 

relationship between death and desire; it exhibits none of the rhetorical impact of fictive direct 

discourse and lacks Giacomo’s critical nuance. Faltering, Dante da Maiano concludes by proposing a 

truce. He uses “chiarirem” (v. 13) to reintroduce Per pruova’s motif of assaying, replacing debate with 

a proposition for collaborative refinement, a conversation (like the “amica opinïone” of  Savete 

giudicar v. 7). He seems to have combed the exchange in search of  any way to elicit Dante Alighieri’s 

response without admitting defeat. Perhaps unsurprisingly, his entreaties are met with silence. 

In the tenzone tradition, silence might convey power. A poet often declares his authorial 

superiority by abstaining from continued dialogue, deferring to his readership to issue a verdict. A 

poet with the upper hand can quickly lose the interest of  his readership by drawing out a tired 

tenzone that no longer oozes the drama of  provocative debate. Without the continued entertainment 

of  the spectator, the game peters out and the players fade from public discourse. Reputation at risk, 

outperformed, unnamed, and without input from his interlocutor, Dante da Maiano ventures an 

unsolicited second attempt.  

Amor mi fa si fedelmente amare vibrates with a fidelity to Dante Alighieri and to the parameters 

he’d issued for the tenzone: comportment in accordance with Love. Dante da Maiano abandons the 

voice of  the self-interested, pained lover, refashioning himself  as love poet par excellence in both 

voice and material (content). And yet the rapid shift in tone and lexicon from Lasso lo dol to Amor mi 

fa compromise the integrity of  the poet’s voice, rendering it nearly a character. With the discourse of  

status now transparent – the stakes of  a name laid bare – Dante da Maiano melds the persona of  the 
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suffering lover with that of  the studious poet to construct his plea for Dante Alighieri’s engagement 

as one of  mercy:  

Amor mi fa sì fedelmente amare 

   e sì distretto m’have en suo disire, 

   che solo un’ora non porria partire 

   lo core meo da lo suo pensare. 

  

   D’Ovidio ciò mi son miso a provare 

   che disse per lo mal d’Amor guarire, 

   e ciò ver’ me non val mai che mentire: 

   per ch’eo mi rendo a sol mercé chiamare.  

 

   E ben conosco omai veracemente 

   che 'nverso Amor non val forza ned arte, 

   ingegno né leggenda ch’omo trovi,  

 

   mai che merzede ed esser sofferente 

   e ben servir: così n’have omo parte.  

   Provedi, amico saggio, se l’appruovi.  

By performatively rendering his poetic voice courtly (and suffering), Dante da Maiano prolongs the 

discourse of  the pleasure/pain duality of  material love as introduced (through the contradictory 

figural presence of  both his nubile and willing beloved and his dead mother’s ghost) in Provedi saggio;  

only the merciful intervention of  his poet interlocutor can ease his hurt. Thus, in rendering the duol 

d’amor performatively, he slyly insures recognition on Dante Alighieri’s terms. On the grounds of  
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empathy, Dante da Maiano frames Dante Alighieri’s future hypothetical response as an act of  love. 

To not respond, then, would be to not act in love.  

Furthermore, Dante da Maiano goads, subverting the tenzone’s running jokes of  the 

unspoken (that course from his vision, to the question of  poetic school, to the poet’s identity) by 

dropping a name. In the second quatrain of  the poem, he blames Ovid for his prior comportment in 

the tenzone: “D’Ovidio ciò mi son miso a provare / che disse per lo mal d’Amor guarire, / e ciò ver 

me non val mai che mentire: / per ch’eo mi rendo a sol mercé chiamare” (“Of  Ovid who I set 

myself  to try-prove / who said that through the bad love heals / and that truth I value none but a 

lie” vv. 5-8). Ovid’s satirical handbooks on love, Ars Amatoria and Remedia Amoris, hugely popular in 

this era, served as source texts for both Dante and Boccaccio. Remedia Amoris specifically offers 

gendered prescriptions for battling lovesickness that include exercise, socializing, and self-care — 

boy stuff, the activities of  the brigata. While invoking Remedia Amoris Dante da Maiano displaces 

blame for his confrontational attitude, both to love and within the tenzone, by deferring to a higher 

authority (but a worthless one). With Amor mi fa, Dante da Maiano largely acquiesces, but not 

without further concerted effort to force Dante Alighieri’s reply. By explicitly naming, within the 

specific terms of  the tenzone (as delimited in Non canoscendo), a higher literary power whose authority 

has withstood the tests of  ancient time, Dante da Maiano resolves his own subjectivity (that very 

same visionary subjectivity for which Provedi, saggio received critique). He provides a context that is 

both literary and autobiographical.  

We must wonder if  in countering the thematization of  not naming with the explicit act of  

naming, Dante da Maiano aims to incite contradiction from Dante Alighieri’s reply, to fluster the 

poet through the invocation of  autobiographical knowledge. Did Dante da Maiano name Ovid 

specifically in order to attract Dante Alighieri’s attention with a veiled reference to his fallen mentor, 

Brunetto Latini? Ovid, after all, is the fictional guide for Brunetto’s own journey to the afterlife, as 
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described in his Tesoretto (a textual model for the Commedia). Brunetto describes Ovid as “Ma Ovidio 

per arte / mi diede maestria /si ch’io trovai la via / ond’io mi traffugai” (“but Ovid for art /gave me 

mastery /so that I found the way / to transform myself” 2390-2394), while Dante will later pen the 

character of Brunetto: “la cara e buona imagine paterna / di voi quando nel mondo ad ora ad ora / 

m’insegnavate come l’uom s’etterna” (Inf XV.83-85). While not the filo of Virgil’s Aeneid, the thread 

of  literary kinship sewn by Dante da Maiano is incredibly precise; Brunetto himself  made Ovid the 

maestro of  his Tesoretto. Here, however, Dante da Maiano most likely targets La Rhettorica in which 

Brunetto categorizes the tenzone as the very kind of  competitive debate that Dante claims to want to 

avoid, a “quistione” that results in a singular “vera sentenza”.  Brunetto ascribes the tenzone’s 

function as the very volley for status that Dante da Maiano disparages.59 Perhaps he re-asserts the 

courtly Occitan understanding of  the purpose of  a tenzone as described by Brunetto to justify his 

request for “vera sentenza” (Provedi saggio v. 2). Dante da Maiano seems to align himself  with both 

the romance of  Occitan and Scholastic logic; in Amor mi fa sì fedelmente amare his stubborn resignation 

models the language for the tenzone of  cooperation. Performatively seeking approval, he shifts the 

question of  the duol d’amor to one of  poetic influence: discourses of  intellect and experience and 

proper conduct of  poetics converge materially; the pain of  love leads to the question of  the 

autobiography, the experience/ontology/body of  the poet.   

 

6. Courtly Revision 

 Why did Dante Alighieri grant truce when he could have slighted Dante da Maiano with the 

absence of  a reply as we so often see in the tenzone tradition? Giacomo left L’Abate to hopelessly 

cajole a response. So, why did Dante even reply?  

 
59 See Chapter 1.  



 

 78 
 
 
 

I argue that in reading the tenzoni, we must be attentive to the poet’s ever-awareness of  the 

omnipresence of  the present and future public realm. One can imagine the extent to which a 

tenzonante would be mindful of  the potential impact that winning or losing (having the last resonant 

word) would have on public opinion, and how, through the preservation of  the word in text, his 

success or failure would inevitably reverberate into an unforeseeable temporality. Tenzoni permeated 

the social life of  medieval cities, presumably even before the tenzonanti had completed the exchange, 

individual lyrics circulated, and like a 19th century serialized novel or any one of  our weekly TV 

dramas, tensions built; the tenzoni were read aloud in the piazza, repeated in the courts and noble 

households, distributed locally and regionally and, should they garner enough fama. They circulated 

through word of  mouth, and would be meticulously recorded by scribes. The stakes are high 

because the consequences of  discourse indefinitely protract.  

I’d like to imagine that Dante, who will later describe the isolation of  being denied 

recognition from his beloved in the Vita Nuova (“dico che poi che la mia beatitudine mi fue negata, 

mi giunse tanto dolore, che, partito me da le genti, in solinga parte andai a bagnare la terra 

d’amarissime lagrime” Vita Nuova XX.1), would not subject his fellow poet to the same treatment. 

To understand why Dante Alighieri chose to respond, I say we look no further than the parola rima 

of  Non canoscendo, and its intertextuality with Giacomo and L’Abate. There is a risk in silence. 

In the game of  a tenzone, a neatly concluded debate posed the least threat to the fama of  

either author. Thus, Dante conducts himself  with love, according to the parola rima of Lasso lo dol 

(ama/porta/si chiama):  

Savere e cortesia, ingegno ed arte,  

  nobilitate, bellezza e riccore,  

  fortezza e umiltate e largo core,  

  prodezza ed eccellenza, giunte e sparte, 
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  este grazie e vertuti in onne parte 

  con lo piacer di lor vincono Amore: 

  una più ch’altra bene ha più valore 

  inverso lui, ma ciascuna n’ha parte.  

 

  Onde se voli, amico, che ti vaglia 

  vertute naturale od accidente,  

  con lealtà in piacer d’Amor l’adovra,  

 

  e non a contastar sua graziosa ovra;  

  ché nulla cosa gli è incontro possente,  

  volendo prendere om con lui battaglia.  

Savere e cortesia offers an elegant synopsis of  the qualities that Love values. It also reads as a reply to 

Dante da Maiano’s “com vale o quanto” of  Per pruova di saper (v. 1). The poem articulates the 

qualities of  the courtly (strength, grace, etc.) in nominal form as though they are something made, 

something expressed, almost as material entities to be enacted.60 And, in fact, in answering Dante da 

Maiano’s plea for mercy, Dante Alighieri enacts precisely these qualities, demonstrating the “com” 

via his voice. The resolution to the debate of  duol d’amor is Dante’s performance of  love. Any and all 

natural and accidental virtues exhibited to please Love, he quantifies, will garner love in direct 

proportion.  

 When reading the tenzone alongside that of  Giacamo and L’Abate with a clear understanding 

of  the game of  the tenzone, its dual-audience, and the always present debate for status, we can offer a 

 
60  Kripke argues that a noun with no verbal form refers to something made, expressed, tertiary to 

identity, not designation; see Naming and Necessity, 122-134.  
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firm resolution to duol d’amor through tracking the name, or rather the absence of  it. While 

acknowledging the presence of Giacomo in this exchange, Ura bypasses the tenzone form in 

accordance with the dominant trend in scholarship to follow Barbi’s extraction of the midsection 

from the entirety of the exchange. In fact, all critical editions of Dante’s rime (Contini, De Robertis, 

Barolini, etc.) isolate the central 5 poems from Per pruova di saper to Lasso lo duol, and read them 

independently, imposing the label coined by Flaminio Pellegrini “la tenzone del duol d’amor”. With no 

modern methodologies for approaching the tenzone form, scholars like Pellegrini and Cudini have 

turned to convoluted approaches to creating a rhyme scheme of these five interchanged sonnets.61 

In returning these poems to the tenzone’s context, however, we’re able to properly frame the tenzone’s 

outcome and circle the debate of  the duol d’amor back to the visionary. As this chapter earlier 

emphasized, the conversation between Dante Alighieri and Dante da Maiano starts with dream and 

ends with a dream. 

 A ciascun’ alma signals Dante’s poetic debut into a larger literary community. The poem’s 

incipit declares its audience (“To every captive soul and noble heart” v. 1), widening the potential 

field of respondents. Notably, however, Dante’s awareness of authorship transforms in A 

ciascun’alma; his language moves from one of wisdom, reason, and questioning  to the materiality of 

authorship (pen, page, the implements of in contrast to the immediacy of speech. With “dir” he 

encapsulates the dual life of the tenzone, as a  recorded form of speaking or intransitive “dire.” And 

through “mi riscrivan suo parvente” (“beseeching them the favor of reply” v. 3) Dante articulates 

the dynamic interchange of the tenzone form without resorting to metaphors of battle, title, or 

ownership; thus, he legitimates himself as an author worthy of response.  

 
61 See Flaminio Pellegrini, “A proposito d’una tenzone poetica tra Dante e Cino da Pistoia” Giornale 
Storico della Letteratura Italiana vol 31 (1898): 311-319 and Piero Cudini, ed. Dante Aligieri, Rime 
(Milano, Garzanti, 1979). 
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 While scholars typically read A ciascun’alma within the context of the frame narrative that 

Dante constructs for it in the Vita Nuova, I argue instead that — like Dante da Maiano’s Provedi, 

saggio and L’Abate’s Oh deo d’amor —  the poem articulates a vision that complicates the 

pleasure/pain principle of courtly love by grounding it in the social, in the realm of the ‘Real’. Dante 

describes a horrifying dream in which a joyous Love appears, holding a draped lady in one arm and, 

in the other hand, Dante’s heart. Love awakens the lady and feeds Dante’s “core ardendo” to her, 

which she, though “paventosa”, silently and “umilmente” eats: 

A ciascun’alma presa e gentil core 
  
  nel cui cospetto vèn lo dir presente,  
  
  in ciò che mi riscrivan suo parvente,  
 
  salute in lor segnor, cioè Amore.  
 
  
  Già eran quasi che aterzate l’ore 
  
  del tempo che omne stella n’è lucente,  
  

quando m’apparve Amor subitamente,  
 

cui essenza membrar mi dà orrore.  
 

 
Allegro mi sembrava Amor tenendo 

  
  meo core in mano,  e nella braccia avea 
  
  Madonna involta in un drappo dormendo.  
 
 
  Poi la svegliava, e d’esto core ardendo 
 
  lei paventosa umilmente pascea. 
 
  Apresso gir lo ne vedea piangendo.  
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While Dante describes Love as “allegro” (“happy” v. 9), in the initial verse of the sirma -- i.e. 

precisely at the characteristic turning point of a sonnet –the physical figure of Love feeds the lady 

Dante’s heart and turns to leave cradling the lady and crying: “Apresso gir lo ne vedea piangendo” 

(v. 14). When reading Dante Alighieri’s tenzone with Dante da Maiano as a complete exchange, 

however,, we see that Dante Alighieri melds Dante da Maiano’s representations of woman without 

the wanton garishness of Dante da Maiano’s lascivious vision; rather, he asks us to tenderly nourish 

the lady as love does. He asks the reader to empathize with her.  

 Thus, even as the vision maintains the standards for loving comportment (as enumerated 

and enacted in Savete giudicar), A ciascun’alma subverts the discourse of duol d’amor as rendered 

materially. In Oi deo d’amor L’Abate experimented with a figural, symbolic representation of Love 

(and/or the poet of love). In Provedi, saggio, Dante da Maiano de-essentialized the category of woman 

by representing two bodily iterations of womanhood (the lover and the mother). In framing his 

vision in a credible context – a half-woke dream at a specific tortured, sleepless hour – and in 

presencing the poet’s body completely – observing the spectacle of his vision – Dante Alighieri 

destabilizes his own subjectivity and transfers the question of love’s materiality not simply to the 

body of the woman, but to her affective experience of being loved. Furthermore, the ominous 

turning of Love along with the present, active, lasting tears on which the poem closes (“piangendo” 

v. 14) suggests the future absence of the beloved. As Chapter 3 further explores, by virtue of this 

potential absence A ciascun’alma  poses the question: what is a poetics of love without the love 

object?  

  
7. Interpreter of Maladies       

Dante Alighieri’s dream enrages Dante da Maiano, who pens a scathing critique, rife with 

graphic descriptions of  physical maladies. Dante da Maiano transfers his impulse to desecrate Dante 
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Alighieri’s textual body, and its component parts. His focus shifts to Dante Alighieri’s corporeal body 

in a discrete temporal moment. He directs the eyes of  the reader to the body of  the visionary, inert 

in bed, infirm, and on the edge of  sanity, in need of  help, babbling on and seeing things: 

                                    Di ciò che stato sè dimandore,  

guardando, ti rispondo brevemente,  
 

amico meo di poco canoscente,  
 

mostrandoti del ver lo suo sentore.  
 

 
Al tuo mistier così son parlatore: 

 
se san ti truovi e fermo de la mente,  

  
che lavi la tua collia largamente 

 
a ciò che stinga e passi lo vapore 
 

  
lo qual ti fa favoleggiar loquendo;  

  
e se gravato sè d’infertà rea,  

 
sol c’hai farneticato, sappie, intendo.  
 

 
Così riscritto el meo parer ti rendo; 

  
nè cangio mai d’esta sentenza mea 

 
finché tua aqua al medico no stendo.  

 
 

Former declarations of  wisdom become assertions of  the poet’s poor health. The text/body 

conflation is an interesting one, and suggests Dante da Maiano’s awareness that Dante Alighieri was 

not rejecting the visionary, just Dante da Maiano’s approach to it. The sonnet’s stomach-turning 

details imply both physical and mental defects apparent in the textual body of A ciascun’alma. Dante 

da Maiano concludes with his final judgement, an assertion of  what Dante Alighieri performatively 
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rejected throughout their tenzone, “nè cangio mai d’esta sentenza mea / finché tua aqua al medico no 

stendo” (vv. 13-14). Thus, Dante da Maiano furiously dismisses the content of  the tenzone in its 

entirety and re-attributes the role of  judge not to himself, not even to a reading public, but to the 

authority of  a medical doctor.   

Chapter 3 will continue this exploration, turning to the physical and verbal bodies and 

medieval constructs of  sexual difference (and gender) as performed in Dante Alighieri’s tenzoni with 

Cavalcanti and beginning with Cavalcanti’s tender reply to the very same poem that spurred Dante 

da Maiano’s harsh words. 

 

8. Not Naming Thematized: from the tenzoni to the Commedia 

To deny the significance of  not naming as a self-conscious act would erase the rhetorical 

strategy that drives the basic narrative action of  the Commedia. In the Commedia, the vera sentenza of  

refusing the name isn’t simply performed (as in this tenzone with Dante da Maiano), but enacted: 

some of  the harshest sentenze of the Commedia are judgements issued through explicit not-naming. 

From the onset of  the Commedia’s narrative action, Dante thematizes the act of  denying the name.  

 Inferno III opens at the gates of  Hell; as the pilgrim and his guide pass through, Dante hears 

screams so wretched that he cringes at the caterwaul; in the cacophony of  wails, he hears “Diverse 

lingue, orribili favelle / parole di dolore, accenti d’ira” (III.25-6). Here he encounters beings pursued by 

wasps that sting their faces to a bloody pulp and tethered by the worms that tangle their feet; these 

are the first souls whom Dante Alighieri encounters in the underworld (the second in the Commedia 

as a whole, following Virgilio). Denied a place in either Heaven or Hell,  these wretched spirits are 

damned to chase after a banner for eternity. As Virgil explains, these souls lived without infamy or 

praise: “‘Questo misero mondo / tengon l’anime triste di coloro / che visser sanza ’nfamia e sanza 

lodo” (III.34-6).  Inactive in life, non-participant souls are not assimilated into the structure of  the 
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afterlife because they did not earn that acknowledgement through their earthly existence; here they 

reside unnamed, confined for eternity in the torment of  their earthly inaction.  

Virgil’s concise encapsulation of  their lives, “sanza ’nfamia e sanza lodo”, reminds of  the 

status and centrality of  gossip, or fama, in medieval Florence. Beyond establishing the fama of  the 

poet, gossip was endowed with a legal authority. As discussed in Chapter 1, both public consensus 

and the reputation of  those issuing gossip influenced textual reception.62 This legal status of  gossip 

informs Virgil’s continued description: “Fama di loro il mondo esser non lassa; / misericordia e 

giustizia li sdegna” (III.49-50). Using Virgil as a moral and ethical portavoce, Dante issues a synthetic 

articulation of  the consequences of  gossip and a valuation of  the actions that risk gossip (any act of  

the will, good or bad, leads to future recognition of  that action). This leads to the importance of  the 

name. To be named is to be recognized, for good deeds and bad. For the purposes of  Dante’s 

masterwork, we can equate the afterlife to the preservation of  the name. Each name becomes an 

exemplum, a lesson for future readers. The Commedia thus asks readers to think deeply about their 

impact in the world -- to the stones we throw, the ripples in our lakes.  

 Virgil explicitly instructs the horrified Dante, “non ragioniam di lor, ma guarda e passa” (“we 

don’t reason with them, but look and pass” III.51). These souls do not merit verbal consideration; 

they should be observed and passed, left unnamed. While the collective disparagement of  crowds is 

one of  the harshest condemnations of  the Commedia,63 a negative reputation is still recognition, a 

confirmation of  existence. In Purgatorio, the absence of  a name in the prayers of  the living 

determines the duration one must languish prior to reaching the gates of  heaven; the voiced name is 

the metric for a spirit’s temporal and physical distance from the celestial Rose. In Paradise, peopled 

 
62 Chris Wickham, “Fama and the law in Twelfth Century Tuscany,” in Fama: The Politics of Talk and 
Reputation in Medieval Europe, eds. Thelma Fenster and Daniel Lord Smail, Ithaca: Cornell University 
Press (2003); 15-26. 
 
63 For more on the collective disparagement of crowds, see Chapter 4’s reading of  Inferno 28 and 29. 
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with reliable narrators, acts of  naming mirror divine judgement. Whether in invective or in praise, 

naming in the Commedia serves as an intertextual and historical recognition. It provides assumption 

into the tertiary social order of  the Comedy: classical/mythological characters, biblical characters and 

historical characters. The name sustains.  

In the Inferno III’s shrieking crowd, Dante recognizes familiar faces (“Poscia ch’io v’ebbi 

alcuno riconosciuto” [III.58]) and sees one in particular: “vidi e conobbi l’ombra di colui / che fece 

per viltade il gran rifuto. /Incontanente intesi e certo fui / che questa era la setta di cattivi” (III.59-

62). This unnamed refuter plays a pivotal role in the narrative of  the Commedia as the first character 

through whom Dante pellegrino intuitively understands that cowardice equates to liminal belonging in 

the afterlife. To be named is to be acknowledged by a community, to be within the purview of  the 

law, whether human or divine. Naming inscribes the body into an order. Social bonds (from 

citizenship, to kinship, to religion) and institutional belongings intersect on the body through the 

individual name. Yet, Dante neither records his name nor leaves enough bread crumbs for future 

readers to trace the unnamed character of  “il grande rifuto” back to an historical being. As such, 

Inferno III contextualizes the act of  denying the name while performing the consequences of  no 

gossip, the absence of  fama. 

These beings stand outside and within the order of  the Commedia; they bridge corporeality 

and the hereafter. As such, they occupy the realm of  the abject. Jeffry Cohen’s monograph, Monster 

Theory: Reading Culture, proposes a methodology for reading culture through the representations of  

monsters that culture engenders. Drawing heavily on Foucauldian panopticonism, Cohen identifies 

the monster as a projection of  fear and desire, the Other that both polices and sustains social and 

spacial differànce:  

The monster is a kind of  abjected fragment that enables the formation of  all 

kinds of  identities, personal, national, economic, sexual, psychological, 
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universal, particular (even if  that “particular” identity is an embrace of  the 

power/status/knowledge of  abjection itself); as such it reveals their partiality, 

their contiguity. A product of  a multitude of  morphogeneses (ranging from 

somatic to ethnic) that align themselves to imbue meaning to the Us and 

Them behind every cultural mode of  seeing, the monster of  abjection resides 

in that marginal geography of  the Exterior, beyond the limits of  the 

Thinkable, a place that is doubly dangerous: simultaneously ‘exorbitant’ and 

‘quite close’.64 

Culture and the monster coexist in perpetual symbiosis. The monster is a construct of  culture that 

must uphold the fiction of  its reality to sustain its own existence, and in doing so serves as a 

necessary mechanism for sustaining and delimiting culture. Dante’s “cattivi” inhabit space that is oth 

in and outside.  

 So, what do these unnamed bodies communicate about culture as figured in the Commedia’s 

imagination. What is the ‘gran rifuto’? What more is there to say about the duol d’amor che maggior 

duole? And what do they have in common? Dante’s unwillingness to name these “cattivi”, and 

especially the soul who demonstrates “viltà” recalls his thematization of  not naming in the tenzone 

with Dante da Maiano. We might think especially of   Dante Alighieri’s own ‘coraggio’ in Qual che voi 

siate, amico (“Poi piacevi saver lo meo coraggio / ed io li vi mostro di menzogna fore”), a play on 

words that synthesizes courage (poetic and masculine) with Love (cor aggio) in assertion of  the ethical 

responsibility of  poetics. The cowards in Inferno III, those who took no action, the most present 

non-presence in the text, unable to speak coherently for themselves, angered, inert, are explicitly 

unnamed by Dante. 

 
64 Jeffrey Jerome Cohen, “Monster Culture (Seven Theses),” in Monster Theory: Reading Culture, Ed. 
Jeffrey Jerome Cohen (Minneapolis: U. of Minnesota Press, 1996): 19-20. 
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 Thematic not naming extends throughout the Commedia: the souls of  Inferno III set off  a 

chain of  blaming action that leads to the anonimo fiorentino in the suicides of  Inferno XIII to Geri del 

Bello, who shakes his fist at Dante and then is publicly outed by the melee that surrounds him (‘udi’ 

’l nominar Geri del Bello’ Inf  29.27). Furthermore, Dante transmits Geri’s name through reported 

collective speech, perhaps to remove himself  from their personal connection (to be explored further 

in Chapter 4) his unresolved obligation to carry out a vendetta. And yet, when Geri does not talk to 

Dante, does not name their kinship explicitly, does not name Dante, the poet relates, “in ciò m’ha el 

fatto a sè più pio” (“in that he made me to him more piteous” Inf. 29.36);65 the compassion, humility, 

and empathy that Geri inspires in our Dante derives from a shared understanding of  the 

ramifications of  naming, the potential violence in the utterance of  a name. Dante Alighieri’s 

intentional thematization of  the act of  denying the name in his tenzone with Dante da Maiano, 

however, equates making a name for oneself  to one’s cor aggio in according one’s words and acts with 

love.    

 

9. A Rose By Any Other Name 

The name is the social signifier of ontology. It is how we articulate our “being” to the world. 

The name is also how individuals and social structures reflect our belonging back to us. As such, the 

name is the verbal marker from which all other forms of identification stem. Its value, functionally, 

is to render intelligible with fixity and by association, to designate and embrace the multitude in 

discreet materiality, to embody and identify value itself, to render a system humanely.  Thus, the 

 
65 See, Humberto Ballesteros, The Commedia’s Metaphysics of Human Nature: Essays on Charity, Free Will, 
and Ensoulment, 2015, Columbia University, PhD Dissertation, especially Chapter 2. Furthermore, the 
Commento Baroliniano’s reading of Inferno XXIX identifies a relationship between kinship and shared 
shame in its reading of consorteria in Dante’s encounter with Geri del Bello -- see Digital Dante, 
https://digitaldante.columbia.edu/dante/divine-comedy/inferno/inferno-29/ (accessed 02/09/20). 
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name gives us access to that which we all have in common – our humanity, and issues a common 

language to express and share it. 

 As good readers of  Dante Alighieri, are we to deny the lesson of  the gabbo in the Vita 

Nuova? Are we to forget the women who tell him that his words don’t align with his intendimento to 

praise Beatrice? His account of  the words of  the women in the piazza leads to major shifts in his 

poetics, to his eventual decision not to name Beatrice until he made his words worthy of  her: “Se tu 

ne dicessi vero, quelle parole che tu n’hai dette in notificando la tua condizione, avrestù operate con 

altro intendimento” (Vita Nuova XVIII). Are we to further forget the precursor to this warning  in 

Di ciò che stato sè dimandore, in which Dante da Maiano by labeling Dante Alighieri a “dimandore” 

(“questioner” v. 1) asserts that Dante Alighieri’s peaceful and inquisitive approach to the tenzone has 

resulted in “sol c’hai farneticato, sappie, intendo”  (“only that you have prattled, you know my 

intentions” v. 11). Yet Dante Alighieri’s intendimento is and will be altro. 

 In his tenzone with Dante da Maiano, Dante Alighieri negotiates the social ramifications of  

the name via withholding the name of  his interlocutor. Dante da Maiano’s insistence on linking his 

own name to that of  Dante Alighieri’s in resistance allows Dante Alighieri to work out, in process, 

the value and consequence of  the name (a lesson which he narrates as learned in dialogue, in the 

piazza). So, in Dante Alighieri’s tenzone with Dante da Maiano, why doesn’t Alighieri name himself the 

winner? He’s clearly demonstrated his prowess.  The insistent repetitive emphasis on naming and 

speech (NOMO/PARLA), with the singular rhyme (OMO) in Qual che voi siete demonstrates 

profound awareness of fama as a mechanism which builds though repetitions of the name. Man 

speaks, and the name speaks. While in each of his later sustained tenzone exchanges, Dante Alighieri 

leads with a rigid designation – “Guido”, “Bicci novel vocato Forese”, “Messer Cino” – in active 

tenzone with Dante da Maiano, Alighieri withholds his own name throughout.  
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 What’s lost to the contemporary reader when we don’t read the entire eleven sonnet exchange 

from Provedi, saggio to Di ciò che stato sè dimandore is the meta-debate concerning poetic authority, 

representation, and disposition of voice (as emphasized through the Sicilian intertext with the tenzone 

between L’Abate and Giacamo). The tenzone between Dante Alighieri and Dante da Maiano isn’t 

simply a verbal duel about the value of a name in building a poetic reputation, it’s a knock down 

drag out brawl, winner take all, for the codification of the literal name Dante. The tenzone between 

Dante Alighieri and Dante da Maiano thus enacts a battle for the poet’s laurels.  

 In his first tenzone, Dante Alighieri demonstrates the agency of being able to publicly declare 

one’s own name, to name oneself and to be recognized according to self-defined parameters. Self-

naming is all about agency, and having one’s terms respected. After all, as Chapters 3 and 4 will 

continue to explore, Dante is the poet who gives us the self-naming Beatrice (as reported by Virgil in 

Inferno II.103, “Io sono Beatrice”). The resurgent interest in Dante da Maiano’s poems is directly 

linked to the renewed popularity of his tenzone with Alighieri. Dante knew that a name resonated 

beyond foreseeable temporality only when grounded in the body. He had learned this as a reader of 

Giacomo’s tenzone with the Abbot.   

 Why then accept Claudio Giunta’s dismissive assessment of  the absence of  a name in Dante 

Alighieri’s tenzone with Dante da Maiano as simply par for the course? Considering the weight and 

value that Dante attributes to names couldn’t we surmise that in his earliest tenzone, in which he 

performatively expresses a meta-cognitive link between naming and textuality along with an acute 

awareness of  the resonance of  naming in the public sphere, that the act of  not naming could inform 

our understanding of  the significance of  the name for Dante (both as a social and narrative 

strategy)? Giunta pointedly articulates the difficulty in studying the “genre” of  tenzoni thus: “ . . . non 

si definisce sulla base di costanti metriche o formali o tematiche bensì sulla base di una funzione”. I 
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agree that the tenzone form has at least one explicit function: the immediacy of direct engagement.66 

By employing the tenzone form from the outset of his literary career, Dante Alighieri acknowledges 

the function of the tenzone in making a poetic name for oneself, and in enacting the core values 

attached to it; he prioritizes the importance of representation in time, and he enacts this in his voice.  

 Naming takes on a special significance in dialogue as a rigid designation that affirms, rejects, 

or amends the discourses attached to the name and/or the name itself.67 In Purgatory 11 of the 

Commedia, the name is a metonym for poetry, and the double metonym for the process of temporal 

poetics. Just as there will always be another bird flitting around the nest of the songbird poet, “Così 

ha tolto l’uno a l’altro Guido / la gloria della lingua; e forse è nato / chi  l’uno e l’altro caccerà del 

nido” (vv. 97-9), and one poet will flit along to chase the other out. Just as one Guido replaced the 

other, one Dante’s name will displace Guido (both Guidos) from the poet’s nest. And yet, he does 

not name himself. Reading the literary history of tenzoni in the vernacular tradition alongside Dante 

Alighieri’s tenzone with Dante da Maiano demonstrates a similar construct of the poet through an 

intentional dialogic process in the early codification of Italian.  

   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
66 Giunta, Due saggi sulla Tenzone. (vii). 
 
67 In discussing the name as a rigid designator, again, I draw on Saul Kripke’s Naming and Necessity. 
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Chapter 3 - Boats, Roses, Beloveds, and Other Hypothetical Vessels: 
 

Sex and conduct in Dante’s tenzone with Guido Cavalcanti 
 

 

I. A Visionary Is Born 

In the absence of  many universals that unite poetic debates under the rubric of  the tenzone, it 

is necessary to return to the sole precondition of  the form: dialogue. Michael Bakhtin presents 

dialogism as polyphonic. Dialogism communicates a multiplicity of  coexistent meanings, and thus 

becomes a fungible strategy at the moment of  speech act for the reconciliation between possible 

worlds and systems of  power in expression of  either cooperative or combative complicity.68 In many 

ways, dialogism is a response to deep listening. In textuality, dialogism ventures to parse one’s own 

complex lineage, thereby expressing faith in one’s readers. Tenzonanti speak dialogically in shared 

agreement to actively triangulate ‘self ’ with ‘other’; in tenzone a poet operates within community in 

order to mark the distinction of  his poetics. In discourses both direct and indirect, the form volleys 

poetic ontology in opposition. The poet’s pre-disposition is the ludic clarity that resonates only in 

the after-making of  the word, at the moment of  impact to readers of  the form as a complete 

exchange. 

Dante’s early poem A ciascun’alma is one of the few lyrics to which we can attribute a 

relatively precise date of 1283 (from the frame narrative of the Vita Nuova). Because of its tri-partite 

life in tenzone, the sonnet serves as a synaptic node in the making of Dante’s poetic and 

autobiographical narrative, and the Commedia’s profession to align thoughts with deeds (“sì che dal 

 
68 For more on dialogisms, see M.M. Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination, Ed. Michael Holquist, Trans. 
Caryll Emerson and Michael Holquist (Austin, TX: University of Texas Press, 1985) and “The 
Problem of Speech Genres”, Speech Genres & Other Late Essays Ed. Michael Holquist and Caryll 
Emerson, Trans. Vern W. McGee (Austin, TX: University of Texas Press, 2010): 60-102.  
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fatto il dir non sia diverso” Inf  XXXII.12). In the Vita Nuova, Dante articulates his readerly audience 

as the “fideli d’amore” (“love’s faithful” VN 1.20) in demonstration of ethos as in-process and in 

correspondence with a readership. While scholars have analyzed the poem time and time again 

within the context of the Vita Nuova, Barolini’s reading of A ciascun’alma as an early, free-standing 

lyric poem throws into relief a telling fact about the young poet in our readerly disposition to him. In 

the critical tradition’s adherence to his narrative, we obscure the canonical arc of “Dante” taking 

shape in his earliest public literary output: the roots of the Commedia’s dialogism, the unity of Dante 

pilgrim and poet at play in the tenzoni. 

The function of  the tenzone is social. As such, the tenzoni preserve evidence of  immediate and 

very real interpersonal relationships among poets and demonstrate their active negotiation of  social 

roles. Chapter 1 argued that Dante’s reliance on and interest in the tenzone form demands further 

inquiry into the role of direct intra-poetic dialogue in his authorial development. Tracking Dante’s 

dialogic strategies offers an immediacy of  Dante’s world not preserved by the historical record. Not 

only do the tenzoni tell us about the enactment of  Dante’s poetics, they are material evidence of  his 

very real poetic relationships. Chapter 2 read the intertextuality of  dialogue uniquely at work when 

two poets by the name of  Dante attempted authority in a vying process, and framed their tenzone as a 

means for assaying Alighieri’s voice. Like kittens playing or rams sparring, like birds chirpily building 

a nest, our Dante was playful. Whereas, methodologically, the previous chapter explored Dante’s 

first tenzone along an axis of engagement with a lyric predecessor (the tenzone of  Giacomo and 

L’Abate) and shed light on acts of dialogism (intertextuality) and rhetorical strategies (withholding) 

inherent to Dante’s use of the form, Chapter 3 now argues that Dante employed the form of tenzone 

for its explicit networking function, to construct his name in its absence and within his immediate 

community, to render its validity (merit, and/or worth) incontestable in active, transparent dialogue. 
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The question of  the visionary is a question of  the voice’s ability to re-present. The 

proposition of  vision is one of  faith: a testament in poetic voice for the greater good. The question 

of  vision requires a confrontation of  aesthetics and ethos. In tenzone with Dante da Maiano, Dante 

Alighieri voices reconciliation as he contends with the poetic vision of  the moment, while in tenzone 

with Cavalcanti he contends with the moment’s current poet – the interplay of  each tenzonante 

delimits perspective to the material consequence of  poetics. In the tenzoni, we see social interactions 

very similar to those fictionalized in the Commedia, which, I argue, offer clarity as to the distinctions 

made. The tenzoni  form renders his ethical code, the how and the why of his poetic creation a bit 

more transparent. 

We commonly assume that Cavalcanti is one of the two Guidos that are chased from the 

poet’s nest in Purgatorio 11 (vv. 97-9),69 but we do not know this with absolute certainty. Cavalcanti is 

also uniquely presenced in the text by shared association; he is asked after by his father, Cavalcante 

de Cavalcanti, whom Dante meets entombed among Inferno’s heretics (Inf X.39-72). Dante’s mention 

of the “disdegno” (“disdain”) of “Guido vostro” (“your Guido” v. 63) has become one of the more 

hotly debated textual ambiguities in the Commedia. Dante names Guido and the critical tradition 

believes that whatever intimate friendship did exist between Dante and Cavalcanti Jr. during the Vita 

Nuova years ostensibly and eventually soured. Commentators and Dante scholars alike attribute the 

poets’ diverging affinity to a bevy of potential causes: their political differences (Dante being White 

Guelf and Guido a Black); Guido’s apparent snobbery (at which both Cino da Pistoia and Boccaccio 

poked great fun); his family’s Epicurean belief that the soul died with the body (treated in Inferno X), 

which leads to Guido’s possible atheism; Donna me prega’s Averroistic content (and its internal rhyme 

 
69 As Anna Maria Chiavacci Leonardi notes, a discourse on representation accompanies these nesting 
Guidos in Purgatorio, “dalla pittura alla poesia . . . . Qui è importante osservare il cambiamento di 
qualità che Dante riconosce dall’uno all’altro: analogamente a Cimabue, il Guinizelli è riconosciuto 
come l’iniziatore, il padre del nuovo stile (nuovo a confronto con siciliani e guittonioni), superato 
tuttavia dai suoi stessi figli, o seguaci), 338 n. 97.  
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scheme, criticized by Dante in DVE II.11.12); his rejection ,jknop of Virgilian hexameters (alluded 

to in Inf. X.61-63) and distaste for Latin as a whole; and/or simply Dante’s impatience with the 

“bufera infernal” restlessness of Cavalcanti’s bipolar lyric. Legend of their friendship bewitches 

scholarship; we carry Cavalcanti as some irresolvable crux – like Francesca, we Dantisti are 

windswept lovers swayed by our own projections and look for Guido in the Commedia. When 

Dante’s journey asks us to consider male intimacy in relationships, and the kinship expressed in titles 

like father and son, we do so almost instinctively in relation to Cavalcanti.70  Yet, just as Inferno X’s 

“Guido vostro” defers association via fictive direct discourse, the interjection of Latin into the frame 

narrative of the Vita Nuova similarly designates Guido in difference. Dante distances his own poetics 

from Guido’s by delimiting an identity that is both hereditary and literary in voice. 

Cavalcanti was perhaps the most established and respected of Dante’s respondents by the 

1280s. Rather than replicating the quest for a precise locus of fissure in Dante’s presumed friendship 

with Cavalcanti, this chapter will turn to the earliest evidence of their relationship in tenzone to read 

their ideological disjuncture as a constant, rather than an isolated temporal event. Dante will teach us 

that signification in the lyric is a process of epic proportions; its material begins embodied and in the 

green of newborn sprout, in branches’ brittleness and twigs repurposed by the beak of a nesting bird 

 
70 For some of the critical debate on this issue see, Giuliano Tanturli, “Guido Cavalcanti contro 
Dante” in Le tradizioni del testo. Studi di letteratura italiana offerti a Domenico De Robertis, Ed. F. Gavazzeni 
and Guglielmo Gorni (Milan- Naples: Ricciardi, 1993): 3–13; Alison Cornish, “Sons and Lovers: 
Guido in Paradise,” MLN 124.5 (Dec. 2009): 56-58; Enrico Malato, Dante e Guido Cavalcanti: il dissidio 
per la ‘Vita Nuova’ e il ‘disdegno’ di Guido (Rome: Salerno, 1997); Bruno Nardi, “L’averroismo del 
‘primo amico’ di Dante,” in Dante e la cultura medievale ed. Bruno Nardi (Bari: Laterza, 1949): 93–129; 
Emilio Pasquini, “Il mito dell’amore: Dante fra i due Guidi,” in Dante. Mito e poesia, ed. Michele 
Picone and T. Crivelli (Florence: Cesati, 1999): 283–95; Teodolinda Barolini, “Dante and Cavalcanti 
(On Making Distinctions in Matters of Love): Inferno 5 in its Lyric  and Autobiographical Context”, 
1998, rpt. in Dante and the Origins of Italian Literary Culture (New York: Fordham University Press, 
2006), pp. 70-101. 
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who sings of man’s felling of a tree. Since L'Ottimo Commento’s gloss of 1333,71 the critical tradition 

has read Dante’s tenzone with Cavalcanti from the entrance point of  Inf. X, framing the poets’ 

relationship within Dante’s fictional representation of  it. In this chapter, I insist on the opposite 

approach. 

Because Dante scholarship often adheres to the closed system of an interpretive framework 

bound by Dante’s pervasive self-referentiality, tenzoni offer novel exegetical opportunities. To fully 

unpack Dante’s tenzoni, to discern the ‘rules of the game’ of dialogue, we must look further into the 

stakes of naming. As Chapter 2 traced “not-naming,” this chapter will read the rhetorical strategy of 

the name. By parsing the complexity of signification via Dante’s early naming strategies, we can 

better understand positionality in the Commedia and the pilgrim-poet-interlocutor structure that 

propels the poem’s dialogic impulse. Dante structures his vision to sustain dialogue. In reading 

Dante’s tenzone with Cavalcanti, we see that the primacy of dialogism in the Commedia is intimately 

attached to the logical process of signification that dialogue affords. In this chapter, I argue that 

Guido Cavalcanti is significant to Dante’s poetics as the tenzonante who assays Dante’s name. In 

tenzone with Cavalcanti, Dante constructs his name as intertextual, as one with his text. 

This chapter extends my dissertation’s methodological impulse to read the tenzoni in their 

entirety as complete exchanges, alongside their tenzoni intertexts, and to include non-explicit poetic 

intertexts that bring us into the immediacy of Dante and Cavalcanti’s literary moment. Relatively 

contemporaneous to their exchange, Dante composed two sonnets to which he received no 

response (Se Lippo amico sè tu che mi leggi and Sonetto, se Meuccio t’è mostrato), as well as several sonnets 

that reprise Cavalcantian imagery. Moreover, Cavalcanti engaged in a tenzone with Guido Orlandi that 

recalls Dante’s first tenzone in mention of Ovid.  With Guido Orlandi, Cavalcanti seems to deride 

Ovidian intertext (“e coglier con isquadra archile in tetto / e certe fiate aggiate Ovidio letto / e trar 

 
71 Accessed on the Dartmouth Dante Project on May 14, 2019.  
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quadrelli e false rime usare, / non pò venire per la vostra mente / là dove insegna Amor...” Di vil 

matera mi conven parlare vv.4-9). In turn, Orlandi questions the boundaries in representing carnal love 

(“E ben di’ ’l ver, che non si porta in mano, / anzi per passïon punge la mente / dell’omo ch’ama e 

non si trova amato / Io per lung’uso disusai lo primo / amor carnale: non tangio nel limo” (Amico, i’ 

saccio ben che sa’ limare vv. 12-16). As the discourse of  Love that undergirds the duol d’amor is 

inextricably intertwined with the ethics of  poetic representation (i.e. the human consequence), in 

Dante’s tenzone with Cavalcanti discussions of  materiality explicitly extend to an ontology (both 

poetic and personal) firmly grounded in the poets’ concrete, socio-historical reality. Considering the 

tenzonanti’s concurrent poetic production, I argue, shapes the context of their discourse for a 

contemporary readership. Given the dialogic nature of the form, tenzonananti often theorize and 

debate social roles (poet, friend, son, citizen, etc.) even as they perform them. 

In turning to Dante’s sonnet production from approximately the same period as his tenzone 

with Cavalcanti, I will furthermore demonstrate that Dante’s anonymity is crucial to our reading of 

Cavalcanti’s disposition towards him. As with Dante da Maiano, Dante Alighieri draws on Guido’s 

motivation to know his name in order to construct his own authorship. In tenzone with Cavalcanti, 

however, Dante relies on his advantage; knowledge of Cavalcanti’s life and poetics enables him to 

toy with personal identifiers, deploying names in a game of signification that questions the very 

limits of designation, while simultaneously distinguishing the singularity of Dante’s poetic voice. A 

ciascun’alma issues the vision that initiates the Vita Nuova, a dream that resounds to the Commedia. 

Perhaps Dante’s thematization of not-naming in tenzone with Dante da Maiano was the result 

of real anonymity, and perhaps it was a logical insistence on ‘beyond’ reason – the proof of 

detachment from hereditary and circumstantial coincidence as paramount to Alighieri’s poetic voice. 

With A ciascun’alma Dante prophesizes his poetics by embodying his vision in one sonnet’s specific 

representational dream. In tenzone with Cavalcanti, Dante sings his vision’s reasoned ontology; as 
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Cavalcanti guesses at his interlocutor’s identity he delimits the boundaries of  his experiential 

knowledge. Dante’s Florentine contemporary, Cavalcanti, thereby clarifies a trajectory for Dante’s 

making of  an ethical poetics in space and time. This chapter argues that the font of  Dante’s poetic 

voice is an ethical disposition towards women, both represented and enacted. 

 

2. Bodies Unbound 

If  the impetus of  dialogism is accord beyond binaries, then the tenzone is the process of  

understanding exposed in poetic form. Dialogism is the movement of  language in the making and 

the awareness of  affect in experience and performance. Thinking of the tenzone as a game does not 

devalue the ramifications of participation, but rather offers a vocabulary for unfurling negotiations 

of immediacy and distance in the voices issued with/in the form. As an expression of shared 

understanding through a form that renders differentiation transparent, the medieval Italian tenzone 

inscribes the movements of language in its codification. For us readers of Dante, it demonstrates the 

fluidity of his voice in early refinement while also allowing us to see the core of Dante’s signifying 

poetics. 

A ciascun’alma consciously reveals the metatextual function of  the tenzone, opening with a 

request for readers to write (“riscrivan”) what appears (“parvente” v. 4) in the poem.72  “Riscrivan”, 

an instruction that holds just as true for notaries and scribes as it does potential interlocutors, 

anticipates the subjectivity of  future responses. Considering that extensive commentary tradition on 

Dante’s works began near-contemporaneous to Commedia’s completion (with Dante’s son, Jacopo 

 
72 For more on Dante’s metatextual construction of his own poetic reception, see Laurel Amtower,  
Engaging Words: The Culture of Reading in the Later Middle Ages (New York: Palgrave, 2000). While much 
this book focuses on Medieval England, its third chapter, “Authorized Readers, or, Reading 
Authority,” Amtower analyzes the ways in which Dante and Petrarch author entwine representations 
of reading with the act of self-examination thereby providing alternative models to scholasticism, 
opening the act of analysis to a non-ecclesiastical vulgar reading public.  
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Alighieri, in 1322), “riscrivan,” as a hortatory subjunctive (both a wish and an exhortation) for 

interpretation, reads as almost prophetic. From Savete giudicar’s refusal to engage in combative 

“quistione” (v. 2) to the fluid enumeration of  the qualities of  voiced love in Savere e cortesia, in tenzone 

with Dante da Maiano, Dante Alighieri’s voice issues with a clarity unfettered by taboo. As he 

demonstrates an overtly courtly disposition to his increasingly irate, approval-seeking interlocutor, he 

grounds his judgment in the empirically observable. While the first quatrain of  A ciascun’alma 

separates text from act, the dream Dante subsequently narrates creates a ruptured space for the re-

signification of  the discourses of  materiality and representation that had dominated Italian poetics 

(and specifically the tenzone) for nearly a century (since Giacomo’s tenzone with L’Abate).  

Chapter 2’s reading of Dante’s first tenzone demonstrated that the dialogism inherent to the 

form affords the dueling Dantes the clarity of  anonymity, of  non-adherence. Dialogism functions 

always as process of  rendering positionality, hence also a process of  qualification. Because of  the 

ineffability in categorizing a poet’s voice – flexible, plural, fractured, in constant transformation – 

identification in tenzoni proceeds methodically in such a process of  differentiation. In tenzone with 

Dante da Maiano, Dante Alighieri’s interventions ask us to consider all that is or is not the poet 

through the withholding of  name; thus, to any post-Vita Nuova readers of  the tenzone, Dante: Not-

Dante. 

As Dante da Maiano attempts to seek validation from his interlocutor, he suggests that 

Dante Alighieri’s unwillingness to share his name bespeaks an experiential knowledge insufficient for 

understanding the vision proposed in Provedi, saggio. A ciascun’alma signifies via the contingency of the 

dream’s transparency, like Provedi, saggio, but does so even as the dreamer remains anonymous. In 

conflating narrativity and discourse, Dante’s layered request for re-writing reduces vision to both a 

concrete dream and one for the future, inviting a carnivalesque semiotic chaos. Bakhtin describes the 

carnival as a place and time in which the binaries on which social order is predicated (man/woman; 
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earth/sky; nature/culture; grace/sin) momentarily celebrate their opposite via their own suspended 

de-signification. A wild upending of  social order in celebration of  taboo so clamorous, so vivid, and 

so grotesque in its verisimilitude that it tilts the policing binary of  taboo itself, for Bakhtin the 

carnival rejects semiotic ontology entirely.73 The site of  Dante Alighieri’s revolution with Dante da 

Maiano is anonymity, a concrete refusal of  all identifiers beyond those carried in voice. Furthermore, 

Dante Alighieri’s voice is one which issues in love for its opposite and performs a logical conclusion 

for its readers: The poet of  A ciascun’alma is Dante Alighieri (and not Dante da Maiano). 

With A ciascun’alma, Dante Alighieri articulates a vision of love related as Real. As the body 

of  the as-of-yet unnamed poet is rendered in quotidian specificity—time and date offered with 

astronomical precision—the sonnet presents lived experience in humble expression. Not the wanton 

fantasy of  a pastorella, his vision features an everyman, on a sleepless night. Dante Alighieri was not 

simply being coy in withholding his name in tenzone with Dante da Maiano; he had used the tenzone 

form to test his name for a popular and poetic readership. He had followed Dante da Maiano’s 

instruction to provedere and foreseen his vision through the unfolding discourse of  their tenzone. 

Although unfettered, the active materiality of “dir” echoes the non-combative codes of 

comportment for tenzonanti, as determined in their prior exchange. Dante Alighieri challenges the 

boundedness of  the form by leap-frogging interlocutors to extend discourse. A ciascun’alma bot 

concludes Alighieri’s participation in tenzone with Dante da Maiano, and begins a new tenzone that 

invites interlocutors by questioning the difference between vision and a dream. While Dante 

Alighieri presents his vision as a literal dream (thereby disproving his inexperience), its feasibility 

makes Dante da Maiano’s vision, in contrast, seem more the hyperbolic fib of  a horny adolescent. 

 
73 See, Mikhail Bakhtin, “Introduction” in Rabelais and his World, Trans. Helen Iswolsky 
(Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 1984): 1-58.  
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But why does Dante da Maiano become so incensed? With A ciascun’alma, Dante Alighieri 

perpetuates his vision according to the terms initially established in Dante da Maiano’s own. For 

Kristeva, Bakhtin’s carnivalesque is necessarily a poetic language because it renders in image: 

What allows a dynamic dimension to structuralism is his conception 

of  the ‘literary word’ as an intersection of  textual surfaces rather than 

a point (a fixed meaning), as a dialogue among several writings: that 

of  the writer, the addressee (or the character), and the contemporary 

or earlier cultural context… carnivalesque discourse breaks through 

the laws of  a language censored by grammar and semantics and, at 

the same time, is a social and political protest.74 

Kristeva interprets Bakhtin’s carnival as an active intertextuality that questions the positions of  

subject and object. The courtly is a lyric of love that typically features the voice of the male lover 

who engages in an intellectual and spiritual exploration of the nature of his love for a female object, 

without whom said exploration would be impossible. In courtly lyric tradition, women are 

constructed by male authors in diametric opposition such that, even when praised, they are nearly 

always subjugated as “other” through a comparative understanding of the gender that essentializes 

women in the interest of sustaining masculine, authorial performance. It is precisely this quality of 

Carnival introduced in A ciascun’alma, and effectuated in the Comedy. 

The carnivalesque destabilizes designation, and yet it must have a narrative even as it 

ruptures discrete meaning in time. Dante realizes the dream’s image for the reader: a de-signified 

woman’s body. A ciascun’alma re-presents Giacomo’s insight vividly through the vehicle of discourse, 

literally re-figured and embodied. Dante Alighieri relies on the form’s inherent dialogism to sustain 

his re-presentation of Dante da Maiano without challenging the terms of pro-vision in his first tenzone 

 
74 Julia Kristeva, Revolution in Poetic Language (New York: Columbia University Press, 1985), 65. 
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exchange. Kristeva’s insight into ‘literary word’ as “textual surface” explains that subversion in 

dialogue resonates in contingency of  re-cognition – the predicate of  voice and image reminds us 

that Dante Alighieri’s insistence on vocal disposition in tenzone with Dante da Maiano responded to 

the rendered essence of  live/dead woman.75 A ciascun’alma envisions an undoing of  material binaries 

– the vision it describes is not predicated on sexual difference. The sonnet’s sirma mirrors the flip of  

perspective afforded by the tenzone. Given Dante Alighieri’s containment of  A ciascun’alma (the fixity 

of  its principle status within the Vita Nuova), I venture that Dante’s insistence on the materiality of  

his own speech underscores the dual public/private status that tenzonante-ing affords. Dante’s 

positionality in dialogue is voiced for the woman, to a broader reading public. 

As the three replies to A ciascun’alma confirm, disposition towards the material body of  the 

woman rather than affect in voice alone motivated Dante Alighieri’s critique of  Provedi, saggio. 

Materiality of  the body is the matter of  heart in A ciascun’alma’s subsequent dream. Dante da 

Maiano’s enraged reply critiques Dante by virtue of  his corpus (materiality, nominally, embodied). 

Couching Dante Alighieri’s vision as the incoherent prattle of  fever and figuring the physical body 

infirm, Dante da Maiano concludes by professing need for Dante to receive professional treatment 

(“finchè tua aqua al medico no stendo” v.14). Even as Dante da Maiano’s invective speaks in critique 

of  the nature of  Dante’s prattle, “favoleggiar” (v. 9), it recalls the fables of  Occitan courts and 

troubadours. In the compilation of  the Chansonniers, the troubadours are commemorated in the 

unreliable vide and razos, fictionalizations of  their lives and motives. Maria Luisa Meneghetti clarifies 

that “. . . Vidas e razos nascono . . . col duplice scopo di ‘distanziare’ di oggettivare la ricezione dei 

testi trobadorici a beneficio dell’eterogeneo pubblico di corti feudali per lo più tarde e laterali e 

 
75 Which also reminds us of the Persephone/Demeter duality. 
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insieme di creare un’interpretazione ‘ufficiale’ dei tali testi”.76  In fact, the tri-partite life of  A 

ciascun’alma (in tenzone with both Dante da Maiano and Cavalcanti, and as the initial poem of  Vita 

Nuova) binds Dante’s poetic vision to a singular rationale that elides experiential (biographical) and 

studied (learned) in demonstrated attachment to veracity in voice in the context of  a single name. 

Comparing the vidas and razos to the accessus ad autores (used as introductions to reading excerpts of  

classical Latin manuscripts), Christopher J. Davis reflects, “vidas and razos may be said to promote 

the status of the vernacular author through systematic classification and analogy with Latin”.77 

Tracing the discourse of  duol d’amor through the tenzoni, from L’Abate and Giacomo to A 

ciascun’alma, we can now see the issue of  representation in Italian poetics to be one fundamental to 

the poetic project of  growing the Italian language from its roots, and the singularity of  authorship in 

the vernacular a matter of  deep ethical import. 

While Dante issues autobiographical justification for his poetics in the Vita Nuova, declares 

this intention in tenzone. A ciascun’alma answers the problem of  representation as posited in tenzone 

between il notaro Giacomo and L’Abate di Tivoli. Even as it displays the perspective of  one person, 

the poem does so always to imagine the consequence of  representation as experienced by those 

subjected to it: the readers (including clergymen and women and farmers, etc.). The poet must 

imagine all readers who may partake of  the poem because Love makes nourishment of  the poet’s 

heart. Thus, the structure of  dialogue in tenzone form afforded Dante a means of  shedding bias to 

assert woman as justification for his representational poetics: To present himself  to her is his poetic 

and ethical vision. 

 
76 Maria Louisa Menegetti, Il pubblico di trovatori (Torino: Guilio Einaudi, 1992), 206. 
 
77 Christopher J. Davis, “Scribes and Singers: Latin Models of Authority and the Compilation of 
Troubadour Songbooks”, 2011, University of Michigan, Ph.D. Dissertation, p. 29. 
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In the essay “In Our Glory: Photography and Black Life,” bell hooks testifies to the power 

of  representation, noting that if  20th century desegregation has taught us anything beyond the utter 

inhumanity of  human enslavement, it is that equality is a measure of  both legal rights to equal access 

and of  representational power (i.e. power to re-signify one’s own image):  “. . . questions of  ‘good’ 

and ‘bad’ imagery did not promote a more expansive cultural understanding of  the politics of  

representation. Instead, they promoted notions of  essence and identity that ultimately restricted and 

confined black image production”.78  In rendering woman and correcting Dante da Maiano’s vision, 

the profession of  A ciascun’alma’s visionary poet is to employ a loving disposition towards the 

“other”; Dante’s visionary representation is as political as it is personal. Thus, the tenzone form 

enabled Dante to construct his poetics as aligned with lived practice, in a voice of  respectful 

opposition to norms. Not predicated on discursive/public knowledge of  his physical (biological) or 

social (biological/cultural) identifiers, Dante Alighieri’s authorship in tenzone with Dante da Maiano 

issues forth substantiating the enactment of  an unqualified voice, known only in the qualities it 

expresses (as described in Savere e cortesia). 

In questioning Dante da Maiano’s “manto di scienza” (“cloak of  science” Per pruova di saper v. 

3), Dante Alighieri both hides and declares the philosophy that undergirds his practice, evoking an 

Aristotelian image, the cloak, as signaling the question of  ontology. In questioning Essence (i.e. what 

is a thing in its own right) Book VII, Chapter 4 of  the Metaphysics relates the adjective as it describes 

the “substance” or “thingness” of  a noun to the descriptive “cloak” that compromises a unified 

comprehension.79 Rhetoric similarly questions the temporal limits of  metaphors via the image of  the 

 
78 bell hooks, “In Our Glory: Photography and Black Life” in Art on Mind: Visual Politics. (New York: 
The New Press, 1995), 54-64; 58.   
 
79 In as much as it hides the description of  composites as different from substances in terms of  a 
noun (man) and adjective (pale). Pale may be the surface of  man, but it is not his essence. “Pale 
man” as a composite, thus does not articulate man but describes him (much like a name [like Dante] 
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appropriate color (or kind) of  cloak a man dons at various stages of  his life. Of Metaphors 

(compound words), in Rhetoric, Book 3.2. Aristotle relates, “ It is like having to ask ourselves what 

dress will suit an old man; certainly not the crimson cloak that suits a young man. And if you wish to 

pay a compliment, you must take your metaphor from something better in the same line; if to 

disparage, from something worse. To illustrate my meaning: since opposites are in the same class, 

you do what I have suggested if you say that a man who begs 'prays', and a man who prays 'begs'; for 

praying and begging are both varieties of asking.” 80 In the De Interpretatione the cloak is that which is 

expendable and indeterminate – partitionable and repurposable in its materiality. And in the Poetics 

the argument is the “cloak” of  probability and necessity, as worn by the plot.81 

Like the debate on the ethical consequences of  material representations of  Love that 

undergirded the discourse of  duol d’amor, the Italian tradition questioned the objectivity of  poetic 

voice through the form of  tenzone. This performance of  objectivity in voice was first demonstrated 

by Giacomo’s rendering of  organic image, “come aqua in ispogna” (Cotale v. 14), in tenzone with 

Jacopo Mostacci and Pier della Vigna (see Chapter 1).  The ethical implications of  voice were 

similarly reprised in a tri-partite tenzone from Lucca between Bonagiunta, Messer Gonella degli 

Anterminelli and Bonodico Notaio, as vocalized enactments of hierarchical relations like sexual 

difference. 

As Dante da Maiano declares himself  the “parlatore” of  Dante Alighieri’s “mistier” 

(“speaker” of  Dante’s “craft” Di ciò che stato sè dimandore v. 5), he designates his own voice in relation 

 
might describe some male poets, or sponge may represent a poet a Sicilian poet like Giacomo) – the 
essence is only quantifiable as felt, as resounding in the substance of  the noun.  
80 Aristotle, The Complete Works: The Revised Oxford Translation, Ed. Jonathan Barnes (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1995). And here, naturally, we also recall the ‘drappo’ of A ciascun’alma 
(v.11) that assumes a sanguine hue in Dante’s later gloss of narrative in the Vita Nuova.   
 
81 As discussed by Paul Ricoeur, Time and Narrative Vol 1,Trans. Kathleen Mc Laughlin and David 
Pellauer (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1990), (Chicago, IL: U of Chicago P, 1990), p. 164.  
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as the mouthpiece of  prophecy. Interestingly, by figuring Dante Alighieri’s physical body as target of  

his invective, Dante da Maiano points to the future material scienza of  Alighieri’s reason. Records of  

the guild of  “Medici e Speziali” testify to Dante’s 1295 assumption. In response to the rapid and 

shifting consolidation of  power in an increasingly commerce-based economy, the 1293 

“Ordinamenti di Giustizia” had recently dictated that those of  noble heritage, magnate families like 

that of  Dante’s wife, Gemma Donati, must necessarily divest themselves of  the nobility of  their 

birthright (i.e. inheritance) to join any of  Florence’s major guilds.82 The sixth of  Florence’s seven 

Arti Majori, the “Medici e Speziali” included medical doctors, apothecaries, and coroners; thus, 

Dante’s 1295 membership with the guild frames his perspective as clinically objective and as 

ontologically pure as his enacted commitment to the Hippocratic profession.83 In tenzone, Dante 

forwards criticism of  the lived experience of  gendered injustice in a time of  deep socio-economic 

upheaval, and demonstrates an awareness of  how similar perversions of  Love’s discords in a poet’s 

acts and deeds might refract in a poet’s voice. 

Purgatorio’s rendering of  Guinizelli embodies and gives voice to the necessary fluidity of  a 

love poet. In flame’s assail, on the Terrace of  Gluttony, Guinizelli questions Dante’s positional 

reverence in loyalty to two discrete guides, (“O tu che vai, non per esser più tardo, / ma forse 

reverente, a li altri dopo” Purg. 26.16-17). In his poetic representation of Guinizelli, Dante describes 

the work of friendship via the affective collectivity of ants (Purg.  26.37-39) as a labor of cooperation, 

expressed in a leaf’s exchange. Cries of “Sodomma e Gomorra” from the “nova gente” (Purg. 26.40) 

and “ne la vacca entra Pasife” from the “l’altra” entwine in spoken remembrance of Classical crimes 

 
82 For more on Dante’s relationship to the Florentine Guilds, see Mary E. Lacy, With Dante in Modern 
Florence (New York: E.P. Dutton & Company, 1912), especially pp. 129-132. 
 
83 In considering that the study and treatment of  humanity would become Dante’s immeasurable 
duty in the Comedy, one thinks of  the sage-like wisdom of  caution– the embodiment of  root 
vegetables in old wives’ tales, and Ovid’s monsters, and the creatures of  the Italian baroque. 
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of lust. Guinizelli’s own voice speaks his sin as hermaphroditic (“Nostro peccato fu ermafrodito” 

Purg. 26.82). Guinizelli’s description of his own purgation is as ambiguous as the canto’s many 

melding qualities (“Farotti ben di me volere scemo: / son Guido Guinizzelli, è già mi purgo / per 

ben dolermi prima ch’a lo stremo” Purg. 26.91-93), which Dante’s purging flames render in the 

indistinguishability of a hermaphrodite’s lower extremes.84 

Supposing Dante had in fact considered the material consequences of  the “ghirlanda” gifted 

by the woman in da Maiano’s Provedi, saggio (v. 5) in terms of  possible consequences of  crossdressing 

one’s voice as woman, “mi trovai per vestigione / camiscia di suo dosso, a mia parvenza” (vv.  7-8), 

and all that goes unsaid in the trajectory of  women’s lives in the afterthought of  a son’s 

remembrance (“E morta, ch’è mia madre, era con ella” v. 14). As with Bonagiunta’s earlier tri-partite, 

multi-voiced tenzone with Buonodico and Gonella, uniting Guinizelli and the dolce stil novisti was a 

practice of  giving of  voice to the woman.85 Given that illustrations in the Southern Italian Trotula 

bare witness to testing urine for fertility, Dante da Maiano’s urging for a professional urine test in 

fact suggests traces of  similar hermaphroditism in the vapors of  his interlocutor’s emissions.86 Yet 

through this lambast, Dante da Maiano testifies to Dante Alighieri’s insistence on woman’s 

experience as a necessity for rendering difference in visionary love. 

 
84 Later texts such as Boccaccio’s Decameron and Ariosto’s Orlando furioso and dramas such as 
Machiavelli’s La Mandragola and Bibbiena’s La Calandria fixated on notions of sexual difference, 
toying with them, obscuring them, using the topos of transvestitism, both male and female, to blur 
the lines of sexual difference, through, for example, exchanging male and female personal pronouns 
and sexual identifiers such as clothing, all of which begged the question: if one does not outwardly 
indicate their biological sex, are they still of that sex? Furthermore, cross-dressing is often a 
mechanism for illicit or illegal exchanges of power. 

85 See also, Teodolinda Barolini, “Dante and Francesca da Rimini: Realpolitik, Romance, Gender” in 
Dante and The Origins of Italian Literary Culture (New York: Fordham University Press 2006): 304-332. 

86 The Trotula: a Medieval Compendium of Women’s Medicine, ed. and trans. Monica H. Green 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2002), pp. 76-7. 
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The use of  the tenzone form proliferated in the Italian poetic tradition from 1250 to 1320. 

From the time of Dante’s second tenzone with Cavalcanti to his fourth and final tenzone with Cino, the 

record of tenzoni-ing trickles to a halt. Why did the practice of  the tenzone (or of  recording the tenzoni) 

dwindle contemporaneous to Dante? Furthermore, what were the moral, ethical, and social 

implications of  approaching an epic poem in the early record of  a vernacular? What kind of  

practiced objectivity would such a responsibility require, and what nature of  empirical awareness? In 

response to Claudio Giunta’s questioning of  a unifying principle for the form in Due saggi sulla 

tenzone, this dissertation argues that the form of  tenzone had been employed at the very foundation of  

Italian poetics to assay the most credible, capable voice to articulate humanity in Italian. I venture 

that the function of  the tenzone in the making of  a codified vernacular was to publicly tune the 

instrument of  a poetic long-form, to offer a lyrical contest for the voice of  Italian poetics. 

What Dante’s vision provides, as Terino’s reply confirms, is a corrective of  “Provedi, 

saggio”’s representation of love. Rather than the discordant double vision of  lady love/dead mother, 

Terino orients the reader within Dante’s dream by triangulating love-poet-woman in a credible (as 

opposed to courtly) context. In nourishing the woman with her wise lover’s heart, Love is happy to 

have brought the two hearts to an understanding: “insieme due corraggi comprendono” (“together, 

two heartened souls understand” v. 11). Terino concludes stating that in A ciascun’alma, love cries in 

pity for the woman and knowing the “amorosa pena” (“amorous pain” v. 12) that the woman 

inevitably will feel from loving. Naturalmente chere ogne amadore thus delimits Love in the empirical 

reality of the human body: death splits lovers apart and will leave children parentless, inevitably and 

for always. What then does a sexually differentiated love serve, in poetics or otherwise? 
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 Dante Alighieri             Dante da Maiano   Terino de Castelfiorentino 

 

 

Yet clinicians in Dante’s era held the Aristotelian belief that male and female genitalia shared 

the same construction. Physicians designated corresponding parts for male genitalia in the female 

body: the vaginal canal was an inverted penis; uterus and ovaries were, respectively, an internal 

scrotum and testicles.87 Despite the inability to construct concrete and definitive categories in these 

early studies of anatomical sexual difference, the female body indisputably codified masculine 

superiority as a mirrored inversion. Male genitalia were said to be external because an increase of 

heat and activity in the male body caused them to protrude; the location of female genitalia, then, 

resulted in women’s overall frigidity. Her physical inactivity made it necessary for her genitalia to be 

internal so that warmth from the man’s sperm, once received, could be stored to incubate 

procreation.88 Similarly, theories of female ejaculate emphasize the need for a woman’s body to be 

quite literally the receptive agent in the act of procreation; the male sperm, being warmer, was 
 

87 Rudolph M. Bell, How to Do it: Guides to Good Living for Renaissance Italians (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1999), 60. 
 
88 William Eamon, Science and the Secrets of Nature: Books of Secrets in Medieval and Early Modern Culture 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1994), 72. 

A ciascun’alma presa e gentil core 
nel cui cospetto vèn lo dir presente,  
in ciò che mi riscrivan suo parvente,  
salute in lor segnor, cioè Amore.  
 
Già eran quasi che aterzate l’ore 
del tempo che omne stella n’è lucente,  
quando m’apparve Amor subitamente,  
cui essenza membrar mi dà orrore.  
 
Allegro mi sembrava Amor tenendo 
meo core in mano,  e nella braccia avea 
Madonna involta in un drappo 
dormendo.  

 
Poi la svegliava, e d’esto core ardendo 
lei paventosa umilmente pascea. 
Apresso gir lo ne vedea piangendo.  

 
 

Di ciò che stato sè dimandore,  
guardando, ti rispondo brevemente,  
amico meo di poco canoscente,  
mostrandoti del ver lo suo sentore.  
 
Al tuo mistier così son parlatore: 
se san ti truovi e fermo de la mente,  
che lavi la tua collia largamente 
a ciò che stinga e passi lo vapore 
  
lo qual ti fa favoleggiar loquendo;  
e se gravato sè d’infertà rea,  
sol c’hai farneticato, sappie, intendo.  
 
Così riscritto el meo parer ti rendo; 
nè cangio mai d’esta sentenza mea 
finché tua aqua al medico no stendo.  
 

Naturalmente chere ogne amadore 
di su’ cor la sua donna far saccente,  
e questo per la vision presente 
intese dimostrare a˙tte l’Amore 

  
in ciò che de lo tuo ardente core 
pascea la tua donna umilmente,  
che lungiamente stat’era dormente 
involta in drappo, d’ogne pena fore.  
 
Alegro si mostrò Amor venendo 
a˙tte per darti ciò che ’l cor chiedea,  
insieme due corraggi comprendendo; 

 
e˙ll’amorosa pena conoscendo 
che ne la donna conceputa avea 
per pïetà di lei pianse partendo.  
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assumed the more potent and more crucial element. 89 Depictions of women’s sexual body and 

bodily functions mirrored those of men inversely, a value judgement which relegated women to a 

position of comparative passive inferiority. 

While Terino’s reply validates Dante’s vision, his odd turn of phrase “donna conceputa” 

(“conceived woman” v.13 ) harkens back to material pain of love and the physical matter of living in 

disproportionately sexed bodies in the duol d’amor of Dante’s first tenzone. By providing moralizing 

corrective to Dante da Maiano’s lasciviousness, Terino adheres to Dante Alighieri – the lady, 

according to Terino, is conceived. The wordplay of “conceputa” functions on two textual levels: the 

metatextual (conceived of by poet) and the narrative consequences of Dante da Maiano’s tryst 

(illegitimate conception). Yet, as argued in Chapter 2, the body of the lady in A ciascun’alma is as far 

from the symbolic representations debated by L’Abate and Giacomo as it is from Dante da Maiano’s 

scantily clad country lass and foreboding ghost of a mother. What articulates difference in the 

material rendering of  the pain onto the embodied beloved in Dante Alighieri’s dream is not the 

binary of man vs. woman but a unique projection of woman that encourages affective empathy, and 

not an aesthetic representation of her embodiment. If the poet empathizes with the woman, he sees, 

speaks, and acts in love, and he will have love’s empathy in return. Terino exposes the roots of 

Dante da Maiano’s non-visionary love: the conflation of women’s bodies in Provedi, saggio articulates 

material confusion enacted. Conversely, Dante’s disposition toward the donna of A ciascun’alma 

renders the poem itself as an act of material Love. 

Throughout their tenzone exchange, the greater pain of  love to which Dante da Maiano refers 

is that of  unrecognized poetic innovation, felt by the unappreciated poet genius – reception of  such 

validation was the motive of  his dream and the body of  woman the mechanism, or mouthpiece, for 

 
89 Valeria Finucci, The Manly Masquerade: Masculinity, Paternity, and Castration in the Italian Renaissance 
(Durham: Duke University Press, 2003), 14.  
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its communication. In recognition of  the performativity in poetics, the parola rima of  Non canoscendo 

asserts (OMO – PARLA – NOMO) Dante’s awareness of the social consequence of public speech. 

By satisfying Dante da Maiano’s pleas for approval, Dante Alighieri refuses to function as Dante da 

Maiano’s love-object, and rejects signification via association. Even as Dante Alighieri skirts the act 

of naming in tenzone, the singularity of A ciascun’alma’s image of the heart-in-hand lover — “amore 

tenendo / meo core in mano” (“love holding my heart in his hand” vv. 9-10) — recalls a similar 

conceit by association to one invoked by Cavalcanti in the earlier lyric Perchè non furo: “ ’l su’ core che 

Morte ’l porta ’n man” (“his heart which Death carries in hand”).90 

Intertextuality, as we have seen thus far in this dissertation’s treatment of the tenzoni, is rarely 

happenstance. Did Dante Alighieri intend to solicit a response from Cavalcanti specifically? And, if 

so, why would he engage a poet known for subsequent polar bouts of elation and vitriolic self-

victimhood? Why would Dante solicit and contend with Cavalcanti if not in service of a greater love 

than vanity, of aligning dir with fatto in poetic long-form? And in responding to Cavalcanti, does he 

not contradict the playful sanctimony of his replies to Dante da Maiano? Perhaps, like loving Lady 

Philosophy, his discourse both dismantles and reconstructs the material (Aristotelian) essence of 

love itself? The irony of Cavalcanti’s entwined heritage (son of Inferno X’s Cavalcante de’ Cavalcanti) 

expands the lineage of poetic designation at work in Guinizelli’s address ‘Caro padre meo’, to 

Guittone, who knowingly responds in brief tenzone with ‘Figlio mio dilettoso’. The form of tenzone 

pushes towards a meta-awareness of the stakes of writing love into the Italian language as a 

collaborative discourse in the making of the language. 

 

 

 
90 Domenico DeRobertis argues that Dante’s re-articulation of the heart-in-hand trope attests to a 
concrete prehistory of affiliation between these authors. This point was originally made in Rachel 
Jacoff’s unpublished PhD dissertation The Poetry of Guido Cavalcanti (Yale, 1978), 127-8.  
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3. Cavalcanti’s Agreeable Disagreement 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Dante da Maiano Cavalcanti Terino 

Core dimandore Valore Amadore 

presente brevemente Sente Saccente 

parvente canoscente Valente Presente 

Amore sentore Onore Amore 

l’ore parlatore More Core 

lucente mente Mente Umilmente 

subitamente largamente Gente Dormente 

orrore vapore Dolore Fore 

tenendo loquendo veggendo Venendo 

avea rea Cadea Chiedea 

dormendo intendo Temendo Comprendendo 

ardendo rendo dogliendo Conoscendo 

pascea mea Compiea Avea 

piangendo stendo Vincendo Partendo 

   TABLE 4: 

End-Rhyme Replies to A ciascun’alma 
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As common in the tenzoni tradition, each poet’s initial reply to A ciascun’alma corresponds in 

end-rhyme with the initial sonnet. In Table 4, we see that the end-rhymes to each sonnet distill the 

narrative action of A ciascun’alma, functioning almost as a synopsis of each poet’s analysis, or re-

writing. As such, the end-rhymes perform the re-writing that the sonnet urges (“riscrivan” v. 4). 

Cavalcanti, however, emerges as a willing mentor to the as-of-yet unnamed young poet in the 

extension of their discourse. The correspondence of end-rhymes in the first quatrain affirms Dante 

Alighieri’s dream as both valorous and valiant, as honorable perception, and those of the second 

restate the problem of Dante da Maiano’s vision (“more”/“mente”/“ gente”/ “dolore” vv. 5-8). 

Each verse of the sirma similarly moves towards a distillation of its end-rhymes, which first validate 

the dream (“veggendo” and “cadea” vv. 9-10) and then declare Dante Alighieri’s active victory, 

characterizing his disposition as grounded in its experience. Unique among A ciascun’alma’s 

respondents, Cavalcanti invokes the public sphere in intertextual echo of Giacomo’s resounding 

“gente” (Amore è un[o] disio v. 14). Because “. . . . amore regna fra la gente” (“love reigns among 

man” v. 14), its pleasure is contingent on the subjectivity of a singular imagination. Cavalcanti 

resolves the meta-textual debate of status between Dante da Maiano and Dante Alighieri and reveals 

human experience (“sente” v. 2) as both subject to and reflective of public opinion, recalling the 

undergirding discourse of figural representation in Giacomo’s tenzone with L’Abate. In poetics, the 

subjectivity of image renders the distinction between act and speech as one of ethical consequence. 

As the end-rhymes of  each sonnet summarize the action narrated by the poem, by re-signifying the 

sonnet’s argument in validation of Dante’s intertexts Vedeste al mio parere confirms A ciascun’alma as a 

poetics representational of  a Love that is manifest in reciprocity of  vision and voice. 

Additionally, the collective playful acknowledgement of the da Lentinian intertext in -ore and 

-ente end-rhymes thematically preserves the tenzone’s discourse with the origin of Italian vernacular 

poetics: Giacomo’s concluding intervention in tripartite tenzone with Jacapo Mostacci, Pier della 
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Vigna, and L’Abate di Tivoli. As Table 5 furthermore illustrates, the duol d’amor discourse resonates 

from Giacomo’s -ento rhymes, as the sirma’s subtle slip to -ente  renders the internal conflict of duol 

d’amor transparent: To naturalize the creative act as inherent to human experience and as secondary 

(thus not in direct opposition) to that of any divine Creator. 

Reading the end rhymes of the discourse of duol d’amor from its origins, the -ore rhymes 

(Table 5, in red) designate materiality – the human maker – in the moment and context of making, 

while those of -ente (in green: nominal, adjectival, and adverbial) move towards an experiential 

description. When traced through the end rhymes of L’Abate’s sonnet with Giacomo to those of A 

ciascun’alma the active representational “naturalmente” (v. 11) of Amore è un[o] disio harkens to the 

sheer variety of quia and quanto afforded within poetics, meta-poetically and by way of dialogue, as 

marked in time. In Amore è un[o] desio the heart nourishes good, conceiving of and amplifying desire 

by re-imagining love and projecting its image to the eyes. While the heart is natural in desire, the eyes 

are its human mechanism; man is the “concepitore” in the act of imagining (“imagina” v. 13) desire’s 

natural form (“com’è formata naturalmente” v. 11). Man makes image humanly. 

With a primary insistence on the act of seeing, Vedeste al mio parere concertizes all of the 

“seeming” present in Dante’s dream and turns Dante’s account into an offering of vision through a 

verb “vedeste” (you saw). De Robertis remarks that Cavalcanti’s use of the second person plural in 

addressing Dante presents an interpretive dilemma, a “discontinuità” and a “contradizione.”91 Yet, 

when we consider the public nature of tenzoni, written between two authors to each other as a public 

performance for the poetic community at large, Cavalcanti’s choice of the second person plural 

could speak to his self-conscious participation in that very same literary circle: “you” comprises 

Cavalcanti and his fellow readers. 

  

 
91 De Robertis, Rime, Vol. 3, 279.  
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   bold = proper nouns        green = experiential description        red = materiality and making 

    

 

 

 

Dante 

 

da Maiano 

 

Cavalcanti 

 

Terino 

 

      Giacomo 

(Amore è un[o] disio) 

  

Giacomo 

(Feruto sono) 

 

L’Abate 

(Qual om) 

core dimandore valore Amadore Core  Isvarïatamen-

te 

Ispessamente 

presente brevemente sente Saccente piacimento  Cosa Fïate 

parvente canoscente valente Presente amore  Convenente imprimamente 

Amore sentore onore Amore nutricamento  Posa Amiate 

l’ore parlatore more Core amatore  spessamente Coralmente 

lucente mente mente Umilmente ‘namoramento  Rinchiosa Divinitate 

subitamente largamente gente Dormente fuorore  Neiente Veramente 

orrore vapore dolore Fore nascimento  Osa Potestate 

tenendo loquendo veggendo Venendo Core  Contastare Canoscenza 

avea rea cadea Chiedea Rio  Quanto Battaglia 

dormendo intendo temendo Comprendendo naturalmente  Deïtate Combatte 

ardendo rendo dogliendo Conoscendo concepitore  Stare Valenza 

pascea mea compiea Avea Desio  Canto Vaglia 

piangendo stendo vincendo Partendo gente  Peccate Batte 

TABLE 5: 

A CIASCUN’ALMA AND TENZONE END-RHYME INTERTEXTS 
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“Vedeste, al mio parere,” (“you saw, in my opinion” v.1), extends the readership of the tenzone with 

Dante da Maiano by virtue of publicly lauding Dante Alighieri’s articulation of vision. With the use 

of the second person plural Cavalcanti generously inducts the as-of-yet unnamed poet A ciascun’alma 

into his own poetic community: 

Vedeste, al mio parere, ogni valore 

e tutto gioco e quanto bene om sente 

se foste in prova del segnor valente 

 che segnoreggia il mondo de l’onore (vv.1-4) 

In proclaiming the literary vision of his interlocutor, he also offers guidance in his ideals of the art of 

courtly love poetics. Again, the frame of game is evoked. The first octave discusses the nature of 

love as Cavalcanti parallels his relation to Dante’s dream to the feeling of a man in the presence of a 

“segnor valente,” i.e. Love (vv. 3-4). In description of explicit harmony in the positive nature of love 

and its joyous effect on man, the poem implicitly praises Dante. Dante offers readers a chance to see 

(“vedeste”) the valor, joy, and goodness of Love. Furthermore, in transforming the “segnor” of 

Dante’s poem (v. 4) into an active verb “segnoreggia,” Cavalcante nods to Giacomo’s tenzone with 

L’Abate and joins Love and the poets who craft it in the “mondo de l’onore” (“world of honor” v. 

5), through undeniable agency of voice.  Love “sì va soave per sonno al la gente” (“goes softly 

through sleep to people” v. 7), just as Dante’s voice carries his dream to the people through verse, 

 poi vive in parte dove noia more 

 e tien ragion nel cassar de la mente; 

 sì va soave per sonno a la gente, 

 che ’l cor ne porta senza far dolore (vv. 5-8). 

The poem structures the “cessar” of mind, suggesting reason hidden deep within. 
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While a reading of Dante’s dream suggests a synthesis of the Cavalcantian concept of desire 

(in short, love subjugated to reason, which leads to death), Cavalcanti seems to abandon morbid 

conceits. Love is a valiant figure “che ’l cor ne porta senza far dolore” (v. 8). Cavalcanti’s re-vision of 

Dante’s dream saves the lady from death by feeding her the poet’s heart; a “dolce sonno” 

overwhelms pain as the dream ends and “’l su contraro” prevails: 

Di voi lo core ne portò, veggendo 

 che vostra donna alla morte cadea: 

 nodrilla de lo cor, di ciò temendo. 

 

 Quando v’apparve che se ˙n gia dogliendo, 

 fu ’l dolce sonno ch’allor si compiea, 

 che ’l su contraro lo venia vincendo (vv. 9-14). 

Cavalcanti’s somewhat un-Cavalcantian (and even hopeful) interpretation of Dante’s dream offers 

encouragement from the established poet. Love wins precisely through mercy in sparing the love-

object (be it poet or lover) the pain of mortality. 

However, Calvalcanti offers two crucial moments of didacticism amidst his laudations. The 

first articulates an imbalance in proportional relationship between desire and reason in the lyric of 

courtly love. When Cavalcanti characterizes Love as one who “tien ragion nel cassar de la mente” (v. 

6), he enacts reason, providing a rational definition of Love as it applies to his evaluation of Dante’s 

dream. Also, Cavalcanti’s reason predicates the birds and the bees of Love on a faulty tautology by 

emphasizing that love poets must negotiate desire via its material opposite: women’s bodies. With A 

ciascun’alma (v. 11) Dante introduces a physical woman for the first time in his lyrics. He refers to her 

with the most general of embracing designations, “madonna” (v. 11). As though instructing Dante 

as to the proper role of women in courtly lyric, Cavalcanti relates “madonna” via her relationship to 
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Dante, “vostra donna” (v. 10). Cavalcanti stresses the material body of the woman as the purview of 

the lover – moreover, as contingent she is replaceable. 

Cavalcanti’s tone is a far cry from the competitive posturing of Dante da Maiano, and yet the 

opposition of “’l su contraro” rings ominous. If a dream is “dolce,” then what is a ‘woken’ life? In 

identifying a similar death-drive within Cavalcanti’s canzone, Donna me prega, both Maria Corti and 

Maria Luisa Ardizzone have questioned Cavalcanti’s aptitude for happiness (or intellectual 

contentment). Notably, their shared source text (a late 13th century treatise of Giacomo da Pistoia, 

Quaestio de felicitate) leads to opposing conclusions: Corti argues for the possibility of a generalized 

active perfect love in Cavalcanti. Ardizzone conversely interprets that, as Aristotelian, Cavalcantian 

love exists passively (in the imagination) or actively (but only as a function of passion): “Le prime 

prove poetiche di Cavalcanti, radicate come sono nell’aristotelismo e nella scienza media, sono 

revelitrici del ruolo centrale che l’immaginazione occupa nella sua meditazione. È un’importanza che 

sarà poi confermata da Donna me prega, che tuttavia incarna uno stadio differente della riflessione del 

poeta. . . la canzone elabora, infatti, una nuova prospettiva dove l’amore viene a coincidere con la 

passione.”92 In fact, Cavalcanti’s reading of A ciascun’alma seems to frame death as generative in the 

life of the poet, much like the flames of passion. In this context “vincendo” is the “contraro” of 

Dante’s passive sleep – active life, “venia vincendo” (came conquering, v. 14). Extending this 

interpretation, “vincendo” (a gerund and strong active participle) encourages Dante Alighieri to 

come conquering, even as it echoes Dante da Maiano’s charge of questionable/lacking experience. 

To testify to the interchangeability of a poet’s heart Cavalcanti gestures towards his demonstrated 

active life experience as documented in his prior lyric production, and prods Dante to wake into life 

with a more proper direction for poetics. 

 
92 Maria Corti, La felicità mentale, Nuove prospettive per Cavalcanti e Dante (Turin: Einaudi, 1983) and 
Maria Lousia Ardizzone, “Pleasure and Intellectual Happiness: Guido Cavalcanti and Giacomo da 
Pistoia” in Cavalcanti: The Other Middle Ages (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2002), p. 53. 



 

 119 
 
 
 

 

4. Poetics in question: The “what is?” and “what if?” of woman 

Cavalcanti’s response misreads Dante in articulating a vision of Love that polices and 

maintains the binaries on which the courtly is predicated (man/woman, active/passive, day/night, 

reality/fantasy, life/not life).93 In cataloguing treatments of women in Provencal lyric, Simon Gaunt 

has demonstrated that the troubadours’ primary objective for expressing love in verse was to receive 

recognition within a homosocial matrix.94 Here I draw on Eve Sedgwick, who defines homosociality 

as “. . . the presence of male heterosexual desire, in the form of a desire to consolidate partnership 

with authoritative males in and through female bodies.” 95 Assessing A ciascun’alma within a male 

value system that privileges poetic performance, Cavalcanti aligns himself with the practices of his 

Occitan lyric predecessors – a life active in love is the purview of the male poet.  However, as 

Cavalcanti swoons with effusive praise for his lady loves (poetically represented in evocative senhals) 

and languishes in bitter pain at the mercy of a cold-hearted, loved woman with homicidal eyes within 

his lyrics, he begins to question the rigid binaries of sexual difference through man’s varied 

experience of love. In Vedeste al mio parere Cavalcanti’s love reifies sexual difference in binary 

opposition, the capacity to choose lover the affordance of male agency. Without love, woman 

actively dies (“alla morte cadea” v. 9). Cavalcanti, however, omits commentary on the affective 

experience of women in love. The figure of woman thus rests in her contained and, moreover, 

contingent embodiment. 

 
93 For more on these binaries, see Fabian Alfie, Comedy and Culture: Cecco Angiolieri’s Poetry and Late 
Medieval Society (Leeds, UK: Northern Universities Press, 2001), 25. 

94 See, Simon Gaunt, “Poetry of Exclusion: A Feminist Reading of Some Troubadour Lyrics,” The 
Modern Language Review 85.2 (1990), 310-329. 

95 Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, Between Men, English Literature and Male Homosexual Desire (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1985), 38. 
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From its incipit Guido i’ vorrei articulates fraternity in absence of difference. Dante opens his 

reply with the immediate clarity of direct address bound by the intimacy of names in subsequent 

association. The fronte lays bare a logical conflict of designation that obscures Guido’s vision: Love, if 

contingent on the subjectivity of male experience, is nothing without the contingency of female as 

object. Without desire there is no object, no subject: there is nothing but intransitive verbs. 

  Guido, i’vorrei che tu e Lapo ed io 

  fossimo presi per incantamento 

  e messi in un vasel ch’ad ogni vento 

  per mare andasse al voler vostro e mio; 

  sì che fortuna od altro tempo rio 

  non ci potesse dare impedimento, 

  anzi, vivendo sempre in un talento, 

  di star insieme crescesse il disio (vv. 1-8). 

As the fronte invokes names in poetic unity, Dante conjugates in the hypothetical to actively perform 

disjuncture: The empirical impossibility of said togetherness. The names that consolidate poetic 

community resonate like an arcadian reverie, a mythical journey to everywhere and nowhere, and 

Dante invokes a hyper-masculine epic – a “vassel” [v. 3] of wood (not a woman’s flesh, nor a Trojan 

horse cloaking an army of human bodies) – to demarcate the boundaries of his vision. In Dante’s 

magical realm a state of communal desire (“vivendo sempre in un talento” v. 7) acts in togethering 

(“stare insieme” v. 8) in body and mind, and as each individual moves according to his or her own 

will (“al voler vostro e mio” v. 4). Yet, in light of the precursor of dream offered in A ciascun’alma, 

the desire of the fronte seems an articulation of the unreal. In the context of the visionary, however, 

what is hypothetical becomes a literal impossibility: An ‘other’ vision (and hence all that which the 

singularity of vision rejects)? 
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In A ciascun’alma, the beauty of the woman is the beauty of the poem (cospetto/presente); 

the context of dream allows a manifestation of desire through consequence envisioned. Unlike the 

boundlessness of a pastorella’s countryside, the specificity of a poet dreaming asks readers to draw on 

their material experience in order to project empathy into the poem’s image of woman. Dante’s 

description reads like a paradox of Zeno; one imagines this boat a vibrating stasis in the great sea of 

being, moved mostly and foremost by the moon and tides. The tense of desire, I argue, governs the 

illogic of Dante’s vision. Barolini writes that Guido, i’ vorrei “expresses the desire to enter into a magic 

space of impossible and perfect non-difference”.96 

With the sirma’s turn to a reality principle, the “io” of the incipit shifts sharply in 

disassociation from the performative voice of Dante Alighieri’s tenzoni with Dante da Maiano. The 

interjection of embodied women materializes the impossibility of non-difference because of their 

physical proximity to the male poets within the boat’s enclosure: 

  E monna Vanna e monna Lagia poi 

  con quella ch’è sul numer de la trenta 

  con noi ponesse il buono incantatore: 

  e quivi ragionar sempre d’amore,  

  e ciascuna di lor fosse contenta 

  sì come credo che sarémo noi (vv. 9-14).  

Still, the women on Dante’s boat interrupt poetic fantasy, interjecting the hyper-reality of sexual 

difference as regulated in gendered governance of private space; even as the three (+/-) women’s 

 
96 Barolini, Dante’s Lyric Poetry, 115. 
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inactivity upholds customs of comportment, their presence testifies to the inequality of women’s 

access to and representation in the public sphere.97 

The two madonne (those of Guido and Lapo) and woman 30 are not vessels; unlike the men 

with whom they share the boat, they are distinguishable beyond the poems’ hypothetical imagination 

because of their titular designation. The gendered signifier “monna” in a repetition of title as 

contingent leads to quantifiable signification, as does the number 30, and the specificity of these 

women. As the turn of the sonnet mirrors the boundaries of medieval gendered divisions of space, 

women are the (common) denominator; their difference expressed via designation (title/number) 

upsets all presumptions of shared experience, extending the perspective of the male poet, beyond 

the poem’s context. 

Whereas genetic sex is based on physical attributes (and is therefore a fixed category), gender 

is both created and temporal (and therefore flexible). The absurdity of women as property of the 

homosocial burgeons as Dante names women via a title (“monna”), whose sole purpose is to 

designate sexual difference in time by association to a male counterpart: “monna” denotes a grown 

woman rather than the ambiguity of a senhal’s masquerade. The ethics of Dante’s Non canoscendo logic 

resonates in the significance of 30; as either rigid or representative numbered designation 30 

withholds any identifiers that might accidently reveal the poet’s identity in a symbolic or metaphoric 

slip of fiction. By invoking representational power in number, Dante articulates a multiplicity of 

experience non-contingent on and (hence unforeseeable to) the poets named in the incipit – as this 

chapter will demonstrate, by supplanting name for a number, Dante critiques the poetic practice of 

employing senhals. The female body preforms a Carnivalesque explanation of the lyric lady as 

inscribed in difference and the poem concludes in the confusion of essential consequence of worth. 

 
97 This sort of triangulation of women has become a hallmark of contemporary feminist narratives 
from the novels of Gertrude Stein to the films of Robert Altman, and certainly merits further study. 
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5. Father Philosophy 

In contemporary critical theory it has long been axiomatic that gender is fundamentally a 

social construction, that masculinity and femininity are not fixed categories but are aligned with the 

historical events and dominant socio-cultural values of a given time period. The activity of medieval 

civilian women defies the courtly. Barolini asserts that such instances of ideological ambivalence in 

eros provide ample justification for a scholar’s entrance into addressing issues of gender in male-

authored medieval literature. 98 The brilliant, creative, tortuous widow of Boccaccio’s Corbaccio, for 

example, is lambasted by her suitors solely because she shares their liberty.99 In representing women 

 
98 See especially, Barolini, “Lifting the Veil: Notes Toward a Gendered History of Early Italian 
Literature” in Medieval Constructions in Gender and Identity: Essays in Honor of Joan Ferrante. Arizona 
Center for Medieval and Renaissance Studies (2005): 169-188, 171, Barolini, “Beyond (Courtly) 
Dualism: Thinking about Gender in Dante’s Lyrics” in Dante for the New Millenium, Eds. Teodolinda 
Barolini and H. Wayne Storey (New York: Fordham UP, 2003): 65-89 and Joan Ferrante, "Male 
Fantasy and Female Reality in Courtly Literature," Women's Studies II (1984); 67-97. 
 
99 I read the Corbaccio in itself as a parody that imagines consequences of A ciascun’alma specifically 
for courtly love poets; the bifurcating voice of Cavalcanti rings in the spirit guide who wakes 
Bocaccio’s protagonist-poet. When Boccaccio teaches us that built into the middle of a dream is the 
signifying incompetence of man, it is with the widow’s communicative facility; her capacity for 
signification is manifold – she creates pigment, she is an expert rhetorician, she works an abacus to 
manage her finances and protect her independence. Far beyond confines of brigata, the creationary 
arts of the Corbaccio’s female protagonist are ineffable in the material enclosure of the poet-
protagonist who dreams of her, remembering, envisioning, and projecting. Yet both the poet and his 
spirit guide(s) remained trapped in the room that frames their disenchanted, disgruntled 
perspectives: the location of the dream's vision nothing more than a restrictive room of language in 
the solitude of thought. Intelligibility of frame in conjunction with voice, as understood, Luke 
Rosenau suggested, is remarkably complex in the structure of the Corbaccio. Dante also indicated 
perplexity at the lembo of ethical justification for a personal-language at the close of the Vita Nuova, 
and at the end of the De Vulgari Eloquentia. David Foster Wallace’s post-modern Infinite Jest similarly 
asks what happens to the trust between reader and writer when entire books become inside jokes – 
Foster-Wallace’s, first novel, The Broom and the System, proposes analytic philosophy in the syntax of 
singular sentences and in the structure of the novel as a whole (which was originally submitted as a 
creative approach to his undergraduate thesis on Ludwig Wittgenstein to the Department of English 
at Amherst College).  
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in direct and inverse proportion to the male names listed in the incipit, Dante offers almost a riddle 

of designation to be solved by Cavalcanti. 

Since gender is dialectical, and in the case of the tenzone, dialogic, creating a new definition of 

womanhood necessarily requires a redefinition of the courtly lover. In bestowing only the women of 

Guido, i’ vorrei with titles, Dante questions the consequences of encoding sexual difference in 

representations of Love. According to Michel Foucault, for the Greco-Roman world the “dangers” 

of ta aphrodisia (the things of Aphrodite) lay in the intensity of pleasure or desire, not in an a priori 

characterization of either as inherently evil. The use of pleasures (chresis) is seen as a natural and 

enjoyable part of life. For ancient Greeks, the problematization of chresis is less a consequence of 

external strictures such as one might associate with the Christian Era than of an internally 

constructed ethical formation of Self. Of the Greek virtue of sophrysyne, or moderation, Foucault 

relays the gendered justification for chresis: “That moderation is given an essentially masculine 

structure has (the) consequence (that)… immoderation derives from a passivity that relates to 

femininity.”100 Indeed, Guido i’vorrei asks, is there not inherent hypocrisy in the passive 

representations of women in the world of love (as represented in courtly or in social practice)? 

As in Vedeste, al mio parere, Cavalcanti’s four subsequent tenzone responses attempt correction 

of Dante’s non-courtly representation of women. In the ethical formation of self, one establishes 

“the manner in which one ought to conduct oneself – that is, the manner in which one ought to 

form oneself as an ethical subject acting in reference to the prescriptive elements that make up the 

(moral) code.” The “mode of subjection” -- “…the way in which the individual establishes his 

relation to the rule and recognizes himself as obliged to put it into practice” --  dictates that one 

 
100 Michel Foucault, The Use of Pleasure: The History of Sexuality Vol. II, Trans Robert Hurley (New 
York, NY: Random House, 1985), 84.  
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must in effect place himself in the arena, in order to be a player. 101 He must familiarize himself with 

the norms to master the rules.102 As Cavalcanti stretches to discern the identity of his interlocutor in 

the absence of direct response, his replies to Guido i’ vorrei reveal his own poetic and personal blind-

spots in gendered misreadings of Dante’s vision. 

S’io fosse quelli che d’Amore fu’ degno opens with Cavalcanti’s disavowal of his worthiness of 

Love, in a move of false deference characteristic of the game of the tenzone: 

  S’io fosse quelli che d’Amore fu’ degno, 

  del qual non trovo ma’ che rimembranza, 

  e la donna tenesse altra sembianza, 

  assai mi piaceria sì fatto legno (vv. 1-4) 

Echoing Dante’s hypothetical contrary to fact, Cavalcanti invokes his former experiences of love 

(“del qual non trovo ma’ che rimembranza” v. 2) to reduce Dante’s inclusive vessel to a mere 

construction. Cavalcanti grounds his rejection in concretely material terms: The wood that makes 

Dante’s boat and the “sembianza” (semblance or appearance v. 3) of woman. In presenting himself 

as beyond love, Cavalcanti frames his wisdom as perspectival: 

E tu che sè de l’amoroso regno 

là onde di merzé nasce speranza, 

riguarda se ’l i’ spirito ha pesanza, 

ch’un prest’archier di lui ha fatto segno, 

 

e tragge l’arco che li tese Amore 

sì lietamente, che la sua persona 

 
101 Foucault, The Use of Pleasure, 26.  
 
102 Huizinga, homo ludens, 11-13. 
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par che di gioco porti signoria (vv. 5-11) 

Reinforcing the polarities of masculine/feminine, active/passive, which Dante had collapsed in the 

liminal zone of Guido i’ vorrei, the concreteness of Cavalcanti’s “pesanza” (“heaviness” v.7) calls the 

“speranza” (“hope” v. 6) of Dante’s “regno” (“realm” v. 5) of love to question. In drawing attention 

to the body of the archer, who has made the “segno” (“sign” v. 8) as agent of love (perhaps a 

symbol for the poet and his sonnet), the sirma turns to the qualities or degrees of the archer’s 

demonstrable act. We understand Cavalcanti’s charge of a “sì lietamente” (“so happily” v. 10) poised 

bow as one of ethical consequence. In fact, it is the “gioco” (“play” v. 11) of Dante that renders his 

“persona” (“persona” or “personhood” v. 10) as questionable to Cavalcanti. In turn, Cavalcanti 

questions Dante’s capacity as a creator. 

Remembering that Cavacanti himself was a philosopher by trade provides further context 

for Cavalcanti’s conclusion: 

Or odi maraviglia che d’el sia: 

lo spirito fedito li perdona 

vedendo che li strugge il suo valore (vv. 12-14). 

Even as Cavalcanti directly and quite un-performatively declares his repulsion for Dante’s former 

marvel, he figures himself the injured target of its arrow (Dante’s poem) and defends his poetic 

practice of lamenting the duol d’amor by pardoning Dante. He closes with inevitable mercy because 

Dante had singlehandedly compromised his own valor enough (“li strugge il suo valore” v. 14) with 

the informality of his levity. Given that Cavalcanti’s tight deductive reasoning can only be penetrated 

by an admission of Dante’s personal experience, it does not surprise that his provocative invective 

fell short of response. 

Dante withholds direct reply as Cavalcanti issues three more sonnets. His individual lyrics 

written relatively contemporaneous to this tenzone, however, exhibit experimentation with similar 
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giochi of designation. Dante mocks the precarious preciousness of Cavalcanti’s tendency to represent 

women in the repetitive diminutives of Per una ghirlandetta. The floral senhal of the sonnet’s garlanded 

lady-love, “Fioretta” (“Little Flower” v. 12) trills Cavalcantian. However, unlike a courtly lady, 

“Fioretta” speaks. In direct discourse, through the fictive voice of Fioretta, Dante’s sonnet 

articulates the homosocial impetus for figuring women only as representative in poetics: “Chi×mmi 

vedrà / lauderà ’l mio signore” (“Whoever looks on me/ will praise my noble lord” vv. 9-10). 

Per una ghirlandetta 

ch’i’ vidi, mi farà  

sospirare ogni fiore. 

I’ vidi a voi, donna, portare 

ghirlandetta di fior’ gentile, 

e sovr’a˙llei vidi volare 

un angiolel d’amore umìle; 

e ’lsuo cantar sottile 

dicea: “Chi˙mmi vedrà 

lauderà ’l mio signore”. 

S’io sarò là dove sia 

Fioretta mia bella a sentire, 

allor dirò la donna mia 

che port’in testa i mie’ sospire. 

Ma per crescer disire 

[la] mia donna verrà 

coronata d’Amore. 

Le parolette mie novelle 
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che di fior[i] fatt’han ballata, 

per leggiadria ci hanno tolt’elle 

una vesta ch’altrui fu data: 

però siate pregata, 

qual uom la canterà, 

che˙lli facciate onore (vv.1-24). 

As the bouncy ballata proceeds Dante Alighieri narrates his own literary history of tenzone with Dante 

da Maiano, recalling how his words (“le parolette mie novelle” v. 18) stripped the woman of clothes 

another had placed upon her in an act of courtly honor (“per leggiadria ci hanno tolt’elle / una vesta 

ch’altrui fu data” vv. 20-21). In this act of re-vestment, Dante’s cites his own textuality as record of 

personal honor to demonstrate rational and empirical intelligence via rhetorical levity (and while still 

maintaining anonymity). The ballata closes with a reminder of the mechanism of fama (“qual uom la 

canterà, / che×lli facciate onore”  [“whoever sings its tune, / please greet him graciously” vv. 23-24]). 

Despite Cavalcanti’s declarations of wisdom (and having not yet determined his 

interlocutor’s identity), the integrity of his birthright as the philosopher-poet remains in very public 

question. When Cavalcanti ventures another attempt, he voices injured lament (much like da Maiano 

in Amor mi fa). Cavalcanti performs A ciascun’alma’s empathy, but towards Dante himself. Io vengo un 

giorno a×tte reverberates in material manifestation, a textual enactment of the constancy, care, and 

tough-love of friendship. The verbs, not in conditional, are in the concrete present. Cavalcanti’s 

ardor has waned in direct correspondence to Dante’s silence. The poem then demonstrates the 

mechanism of duol d’amor as reciprocity, and as the sirma slyly turns, “di me parlavi sì coralemente / 

che˙ttutte le tue rime avìe ricolte” (vv. 7-8) to cite a record of Dante’s former praise of him. 

I’ vegno ’l giorno a×tte ’infinite volte 

e trovoti pensar troppo vilmente: 
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molto mi dol della gentil tua mente 

e d’assai tue vertù che×tti son tolte. 

 

Solevanti spiacer persone molte, 

tuttor fuggivi la noiosa gente; 

di me parlavi sì coralemente 

che×ttutte le tue rime avìe ricolte. 

 

Or non ardisco, per la vil tua vita, 

far mostramento che×ttu’ dir mi piaccia, 

né 'n guisa vegno a×tte che×ttu mi veggi. 

 

Se 'l presente sonetto spesso leggi, 

lo spirito noioso che×tti caccia 

si partirà dall’anima invilita. 

The second quatrain “Solevanti spiacer persone molte” (v. 5), however, materializes lamentations 

chorally, invoking the broader reading public. As a textual enactment, the urgency to revisit, “Se 'l 

presente sonetto spesso leggi” (v. 13) echoes in the sonnet’s materiality, a declaration of the curative 

act of reading. 

As Table 5 earlier illustrated, articulation of said constancy had already become a trope in the 

early lyric tradition, an echoing agreement for how to establish discourse in a newly codified 

vernacular. A friendship between Cavalcanti and Dante did exist in this collaboration. In I’vengo their 

amistà is written and enacted; Cavalcanti imagines his text materializing in Dante’s room, and 
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remaining there. The poem speaks as a record of friendship “di me parlavi sì coralemente / 

che˙ttutte le tue rime avìe ricolte” (“of me you spoke so chorally / that all of your lyrics have 

reprised it” vv. 7-8) in reminder of its textual past, offered as comfort (“the annoyed spirit that 

chases you / will depart from your en-vile-d soul” vv. 13-14). 

Contemporaneous to Per una ghirlandetta, Dante also penned the sonnet Cavalcando l’altr’ier per 

un cammino,103 which invokes the galloping cadence of Cavalcanti’s name in playful critique of 

employing senhals. Connotations of proper names further prod the problem of representation in 

poetic designation. He re-calls his interlocutor in the blatant word-play of proper noun rendered 

verb (‘Cavalcanti’ => ‘cavalcare’ [‘to ride’] v. 1). 

Cavalcando l’altr’ier per un cammino, 

pensoso de l’andar che mi sgradia, 

trovai Amore in mezzo de la via  

in abito leggier di peregrino. 

 

Ne la sembianza mi parea meschino, 

come avesse perduto segnoria; 

a sospirando pensoso venia, 

per non veder la gente, a capo chino. 

 

Quando mi vide, mi chiamò per nome, 

 

103 For more on masculinity and gendered recreation in Dante’s work, see Teodolinda Barolini, “The 
Sociology of the Brigata: Gendered Groups in Dante, Forese, Folgore, Boccaccio – From ‘Guido i’ 
vorrei’ to Griselda. Italian Studies 67.1 (2012): 4-22.  
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e disse: “Io vengo di lontana parte, 

ov’era lo tuo cor, per mio volere; 

 

e recolo a servir novo piacere”. 

Allora presi di lui sì gran parte, 

ch’elli disparve e non m’accorsi come  

 

“Cavalcare” resonates with the activity of the homosocial sphere, in marked comparison to the 

passivity and ephemerality of the object beneath a flower’s symbolism. 

Judith Butler argues that the performance of gender plays out as key instrument in the 

structuring of modern society: 

. . . one is compelled to live in a world in which genders constitute univocal 

signifiers, in which gender is stabilized, polarized, rendered discrete and intractable. 

In effect, gender is made to comply with a model of truth and falsity which not only 

contradicts its own performative fluidity, but serves a social policy of gender 

regulation and control.104 

For Butler, gender performance is a self-perpetuating instrument of social control. Poets writing 

themselves into the courtly tradition seem anachronistically and meta-textually hyperaware of the 

power structure at work in the performance of gender and in gendered representations. Dante’s 

insistence on his own anonymity, however, forces us to ask: What does a proper name mean as 

representative of active or embodied practices of love? 

The sonnet begins in medias res, the horse indistinguishable from its rider as the incipit’s 

motion folds inward to the displeasure of Dante’s thought. Love appears on the path Dante travels; 
 

104 Butler, Gender Trouble, 56.  
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harkening Franciscan in pilgrims’ garb, personified Love’s semblance, and having lost mastery (“. . 

.la sembianza mi parea meschino / come avesse perduto segnoria” vv. 5-6), head bent so as to avoid 

seeing people, deep in pensive sighs (“sospriando pensoso” v. 7), he speaks directly to the poet to 

issue the exchange of the love object: “Io vengo di lontana parte, / ov’era lo tuo cor, per mio volere; 

/ e recolo a servir novo piacere” (“’I come from afar, / where your heart was, according to my 

wishes / I come to collect it to serve a new pleasure’” vv. 10-12). Dante is recalled from the rhythm 

of his travels to serve new pleasures, only with the gravity of love. The smarrimento of Dante (which 

will become a trope in the Comedy) is reprised in Cavalcanti’s subsequent lyric, Certe mie rime a×tte 

mandar vogliendo.  This sonnet, furthermore, issues almost a directive for calling Dante’s attention as 

love did: “mi chiamò per nome” (v. 9), to name him, to issue a new pleasure: 

Certe mie rime a×tte mandar vogliendo 

del grave stato che lo meo cor porta, 

Amor m’apparve in figure morta 

e disse: “Non mandar, ch’i’ ti riprendo, 

 

però che×sse l’amico è quell ch’io 'ntendo, 

e’ non avrà già sì la mente accorta 

ch’udendo la 'ngiuliosa cosa a torta 

ch’i’ ti fo sostener tuttora ardendo, 

 

temo non prenda sì gran smarrimento 

ch’avante ch’udit’aggia tua pesanza 

non si diparta da la vita il core. 
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E tu conosci ben ch’i’ son Amore 

perch’i’ ti lascio questa mia sembianza 

e pòrtone ciascun pensamento”  

 

Here, Cavalcanti writes as love, urging Dante to temper his journey. Cavalcanti cites the gravity of 

his own heart as justification for his persistence in repeated addresses. Love appears in the guise of 

death and explains Dante’s silence as a lack of affective identification, i.e. Dante’s inability to 

understand the torment and passion of Cavalcanti (vv. 4-8). By Io vegno, in deference, Cavalcanti 

demonstrates that the game is one of ontology of voice. Love rises from the dead in Certe mie rime, 

presenting in “figura morta”, not a moment before and after as in Dante da Maiano’s Provedi, saggio, 

but at the moment of pre-articulation.105 Love’s direct discourse comprises the majority of the 

sonnet, occupying the majority of lines in the sonnet. Through Cavalcanti, the voice of love 

overpowers the sonnet – in 11 of the poem’s 14 lines. 

Deh, Violetta, che ’n ombra d’Amore, another of Dante’s sonnets written in the style of 

Cavalcanti, names the woman twice (with a floral senhal) and in a redundancy similar to the incipit of 

Guido i’vorrei. In emphasizing the woman’s beyond-human form (“Tu, Violetta, in forma più che 

umana” v. 5), Dante questions the “sembianza” (Certe mie rime v. 13) of figural rather than humanly 

embodied representations of Love: 

Deh, Violetta, che ’n ombra d’Amore 

nelli occhi miei sì sùbito apparisti, 

aggi pietà del cor che tu feristi, 
 

105 As Joseph Luzzi has shown in In a Dark Wood: What Dante Taught Me About Grief, Healing and the 
Mysteries of Love (New York, NY: Harper Collins, 2015) the Vita Nuova remains a tender 
accompaniment to the deep process of grief. 
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che spera in te e disiando more. 

 

Tu, Vïoletta, in forma più che umana, 

foco mettesti dentro in la mia mente 

col tuo piacer ch’io vidi; 

poi con atto di spirito cocente 

creasti spene che ’n parte mi sana 

là dove tu mi ridi. 

Deh non guardare perch’a×llei mi fidi, 

ma drizza gli occhi al gran disio che m’arde 

ché mille donne già per esser tarde, 

sentit’han pena de l’altrui dolore (vv. 1-14). 106 

The closing verses redirect to the designatory puzzle of Dante’s vision: “chè mille donne già, per 

esser tarde, / sentit’han pena de l’altrui dolore” (“for many ladies, being slow to act, / have known 

the pain of others’ suffering” vv. 13-14). In rendering the reality principle of Love with empathy for 

the woman’s material experience, Deh, Violetta daringly reframes the recursive rhythms of constancy 

in blatant terms of a woman’s experience. Dante’s “gran disio che m’arde” (“great desire that burns 

within me” v. 12) considers Love’s consequence beyond the homosocial. 

The honor of a Dantean poetics (and by extension, practice), Deh, Violetta seems to declare, 

is a comprehensive awareness of the consequences of the creative act – not just for the solipsism of 

a heartbroken poet, or for studious philosophers, but for all readers and beings. For Dante, the 

ethics of representation transcend the figurative stylings of L’Abate’s deity or the symbolic passivity 

 
106 According to Barolini’s ordering this ballata (23) closes a sequence of  Cavalcanti-related lyrics, 
including Per una ghirlandetta (21), Deh Violetta, che ’n ombra d’amore (22), and Amore e monna Lagia e 
Guido ed Io (20) that begins with Guido, i’ vorrei (19), see Dante’s Lyric Poetry, pp. 113 and following. 
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of Giacomo’s emitting and absorbing sponge. Like A ciascun’alma, Deh, Violetta shows Dante’s poetic 

representations of Love as un-romanticized, and akin to their real-life possibilities and ramifications. 

Se vedi Amore acknowledges love in relation to reputation and the name, similarly invoking 

the consequences of representing woman in the public sphere. The poem’s incipit names Dante (v. 

1); in doing so, it enacts the vision of Cavalcando l’altr’ier, and directs love to address Dante. Dante 

thus receives Cavalcanti’s vision of love. 

Se vedi Amore, assai ti priego, Dante, 

in parte là 've Lapo sia presente, 

che non ti grave di por sì la mente 

che×mmi riscrivi s’e’ lo chiama amante, 

 

e se la donna li sembla avenante, 

ch’e’ si le mostra vinto fortemente, 

ché molte fiate così fatte gente 

suol per gravezza d’amor far sembiante (vv.1-8). 

Furthermore, he names Dante in conjunction with Lapo (v.2), and further inquires as to the third 

lady in the poem (“s’e’ lo chiama amante” [“if she calls him lover”] v.4). Guglielmo Gorni argues 

that Cavalcanti’s distaste for Dante’s praise of Beatrice and for his obsession with her prompted the 

rupture of their friendship: “the ‘historical’ Beatrice, even after her death, is still an ‘analogy’ for a 

higher presence, and is thus a different kind of woman than such as Guido wanted to celebrate.”107 

Indeed, Se vedi Amore attests to the problem of equilibrium in undoing difference in romantic 

representation, in apt wordplay, and with the double-entendre “gravezza” (“weight” [v.8] suggests also 

 
107 Guglielmo Gorni, Il nodo della lingua: studi du Dante ed altri duecenteschi (Florence: Olschki, 1981), 
131. Translation is mine.  
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the appearance or corporeal state of being “gravido” from love). Even as Cavalcanti names Dante, 

he does so in proposition of the act of birth. 

The sirma introduces the problem of a court (“tu sai che nella corte là 'ove regna/ Non vi 

può om che sia vile servire /a donna che là entro sia renduta” vv. 9-11) in contradiction to creating 

an ethical vision of Love: 

Tu sai nella corte là ’ve regna 

non vi può om che sia vile servire 

a donna che là entro sia renduta. 

 

Se la soffrenza lo servente aiuta  

può di leggier coggnoscer nostro sire, 

lo quale porta di merzede insegna (vv. 9-14). 

 
The sirma of the Cavalcanti’s reply turns to another court in which evil comes from the acts of 

woman. Ronald Martinez provides a compelling analysis of Cavalcanti’s commentary on idolatry in 

his conflation of the image of his beloved and the Virgin Mary in Una figura della donna mia, a lyric in 

his tenzone exchange with Guido Orlandi. Being more firmly grounded in socio-historical reality than 

many of Cavalcanti’s lyrics, this poem offers a special insight into Cavalcanti vis-à-vis gender and the 

role of the lyric lady.108 Who, however, is the “nostro sire” that the poem urges Dante to consult if 

in need of merciful lesson? It is quite possible that the “porta” (door) “di merzede insegna” (that 

teaches mercy) is the one that opens into Dante’s journey to the afterlife. When Dante meets 

 

108 Ronald L. Martinez, "Guido Cavalcanti's 'Una figura della donna mia' and the Specter of Idolatry 
Haunting the Stilnovo," Exemplaria: A Journal of Theory in Medieval and Renaissance Studies 15.2 (2003): 
297-324. 
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Brunetto Latini among the sodomites of Inferno XV, he addresses him as “la cara e buona imagine 

paterna” (“the dear and good image of father” Inf XV.84). What were the lessons Dante learned 

from his tutor, who also ventured into hell’s bowels in his Tesoretto? To write the epic in a new 

language one must think of the consequences of one’s words and deeds as both political and 

personal, and always in love. In Dante’s era, practices of love were governed by social conventions 

and practices of the marriage contract. Kristeva argues that dialogism is the imperative of zero, like 

passing through the point of perspective: “We should particularly emphasize this specificity of 

dialogue as transgression giving itself a law so as to radically and categorically distinguish it from the 

pseudo-transgression evident in certain modern ‘erotic’ and parodic literature.”109 With the poem’s 

direct address to Dante, Cavalcanti himself demonstrates the signifying power of the name in 

transgressing the rigidity of definitions. The intelligibility of a name is contingent on its associations, 

both within the tenzone’s immediate literary community and in the readerly community at large. In 

asking after Dante’s lady, Cavalcanti constrains Dante to reply so as to clarify his own name. 

As the tenzoni are entrenched in the realm of the social, we can read the linguistic practices of 

belonging in community as articulated and performed in Dante’s works. In tenzone, the “io” of an 

author does not go unchallenged but rather is workshopped in poetic dialogue. Manuscripts in the 

author’s hand present authority through the singular filtered perceptions of the author. The 

dialogistic tenzone, however, more closely emulates the experiential and practice of community – both 

textual and linguistic. The propinquity of Cavalcanti and Dante, physically, and as poets of Florence 

resounds in the invocations of gossip in their tenzone exchange, which echo through Dante’s 

concurrent sonnets. In the immediacy of the tenzone’s Florentine audience, Se vedi Amore, assai ti priego, 

Dante might rather provoke the question, ‘Which Dante? Dante da Maiano? Or our Dante Alighieri, 

of Florence?’ 

 
109 Kristeva, “Word, Dialogue, Novel,” in Desire in Language, 71. 
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6. Tautologies of Difference 

In tenzone with Cavalcanti, Dante constructs an elaborate puzzle of  disidentification, 

rendering his poetic distinction through a multiplicity of  voices, all of  which are his own. Within the 

intertextuality of tenzone Dante purges semantic fields of associations and resists identification in 

privilege of poetics. He speaks to render his own experience and question Cavalcanti’s textual 

practice on the grounds of autobiography and textual lineage. In the dream of A ciascun’alma Dante 

exposes the vanity of the courtly lover. The poem’s two figures, the lady and ambiguous love/death 

suggest that the act of  loving comprises just that. Where does that get the lady beyond heart 

consuming? And where does that get the lover? Sad, alone and seeing things? 

Guido i’ vorrei begins similarly with three male figures in a boat until the introduction of 

female counterparts disturbs the reality of the vision. Amore e monna Lagia progresses to frame 

Dante’s poetics in social reality. However, what that network represents ruptures accord between 

Dante and Cavalcanti precisely because of the introduction of woman into the social realm. The 

incipit lists Love and monna Lagia, alongside Guido and “io,” only to re-emphasize Guido with the 

flip of the sirma. 

  Amore e monna Lagia e Guido ed io 

  possiamo ringraziar un ser costui 

  che×nn’ha partiti sapete da cui 

  (no˙l vo’ contar per averlo in oblio). 

 

  Poi questi tre più non v’hanno disio, 

  ch’eran serventi d’tal guisa a lui, 

  che veramente più di lor non fui 
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  imaginando ch’elli fosse iddio, 

 

  sia ringraziato Amor che se n’accorse 

  primeramente; e poi la donna saggia 

  che[d] in quell punto li ritolse il core; 

 

  e Guido ancor, ch×nn’è del tutto fore; 

  ed io ancor, che 'n sua vertute caggia: 

  se poi mi piacque, no×l si crede forse. 

And yet, the phrase “Guido ancor” (“Guido next” v. 12) suggests both the non-rigidity of a first 

name, its discernibility only in discrete association. What the poem demonstrates to Cavalcanti, 

however, is the need for rigidity of designation. 

The act of naming in dialogue grants a name its ability to transcend textuality; textual life 

takes root in a context of shared knowledge. The name moves the ontological being into the realm 

of signification, within and beyond the page. Aristotle’s understanding of narrativity, Ricoeur 

explains, is the process of rendering a what episodically in the interest of representing a why: “The 

‘one because of the other’ is not always as easy to extract from the ‘one after the other’. . . . In this 

way, critical discontinuity is even incorporated into narrative continuity. We thus see in what way the 

phenomenology applied to every story’s followability is capable of extension, to the point of 

inserting a critical moment into the very heart of the basic act of following a story.”110 Se Amore e 

monna Lagia demonstrates what Dante understood about the resonance of a name, not solely his 

own, but the act of naming itself: The simple utterance of a name granted him the power to map an 

entire nexus of signification that would extend beyond the temporal, that would codify in 

 
110 Ricoeur, Time and Narrative, 152. 



 

 140 
 
 
 

transparent reflection of human potential and misdeed. In tenzone with Cavalcanti, Dante 

demonstrates the potential for dialogic naming as the simultaneous co-existence of multiple 

meanings and associations. In dialogue, naming is the inscription of the social; yet in the tenzone it is 

made in dialogic association. 

The lasso of Dante Alighieri’s tenzone with Cavalcanti leads back to Dante da Maiano through 

A ciascun’alma and the question of voice – to the incantaore Bonagiunta in tenzone, to Dante’s broader 

loving purpose in signification, to the names he’ll utter in the Commedia, and the shades he 

encounters from his immediate social world. Paul Ricoeur writes, “ . . . the ‘thought’, or what 

Aristotle named the dianoia, is an aspect derived from the plot in the same way characters are”.111 In 

Guido i’ vorrei Dante makes (we can most likely assume intentionally) a move towards the conflictus, an 

early Latin form of the tenzone in which often, as Peter Stortz succinctly defines, “l’io poetico viene 

coinvolto nell’azione quando i litiganti gli appaiono in sogno in un paesaggio idillico . . .  già all’inizio 

l’unico scopo di fornire all’io il luogo reale in cui distendersi.”112 Amore e monna Lagia, however, 

demonstrates his future vision. The percorso of Dante’s vision is in the direction of vast beings 

constructed and recorded in triangulation of voice, name, and body – dialogism, and discourse with 

each soul he meets on the Comedy’s path, a network of associations framed in tenzone with Cavalcanti. 

 

7. Intermezzo: A Meditation on Ontology 

When Dante da Maiano prescribed a dottore to purify the vapors of Dante’s vision, his 

critique materialized Dante’s embodied poetic “io” – Dante’s aptitude for consistency of voice in his 

unwavering honor in word and deed was assayed in tenzone with da Maiano. The stakes of the Italian 

 
111 Ricoeur, Time and Narrative, 161. 
 
112 Peter Stortz, “’Conflictus.’ Il contrasto poetico nella letterature latina medievale,” in Il genere 
“tenzone” nelle letterature romanze delle Origini,” eds. Matteo Pedroni and Antonio Staubile (Ravenna: 
Longo Editore, 1999), 165-187, 169. 
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tenzone had lingered in the timbre of Dante’s voice, loving. That indistinguishable ring of a poet 

recognizable in ethos beats in the dis-guise of voice. Now understanding the tenzoni form as a time-

capsule of discourse, and duol d’amor as a marker of material consequence, in the context of Dante’s 

first tenzone, naming signifies in anonymity. Dante rendered these standards Hippocratic, officially, 

through membership in a guild, and in love for women (represented as neither chattel nor object). 

The Comedy offers Dante’s lived ethical perspective; its incipit is the moment of Cavalcanti’s 

differentiating naming of him. 

The guise of the Vita Nuova, however, sustains the narrative of Dante’s birth as a love poet. 

Ricoeur traces the Aristotelian roots of such narrative construction: “Aristotle included the 

argument in the plot under the cloak of the plot’s probability and necessity. We might say, in any 

case, that it is history as different from epic and tragedy, and comedy that requires this distinction at 

the level of ‘explanatory effects.’ It is precisely because explanation by argument can be 

distinguished from explanation from emplotment that logicians invented the law-covering model.”113 

In Savete giudicare, Dante Alighieri commends Dante da Maiano’s “manto” of scienza as not 

that of fool (“par mi tal che non è gioco” v. 2). The logical ontology in Dante da Maiano’s lyric is 

sustained by his questionable social position: His ethical comportment as the unmarried tutor to a 

widow. We begin to see that the question of paternity at the heart of Italian poetics was about the 

health of humanity: the poet’s oath, conversely, was a questioning of consolations of power, like 

patriarchy or capital, in transparent and lived ethical practice. The form of tenzone, and its mechanism 

of inscription, afforded an assessment of temporal logic – it required awareness of the terms of the 

ontological consequences of representation for women like Francesca, all swept up in tales of love. 

 

 
113 Paul Ricoeur. Time and Narrative, Vol. I, Trans. Kathleen Mc Laughlin and David Pellauer 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1990), p. 164.  
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8. Lyric: “Real” Talk 

Cavalcanti attempts to challenge Dante’s logic on the necessity of giving voice to the woman 

through the reliability of her speech. The lover/servant of monna Lagia has come running and cries 

for help, needing love such that love satisfies and strikes her with his arrows. 

  Dante, un sospiro messager del core, 

  subitamente m’asalì in dormendo, 

  e io mi disvegliai allor, temendo 

  ched e’ non fosse in compagnia d’Amore. 

 

  Poi mi girai, e vidi 'l servidore 

  di monna Lagia che venia dicendo 

  “Aiutami, Pietà”: sì che piangendo 

  i’ presi di mercé tanto valore 

 

  ch’i’ giunsi Amore ch’afilava i dardi. (vv. 1-9) 

 

Cavalcanti turns to the material consequences of love, suggesting an illegitimate love act: 

  Allor lo domandai del suo tormento 

  ed elli mi ripouse in questa guisa: 

 

  “Di’ al servente che˙lla donna è presa 

  e tengola per far suo piacimento; 

  e se no˙l crede, di’ ch’agli occhi guardi” (vv. 10-14). 
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Cavalcanti concludes by questioning the motivation of monna Lagia. His defiant representations of 

women (the evil, mercurial injurer, already very much a part of the courtly tradition) serve the same 

function as his senhal-ed courtly lady. In representing the presence of male lack, the aggressive, 

violent female, with her occhi micidiali is the male poet’s experience. The violent woman is solely, as 

Luce Irigary writes, “the inversed alter ego of the ‘masculine’ subject or its complement, or its 

supplement.”114 In direct discourse, the poem states that monna Lagia is now taken, at love’s 

pleasure and mercy, yet questions her honesty. Cavalcanti closes the tenzone exchange with Dante by 

positing honesty as at social odds with desire as consequence in the material act of love. Se Lippo 

amico sè tu mi leggi, one of Dante’s sonnets addressed to a direct recipient, echoes in response. 

According to Barolini’s astute reading, the sonnet conflates textuality with body of woman. In the 

sonnet’s core, the verses are pared down, and the woman a “pucella nuda” (“young girl” v. 13) 

vulnerable, attached to Dante, and confined to the private sphere. As the sonnet draws to a close, 

Dante advises his friend to clothe the young girl ( “. . . la rivesta e tegnala per druda” v. 18) so that 

she might be able to participate in the public sphere, to be known (“sì che sia cognosciuda / e possa 

andar là ’vunqu’è disïosa” vv. 19-20).115 The thematic of covering/uncovering the woman diverges 

drastically from Dante da Maiano’s Provedi, saggio. Here, Dante Alighieri clothes the woman to imbue 

her with agency and social mobility. When considering Dante’s rejection of Cavalcanti’s use of the 

senhal, the discourse of covering seems to relate directly to the act of naming, in its social specificity. 

 

9. Il Libello Della Memoria: Body, Name, and Life Anew 

By characterizing the Vita Nuova as the first phase of his life assiduously transcribed into the 

written word, Dante conflates his own memory with textuality in conscious order of time, marking a 

 
114 Luce Irigary, This Sex Which Is Not One (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1985), 156.  
 
115 Barolini, Dante’s Lyric Poetry, 64-65. 
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before and after. A far cry from Proust’s madeleine, from the Vita Nuova onwards no memories 

surprise or encroach upon the ordered narrative of Dante’s rebirth – his earning a name in tenzone. 

Dante’s idealization of the name appears in the Vita Nuova, alongside that of Beatrice: “ . . . la 

gloriosa donna de la mia mente la quale fu chiamata da molti Beatrice, li quali non sapeano si 

chiamare” (II.1). To love the woman, one must render her personhood while respecting her 

integrity, to locate her within and outside of the realm of the hypothetical (like the women to whom 

Ovid gives voice to in the Heroides). As A ciascun’alma directs, Dante’s impulse was empathy in 

observation. For Dante, the poetic cannot be a battle that transpires across bodies – love is the 

poet’s only lens into humanity. 

In Inferno V, Francesca’s tempest will spin a tale of Cavalcantian consequence in act and 

deed. However, it is in her speech that we’ve come to understand and celebrate her, and it is in her 

ontology that we feel Dante’s representational impulse – the speaking woman. Dialogic affect is a 

crucial strategy through which Dante suggests his voice might ethically speak for, and (re)present, 

ontological women. If  dialogues convey experience, affect is subversion of  social norms. Chapter 4 

reads Dante autobiographically. Once named, Dante must contend with his active life, in poetics and 

practice. In the tenzone with Forese Donati, Dante demonstrates an ethical disposition to humanity 

over kin, in the humor of tough love and biting honesty, in the closeness of home. In the tenzoni, 

Dante understood the name as a rhetorical strategy; in dialogue and unfettered by the restrictive 

binds of singular narrative, it can give voice to multiple audiences – to speak for humanity, in love 

for woman (just as a love poet should). In tenzone with Forese, he grapples with his reality of love 

and all that skews his understanding of it. 

In the frame narrative of the Vita Nuova Dante states of Cavalcanti that Vedeste al mio parere 

“fu quasi lo principio dell’amistà tra lui e me” (“was nearly the beginning of the amity between he 

and I”  VN II.1) and yet does so without uttering his name. Whether or not a prior friendship 
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existed between Dante and Cavalcanti, Dante recorded its certainty in the embrace of Vita Nuova’s 

semi-fiction. Having read or known of Cavalcanti was crucial to Dante’s ability to signify, and to 

render his poetic ontology desirable to an audience. Even a casual reader of  Dante would not deny 

the weight and value he attributes to a name. Dante constructs a literary tradition of  the vernacular 

through naming in the De vulgari eloquentia. In the Commedia, naming in context (where, how, and by 

whom) serves the narrative function of  inscribing a figure into the literal name of  Dante, around 

which to create a system of  order. Because Dante employs names as rigid designators and marks 

them in time via his own social context, the deeper one dives into a name, the more one understands 

about that character’s classification, about Dante’s choices of  signification, and the more one 

subsumes the structure of  his afterlife. Dante mirrors the social to make his text intelligible, and 

accessible to a wide readership. He does this by imbuing name with ontology, thus, dialogic 

potential. That Dante calls out to Francesca, addressing her (and not Paolo) with familiarity and in 

direct discourse matters, as does her speech. As unpredictable as a poet who refuses definition, 

Dante’s poetic playfulness begins with the rigidity of  designation, through his very own name. 

Before the Vita Nuova, Dante unbinds autobiography from his poetic ontology – in debate with his 

literary community. 

For Guido Cavalcanti the stakes of  the tenzone hinge on a demonstrated understanding (i.e. 

acknowledgement) of  Dante’s art. Through the form of tenzone Dante constrains Cavalcanti to name 

him, twice, in a process of de-and re-signification that is predicated on Guido’s knowledge of 

Dante’s poetics, and on his having read the tenzone with Dante da Maiano. As the subsequent 

chapter’s reading of Dante’s tenzone with Forese Donati demonstrates, questions of depicting a vocal, 

ontologically specific woman in poetics will lead Dante to a consideration of hereditary worth in the 

custom of dowries. 



 

 146 
 
 
 

As poets begin to represent women with more complexity, as “hybrid” beings, they must 

accordingly adjust their representations of  masculinity, both real and fictive. To reveal the pains of  

woman is to conversely hold themselves accountable. Dante negotiates his departure from the 

gendered binary of  the courtly paradigm in action, and in dialogue with his literary contemporaries.116 

Monna Lagia and Monna Vanna remind me of Diotima, the prophetess of Plato’s Symposium, to 

whom Socrates attributes his full understanding of eros. Diotima teaches that eros has nothing to do 

with gender or sexual difference, but speaks to the importance of, in fact, social need for a 

multiplicity of relationships, for difference. Diotima, however, like a senhal, reifies male fraternity as 

the paramount social institution. Barolini identifies that Dante figures friendship following Cicero, as 

an intimate co-existence of “non-difference.” If the vision of A ciascun’alma presents a frame 

narrative for Dante’s ethical stance towards woman, the tenzone read like nodes of the Commedia’s 

early emplotment. 

In his first two reciprocal tenzone exchanges, Dante justifies the logic of his poetic ontology 

to an ethics of profession. The logic of the Commedia’s dialogism was first sustained in tenzone; Dante 

unveiled an ethos of non-difference, in love of its object, through his name. In tenzone with 

Cavalcanti he demonstrates that the value of a name is sustained only in its demonstrative acts, the 

public actions with which it is associated and their consequences. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
116 Barolini’s groundbreaking identification of the speaking Beatrice, the no longer lyric lady of the 
Commedia. “Notes toward a Gendered History of Italian Literature, with a Discussion of Dante’s 
Beatrix Loquax.” In Dante and The Origins of Italian Literary Culture. New York: Fordham University 
Press (2006), 360 -378. 
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Chapter 4: To Forese with Love and Squalor 
 

Dante’s tenzone with Forese Donati 
 

 

1. Echoes in the Streets 

This dissertation argues that the dialogism inherent to the tenzoni informs the structural 

poetics of the Commedia. Dante employs the tenzone form to shape culture and issue social criticism 

via the affective and interpretative nuance afforded through dialogue. As the prior chapters have 

demonstrated, in tenzone Dante constructs the core of  his poetics as in the interest of  real women. 

On the road to his development of  a speaking Beatrice, his first step was arguing for the 

representation of  an historical woman (as opposed to a strictly symbolic one). 117 As I have argued, 

Dante began to develop this argument at the onset of  his lyric production, and did so in tenzone. 

This chapter continues to employ the methodologies introduced in prior chapters and demonstrates 

the value of  the tenzoni as socio-historical objects, as preserved enactments of  socio-historical roles, 

as records of  the gritty, material reality of  lived experience within the walls of  Medieval Florence, 

and as an in-process performance of  future accord in the historical Dante’s dir and fatto.118 

Dante’s tenzone with Forese Donati reads almost like a lover’s quarrel or the enactment of  the 

negotiations for a marriage contract– the precursor to becoming one, the working through of  love 

 
117 See Teodolinda Barolini, “Notes toward a Gendered History of Italian Literature, with a 
Discussion of Dante’s Beatrix Loquax.” In Dante and The Origins of Italian Literary Culture. New York: 
Fordham University Press (2006), 360 -378. 
 
118 This chapter’s inquiry into Dante in his Florence embraces Barolini’s rationale for reviving Dante 
criticism “Only Historicize: History, Material Culture (Food, Clothes, Books), and the Future of 
Dante Studies.” Dante Studies, with the Annual Report of the Dante Society 127 (2009): 37-54, as 
exemplified in her essay “Amicus Eius: Dante and the semantics of friendship” as well as in the 
recent essay by Danielle Callegari, “Grey Partridge and Middle Aged Mutton: the Social Value of 
Food in the tenzone with Forese Donati” Dante Studies Vol. 133 (2015): 177-190. 
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in the home in the foreknowledge of  the impediments that arise along the way. It is the questioning 

of  one’s own motivations, impulses, and desires and in the quest for deep personal accountability 

that we truly come to know ourselves. As Dante’s tenzone with Forese Donati enacts, in community 

(textual or as lived) one cannot know oneself  alone. Kristeva writes, 

A carnival participant is both actor and spectator; he loses his sense 

of individuality; passes through a zero point of carnivalesque activity 

and splits into a subject of the spectacle and an object of the game. 

Within the carnival, the subject is reduced to nothingness, while the 

structure of the author emerges as anonymity that creates and sees 

itself created as self and other, as man and mask.119 

In as much as Forese Donati is Dante’s mirror self, he is also an echo from Dante’s wife – his is a 

voice of  the consequences of  Dante’s marriage contract. As a love poet, Dante was concerned with 

the refinement of  Love’s practice. In tenzone with Forese Donati, Dante frames the discourse of  duol 

d’amor experientially, and within the context of  home. 

That the tenzone between Dante and Forese Donati receives more concentrated critical 

attention than any other of Dante’s tenzone exchanges, and historically more than any other tenzone in 

the Italian canon, serves as a testament to the collaborative mastery of these two poets.120 In marked 

contrast to the gentilezza of  Dante’s voice in prior tenzoni (in Savere e Cortesia, for example), the alacrity 

of  insult, wit, and invective spouted in Forese’s direction has unnerved some scholars to the extent 

 
119 Kristeva, Word, Dialogue, Novel, 78. 
 
120 To date there have been two full monographs written specifically on this tenzone: Fabian Alfie’s 
Dante’s Tenzone with Forese Donati: The Reprehension of Vice (Toronto: Toronto University Press, 2011) 
and Michele Barbi’s, “La Tenzone di Dante con Forese Donati,” Studi danteschi 9 (1924): 1-149). 
There is also one short volume on the Donati family in the Commedia: Piero Boitani, Dante’s Poetry of 
the Donati (Leeds: Maney Publishing, 2007). 
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of  seeking to reject its attribution to the same poet who authored the Comedy later deemed divine.121 

The linguistic sophistication of this tenzone, the socio-historical richness underlying its debate, the 

palimpsestic complexity confronted in their exchange has incited a long interpretive polemic of 

attribution. I firmly believe, however, that a renewed reading of Dante and Forese’s tenzone must 

honor the intricacy of their exchange and encompass the multiplicity of dialogic meaning embedded 

within. This chapter gestures towards such a reading. 

As I have argued, the tenzoni exchanges provide a rare glimpse of Dante’s dialogic 

demonstration of poetic praxis. In tenzone with Dante da Maiano, Dante Alighieri declares his ethos 

and demonstrates it in the disposition and character of his voice. With Cavalcanti, Dante assays his 

philosophy of love in the context of its contemporary customs. Dante’s subsequent tenzone with 

Forese confronts his lived experience, and performs the complexity of identity (as male, as poet, and 

as member of a kinship network),122 framed in a specific socio-historical moment. In a time of great 

socio-economic upheaval, when the emergence of a merchant class threatened the traditional 

Florentine conception of nobility as hereditary (and therefore innate), Dante dialogues with his 

 
121 For another discussion of discomfiting voices see Michele Barbi. “Ancora della tenzone di Dante 
con Forese.” Studi danteschi 16 (1932): 69-103. Responding to Domenico Guerri’s re-attribution of 
the tenzone between Dante and Forese to the 15th century “burlesque” poets, Barbi reviews the 
innumerable instances of historical specificity in the tenzone between Dante and Forese to stress that 
this exchange cannot be detached from its context (the precise details of which would be 
unknowable to poets like Burchiello). Although I find Barbi wholly convincing in his rebuff, 
scholars like Mario Cursietti continue to argue for a later authorship of the tenzone: Mario Cursietti, 
La falsa tenzone di Dante con Forese Donati (Roma: De Rubis, 1990). Fabian Alfie wrote a strong rebuttal 
of Guerri, Lanza, and Cursietti: ---. “For want of a Nail: The Guerra-Lanza-Cursietti Argument 
about the Tenzone”. Dante Studies 116 (1998)” 141-159. Michelangelo Zaccarello conducts a review of 
both sides of the argument, “L’uovo o la gallina? Purg. XXIII e la tenzone di Dante e Forese 
Donati?” L’Alighieri 22 (2003): 5-26. See also Fabian Alfie, “‘S’e’ non ti caggia la tua santalena’: 
Guido Cavalcanti and the Thirteenth-Century Reprehension of ‘Rusticas’” Italica 89.3 (2012): 309-
321. 
 
122 For more on the linguistic construction of kinship in social groups, see Claude Levi-Strauss, the 
elementary structures of Kinship, ed. Rodney Needham, trans. James Harle Bell and John Richard von 
Sturmer (Boston, Mass: Becon Press, 1969), especially ‘Part One’, 29-68. 
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friend, neighbor, and in-law, a member of the Florentine magnati. Coming from differing hereditary 

and social positions and yet entwined in friendship and as in-laws, Dante and Forese debate 

questions of familial and personal worth in monetary terms, parsing the heart of a Medieval courtly 

lover’s exchange should poems be put into practice. What distinguishes Dante’s tenzone with Forese 

is its uncontestable familiarity.123 

As often with the tenzoni, we read these two poets navigating and defining new social roles in 

a changing historical climate through the bodies of women (who were, first and foremost, their 

wives). Dante’s treatment of the female body expands from a hypothetical notion of sexual non-

difference in the boat of Guido i’vorrei, to the social reality of said difference, and to the quotidian 

consequences of Medieval practices of it, and to his lived experience of it in the home. The bodies 

and voices of real women articulate in Dante’s tenzone with Forese – glossing contemporary practices 

of the marriage contract and the dowry – the poet’s experiential realities of Love. The question of 

name is again thematized; rather than the tractable community of poets, however, the names Dante 

and Forese record in tenzone are those closest to them, physically and biologically, and according to 

‘official’ historical record. As Sara Sturm-Maddox and others have argued, the function of the prose 

in the Vita Nova creates a “. . . literal validity of the poems . . . through a coherent story for the poet-

 

123 Indicative of the danger of projection into the familiarity of Dante’s tenzone with Forese, and a 
testament to recent advances in scholarship forwarded by Alfie, Barolini and others, Elizabeth 
Bartlett, and Antonio Illiano in “Dante's Tenzone.” Italica 44.3 (1967): 282-90, defend Dante’s 
tenzone with Forese against a critical tradition that has declared the poems “vulgar” and “beatnik.” 
While Bartlett and Illiano touch on the current of economic tension that runs through this heated 
exchange, they offer no substantial analysis, settling instead for a romanticized reading of Dante as 
struggling idealist and ethical stalwart stuck in “a world made up of Foreses, who called themselves 
realists and lived by realistic codes of weak or strong, poor or rich, stupid or smart.” This article is 
valuable as an example of the characteristic reception history of Dante’s tenzoni; as often with the 
tenzoni the language of Bartlet and Illiano project the anxieties of the article’s era. 
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protagonist’s attempt to coordinate his poetic vocation and his effective experience”.124 Such 

vocation and experience coalesce in action in his tenzone with Forese. In response to Cavalcanti’s 

urgency towards experience at the close of Dante, un sospiro messager del core in the singular honesty of 

a gaze exchanged and held (“e se no×l crede, di’ ch’agli occhi guardi” v. 14), Dante’s name becomes 

the context for calling ontological voices into his verse, for representing his actual contemporaries in 

his poetics. Such is the dialogic complexity, the narrativity of reading the Medieval Italian tenzone. 

When read from the earliest instances of Italian vernacular dialogism, like the tenzone between 

Giacomo da Lentini and L’Abate di Tivoli or the contrasto of Cielo d’Alcamo, the tenzone with 

Cavalcanti  reflects Dante’s making. 

In tenzone with Forese Donati, Dante admits his personal experience of love: His goal is to 

examine his learned experience of it, present practice of it, and to test its manifestation in the home. 

Dante and his interlocutor, Forese Donati, had lived within earshot of each other since birth. Their 

tenzone effectively weaves the historical record of the marriage of their respective families. Dante was 

betrothed to and married Gemma Donati, Forese’s cousin, married into a magnati family.125 In 

dialogue, Dante offers an approximation of his subconscious through the mouthpiece of Forese, as 

a negotiation of honesty in the intimacy of arranged marriage. This chapter proposes reading fictive 

direct discourse as a rhetorical tool (much like not-naming and naming in prior chapters) and argues 

for reading speech acts in lyric verse (from isolated snippets of cited speech to multi-voiced tenzoni 

fittizie and the contrasti) alongside the tenzoni. In doing so, I’ll begin to demonstrate a trajectory in the 

Italian lyric tradition that moves towards Dante’s embodiment and voicing of ontological women 

from his socio-historical social sphere. 

 
124 Sara Sturm-Maddox, “The Pattern of Witness: Narrative Design in the Vita Nova” Forum Italicum 
12.2 (1978): 216-231, 218. 

125 For more, see Fabian Alfie, “’Il duro camato’: Poetics and Politics in Purgatorio XVI”, Dante Studies 
127 (2001); 5-35, 13-14. 
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The tenzone with Forese is the only one of Dante’s four sustained exchanges that is initiated 

by Dante himself. Antonio Stauble casts this tenzone in the light of its roots, from the latin conflictus, 

to the provencal tenso. Calling attention to its precursors, Stauble offers a brief explanation tracking 

the “botte” and “risposte” throughout the tenzone to note that Dante, as initiator of the poetic 

dialogue, introduces nearly all of its key debates (economic status, family relations, etc.) and almost 

exclusively controls the poetic dialogue.126 He indicts the wealthy Forese with the hacking cough of 

his wife, as heard publicly, resounding as it would have in the narrow streets of Florence: 

   Chi udisse tossir la mal fatata 

   moglie di Bicci vocato Forese, (vv. 1-2) 

In  Dante sweeps his reader into the material intimacy of  13th century Florentine quotidian life. The 

question of  wealth and happiness is raised in the comparative treatment of  each poet’s wife. While 

well-to-do, Forese’s wife suffers. Nella’s cough leads to a specific designatory title for woman, 

“moglie” (v. 2) which, unlike the “monne” of  Guido i’vorrei and Se Amore, is socially contingent on a 

sexually differentiated counterpart in official union. While Guido Cavalcanti appeals for reply 

through publicly restricting potential respondents to Se vedi amor by strategically placing Dante’s 

proper name at the conclusion of  the poem’s incipit (and after sending three verses to his reluctant 

interlocutor), by the second line of  Chi udir Dante pointedly outs Forese as the intended recipient of  

his verse. Not only does he upend Non canoscendo’s former stance of  anonymity (and unlike the 

ambiguity of  a common name Guido, outside of  a specific context [see Chapter 3]) he names his 

interlocutor. Furthermore, he does so in the intimate specificity of  a nickname, “Bicci,” followed by 

 
126 Antonio Staubile, “La tenzone di Dante con Forese Donati,” Letture Classensi 14 (1995): 151-170. 
For Staubile the value of reading Dante’s tenzoni with Forese lies in our ability to trace the stylistic 
development of the poet; through an analysis of the technical aspects of Dante’s fictive tenzoni 
between Adam and Sinone in Inf. XXX. Staubile’s reading, furthermore, concurs with the states that 
in writing to Forese, Dante was practicing a form he will later come to rely upon in the Commedia. 
This was by 1995 a platitude; this idea goes back at least to Contini “Dante poeta-personaggio” and 
is certainly in Dante’s Poets of 1984. 
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a proper name, “vocato Forese” (v.2). Without the hesitancy Cavalcanti displayed towards him, 

Dante specifies his interlocutor twice, and from the tenzone’s outset. In tenzone with Forese, Dante’s is 

the known voice of authority. 

Remembering that Cavalcanti had questioned the honesty of reported speech in reference to 

sexual acts, the cough of Forese’s wife evokes the whispers of Dante’s own quartiere and introduces 

his experience of love, as sensory and observed. In the immediacy of A ciascun’alma’s depiction, 

Dante employs the hypothetical as a relation of reported speech, the conclusions one might come to 

upon hearing a rasp of illness in the neighborhood. Like A ciascun’alma, the sonnet grounds us in an 

immediate moment, through Nella’s cough. Dante imagines and narrates the gossip he might have 

heard around him, in the conditional “potrebbe”: 

  potrebbe dir ch’ell’ha forse vernata 

  ove si fa 'l cristallo 'n quel paese. 

 

  Di mezzo agosto la truovi infreddata; 

  or sappi che de’ far d’ogn’altro mese! (vv. 3-6) 

Proceeding in a series of inversions, Dante questions the origins of Forese’s wife’s cold while 

bawdily suggesting Forese’s inability to bring her warmth (despite his financial capacity for such a 

provision). The mention of “cristallo” (v. c4) recalls the metaphor of cupellation (treating ore under 

a very high temperature to separate the valuable, “noble” minerals from those more common), and 

suggests Forese’s failure to warm his wife. As the fronte concludes, Dante turns to question Forese’s 

ability as a provider in material terms, 

  E no˙lle val perché dorma calzata, 

  merzé del copertoio c’ha cortonese (vv. 7-8) 
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He states that her covering (“copertoio” v. 8) is too short to provide her warmth in bed. The 

material wealth of Forese’s family cannot hide what ails his wife. 

The turn of the sirma, however, redirects the reader closer to Dante’s home and unveils 

another reading of Cortona. The depressive chill of Forese’s wife is rendered as the internal result of 

external circumstance: 

  La tosse, 'l freddo e l’altra mala voglia 

  no˙ll’adovien per omor’ ch’abbia vecchi, 

  ma per difetto ch’ella sente al nido (vv. 9-11). 

Rather than an inherent or inherited quality (“no˙ll’adovien per omor’ ch’abbia vecchi” v.10), the 

aliments of Forese’s wife derive from her nest. Thus, Dante refigures the songbird poet’s “nido” as 

both womb and home in representation of a sentient (and not symbolic) woman. He calibrates non-

difference in the private sphere and taunts his interlocutor’s response, attacking Forese’s legitimacy 

to husband in bodily terms. Notably, Dante privileges the acts of marriage above its financial 

context. 

Whereas in his first tenzone Dante Alighieri interpreted the appearance of Dante da Maiano’s 

vision of mother/lover to de-eroticize the figure of woman (dismissing the sensationalism of Dante 

da Maiano’s near Freudian admission),127 with Forese Dante represents motherhood in the affective 

ramifications of his socio-historical present. He does so by giving voice to Forese’s wife’s mother: 

  Piange la madre, c’ha più d’una doglia, 

  dicendo: “Lassa, che per fichi secchi 

  messa l’avre’ in casa il conte Guido!” (vv. 12-14).  

In fictive direct discourse, Forese’s mother-in-law laments the contract of marriage that bound her 

daughter to a barren fate. Dante employs the female voice (and not the body) as a conduit for 

 
127 See Chapter 2. 
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examining contemporary practices of the marriage contract and the dowry. Issuing forth in mis-en-

scene, the resonance of Nella’s mother articulates the inhumanity of Medieval practices of love in a 

burgeoning, matrilineal, cultural common-practice of bodily commerce.128 The voice of Nella’s 

mother offers context for the fictionalized Forese’s vocal “interdetto” of the “sfacciate donne 

fiorentine” and their “andar mostrando con le poppe il petto” (Purg. XXIII.100-102). The Donati 

family illustrates the ultimate consequence of Medieval economic practices that require families to 

barter their children for sustenance (either literal or of the family name), and questions (much as he 

will with the appearance of Francesca da Rimini in Inferno V and Piccarda Donati in Paradiso III) the 

practice of the dowry in protecting women’s lived experience of love. 

Barolini identifies that Inf. V’s treatment of marriage as distinctly political, and yet cast in the 

framework of a romantic tale, offers a fruitful opportunity for a gendered reading.129 Dante’s 

emphasis on the pleasure Francesca Da Rimini received through a shared reading experience as a 

catalyst for her act of adultery further illuminates the isolating conditions of arranged marriages. 

Nella’s mother expresses a strategic disposition towards the marriage contract – one entirely 

removed from lyrical notions of love – as she questions her decision to bind her family to the 

magnate Donati. Furthermore, the family named by Nella’s mother, the Conti Guidi, introduces the 

complex shifting of power in the kinship networks of Dante’s Florence, from a stronghold of family 

to that of coin.130 Referring to a lesser dowry (two dry figs v. 14) the sonnet visually evokes both 

 
128 A sad perversion, like and unlike Ugolino’s (Inf XXXII.56-129) – their difference, I argue, is not 
unlike that of necessity and greed. 
 
129 Teodolinda Barolini. “Dante and Francesca da Rimini: Realpolitik, Romance, Gender” 2000; rpt. 
In Dante and The Origins of Italian Literary Culture. New York: Fordham University Press (2006), 304-
332. 
 
130 The Conte Guidi had a stronghold in Tuscany from the time of the marriage of Tegrimo to 
Eugelrada Onesti in 927. An historically tyrannical family, the Conte Guidi were enmeshed in an 
1170 vendetta Florence exercised on Arezzo. See Marcionne di Coppo Stefani, Cronaco Fiorentina Vol. 
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external (male) and internal (female) genitalia as past fruition, signaling a connection between 

procreation and inheritance. 

The tenzone between Dante and Forese is, I argue, Dante at his most collaborative. Their 

tenzone issues forth from a shared understanding of their respective family’s economic and political 

differences, in light of Dante’s union with Gemma. The figure of Nella’s mother serves as an 

indirect reply to Cavalcanti’s Dante, un sospiro messenger, as a servant of love whose direct-discourse 

reports that the lady is taken.131 From Dante’s second to his third tenzone, the context for love shifts 

from theory to empirical action, the making of families. Nella embodies the historically specific 

woman, and her mother’s voice serves as the testament. Furthermore, Nella’s mother ushers the 

invective in Dante Alighieri’s own voice without contradicting his former adherence to a courtly 

tone in tenzone with Dante da Maiano. When Dante’s women speak, it is of the marriage contract.132 

 

 

 

 
30 in Raccolta degli storici Italiani dal cinquecento al millecinquecento, Giosue Carducci e Vittorio Fiorini (S. 
Lapi: Castello, 1943), 24. The Conte Guidi people the Commedia more than perhaps any other 
contemporary family. 

131 Part’io mi cavalcava provides further example of  anxieties about dowries and marriage contract as 
figured in lyric. The anonymously authored canzone relates an overheard conversation in which an 
unmarried daughter laments her lack of  a husband to her mother. The congedo addresses the young 
woman directly, enacting Cavalcanti’s final sonnet to Dante – the honor conveyed in the directness 
of  gaze, in visual alignment (Contini, 716). 

132 Alberto Gessani, Dante, Guido Cavalcanti e ‘amoroso regno’, (Macerata: Quodlibet, 2004). Alberto 
Gessani argues that the fundamental disjuncture between Dante and Cavalcanti involved the 
purpose of poetry for humanity. Dante believed in poetry’s power to redeem, to save man in life and 
afterlife, while Guido maintained that the purpose of poetry was as a font of truth about the human 
condition, that one could not be saved from death through art. In the chapter “Guido, i’ vorrei e la 
risposta di Cavalcanti” Gessani focuses on Guido i’ vorrei and S’io fosse quelli, with particular emphasis 
on Dante’s insistence on the pleasure of love and Guido’s subsequent rejection of Dante’s idealistic 
“amoroso regno.” 
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2. The Fictive Female Voice in the Lyric 

Unlike with the Occitan troubadours, in Duecento Italian poetry there is virtually no extant 

poetry by women. The only extant precedent for a debatably ‘real’ female voice in the Italian 

medieval lyric is one tenzone exchange from the Compiuta Donzella, whose female voice is 

emblematic of male courtly renderings of women, passive and gentle. In these modest depictions of 

women, like Meo dei Tolomei’s Lei gioi ch’i ti’ho recate da Venezia, a woman speaks only to rebuff her 

suitor’s advances, reaffirming the romance of the courtly. The fictive female voice does not employ 

rhetorical strategies; it is a rhetorical strategy. Courtly usage of Italian served as a testament to the 

elevated status of vernacular and its speaker. 133 

In Jacopo da Leona’s Madonna ‘voi lo meo core soggiorna, alternating verses of mixed gender 

dialogue between a Messer and a Madonna comprise the body of a sonnet. Each verse repeats the 

salutatio to the addressee; the Messer initiates the dialogue, and with the repeated address in each 

verse, the woman’s voice effectively echoes that of the male.134 Joan Ferrante confirms, “The lyric-

lady is a kind of super-personification, the source and repository for all good qualities. . . The 

woman the poet loves is a mirror in which he sees his ideal self, what he might be.”135 Not unlike 

Nella’s mother’s, the vituperative or bawdy fictive female voice prominent in the lyric draws from 

 
133 For lyrics that address women, see especially Alison Cornish, “A Lady Asks: The Gender of 
Vulgarization in Late Medieval Italy.” PMLA 115.2 (2000): 166-180. Cornish notes that the 
transition to a written Italian marked the advent of a larger female readership. With Latin no longer 
being a precursor for literacy, Italian poets faced the possibility of women’s increased access to their 
literary production. Cornish tracks early lyric moments of poetic addresses to a female audience 
from da Lentini’s Madonna, dir vo voglio, to Cavalcanti’s Donna me prega, through to Dante’s Donne 
ch’avete intelletto d’amore in order to demonstrate how poetic recognition of a gendered audience often 
served as a means through which poets justified and edified their use of the vulgar, promoting it to a 
noble status that far surpassed that of Latin verses. 
 
134 Antonia Arveda, Contrasti Amorosi nella Poesia Italiana Antica (Roma, Italy: Salerno Editrice, 2002): 
131. 
 
135 Joan Ferrante, Woman as Image in Medieval Literature , 66-67. 
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the pastorella, as well as a longer tradition of comic mixed-gender tenzoni, extending from Troubadour 

lyric, for example, Raimbaut de Vaqueiras’ Domna, tant vos ai preiada, to the scuola siciliana and Cielo 

d’Alcamo’s contrasto, Rosa fresca aulentissima.136 The defiant female voice often articulates an antithetical 

courtly lady, her polar opposite. Often, these voices narrate sexual and/or taboo themes. Rustico 

Filippi’s Oi dolce mio marito Aldobrandino, for example, is an unresponded-to tenzone narrated entirely 

through the aggressive voice of a wife who tries to convince her husband that she is faithful despite 

the glaring proof of transgression, evidenced by the presence of another man’s clothing in their 

bedroom. 

Reading of tenzoni alongside speech acts in lyric verse offers access to understanding 

dialogism in the socio-historical context of Dante, and to the various characters of the vernacular’s 

affective speech. Considering the fictive female voice in the lyric also has implications for Dante’s 

project to give voice to historical women as ethical. While the ‘invective’ expressed between Dante 

and Forese has been historically off-putting to scholars, Kristeva clarifies, “The laughter of the 

carnival is not simply parodic; it is no more comic than tragic; it is both at once, one might say that it 

is serious. This is the only way that it can avoid becoming either the scene of law or the scene of its 

parody, in order to become the scene of its other. Modern language offers several striking examples 

of this omnified scene that is both law and other – where laughter is silenced because it is not parody 

but murder and revolution.”137 In this dissertation’s loosening adherence to ‘genre’ in reading the tenzoni, 

we come to understand the freedom that issues forth from the Commedia’s embrace of dialogue: 

speech grants Dante a path to rendering, rather than narrating, women’s ontology with the affect of 

voice. This emotion, however, is not divorced from its immediate social consequence. 

 
136 For a reading of contrasti as feigned tenzoni see Holmes, Assembling the Lyric Self, 14. 
 
137 Kristeva, Word, Dialogue, Novel, 80. 
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Guittone d’Arezzo exploits the structure inherent in the tenzone, the inability of either 

persona to extricate him- or herself from the verse, as a means of substantiating a particularly 

aggressive exchange of outlandish mixed-gender verbal sparring. Throughout the “Tenzone 

Uomo/Donna,” his defiant Donna fervently resists definition, sarcastically shutting down each of 

the Uomo’s attempts to remind her of her position as a lady. She responds to his appeals for pity by 

throwing his words back at him. He is a “villan parladore,” but she the “maestra di villan parlare.” 

Throughout the six-sonnet exchange the Donna controls the discourse and in the end wins the 

debate in her final response, refusing to dialogue any further: “Ben puoi tener ormail la lingu’acorta 

/ e dir ciò che ti piace, e star fidato / che ’n alcun modo non responderaggio” (vv. 12-14). What I 

find interesting here is the meta-literary aspect of the tenzone, the textual references to the tenets of 

the form. In addition to “rispondereggo,” Guittone provides two additional meta-literary references 

to the form, through the voice of the Uomo in the third exchange (“[A] certo, mala donna, mal’ 

accatto / farebbe l’om a star teco a tencione” [vv. 1-2]) and through the Donna in the sixth (“Ma io 

vorebbe, lassa, esser morta / quando con omo ch’i l’ho disdegnato, /come tu se’, tale tencion 

fatt’aggio” [vv. 9-11]). This tenzone certainly merits a much closer reading than I am able to provide 

here, especially with reference to gender, verbal violence, and the poem’s evocation of a gritty social 

and material reality. As opposed to the battle of Guittone’s sexually differentiated melding, in the 

Commedia Dante critiques the paradigm of courtly love through Francesca, and leads readers to a 

paradise for a prostitute, Rahab, and an unfaithful Italian wife, Cunizza da Romano, through this 

singularity of his poetic voice in dialogue and as differentiated by a guide. Dante’s guides, in fact, 

enable him to unbind gendered difference from the representations and voices of the opposite sex. 

Dante’s guides, Virgil, Statius, and Beatrice, function much like Forese; as a constant to his own 

subjectivity, they enable him to ontologize difference in a harmony of image and voice. 
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3. Trees, Stomachs and the Knots of Fathers 

Given Dante’s notorious silence with regard to the names of his own family in the Commedia, 

and given what we know from his tenzone with Cavalcanti, Dante’s provocation of Forese Donati 

seems a marked incongruity. In this way, the poem serves almost as litmus test for his poetics. 

Valentina Pagliai notes that gendered contrasti rarely have a ‘winner’ – it is up to the audience to 

decide the moral issue at stake.138 Who wins here? What does a win mean/reveal? Who is being 

judged? Who validated? Pagliai writes: “. . . they do not merely present ways of doing being a woman; 

they engage in attempts to prove the correctness of their own understandings and the incorrectness 

of their adversaries.”139 Pagliai reminds us that the ‘doing’ may not accurately represent gender, and 

that precisely that inaccuracy might reveal the true point of the message. In tenzone with Forese, a 

new fraternal order emerges, one that is not directly based in gendered diametric opposition but one 

that reveals the necessity of difference in interpersonal relationships, expanding the discourse from 

lover to kin through Dante’s empirical experience of love. 

Forese retorts with a cough that urges Dante to consider the innate hypocrisy of his 

perspective: 

   L’altra notte mi venn’ una gran tosse, 

   perch’i’ non avea che tener a dosso; 

   ma incontamente dì [ed i’] fui mosso 

   per gir a guadagnar ove che fosse (vv. 1-14). 

Forese assumes his wife’s cough – in cooperative acceptance of Dante’s depiction of the economic 

status of his household, he shares his wife’s burden. As the incipit carries her cough beyond the 

 
138 Valentina Pagliai, “Singing Gender: Discourses of Womanhood in the Tuscan-Italian Verbal Art” 
Pragmatics 15.4 (2005); 455. 
 
139 Ibid, 438. 
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private sphere, and from the boundaries of Dante’s initial sonnet, Forese and his wife are figured in 

their mutual experience (despite the differing economic status of their respective households of 

origin). In fact, his disposition of acceptance turns to the sound of the broader public sphere with 

the repetition of the verb udire. 

   Udite la fortuna ove m’adusse: 

   ch’i’ credetti trovar perle in un bosso 

   e be’ fiorin’ coniati d’oro rosso, 

   ed i’ trovai Alaghier tra le fosse 

 

   legato a nodo ch’i’ non saccio ’l nome, 

   se fu di Salamon o d’altro saggio. 

   Allora mi segna’ verso 'l levante: 

 

   e que’ mi disse: “Per amor di Dante, 

   scio’mi”; ed i’ non potti veder come: 

   tornai a dietro, e compie’ mi’ viaggio (vv. 5-14). 

In the graveyard, Forese becomes a tomb raider, sifting through the fosse in search of the fortune in 

which Dante in Chi udisse had found him lacking. His description of “. . . perle in un bosso / e be’ 

fiorin’ coniati d’oro rosso” (vv.6-7), however, restates the problem of the duol d’amor (as voiced by 

Nella’s mother) in image: the pearls of wisdom or love as united with the social dovere of income. 

Forese then likewise imagines his cousin Gemma’s future, spinning the question of 

experiential love to Dante’s observation of his father’s practice of it. In approach of the sirma, Forese 

records Dante’s father’s name, Dante’s own family name, calling to question an economy of love as 

a distortion of Dante’s heredity (Alaghier v. 8). Forese’s inability to extricate Dante’s father from the 



 

 162 
 
 
 

ties that bind him suggests Dante’s own tangled inheritance “di Salamon o d’altro saggio” (v. 10). 

Forese then gives voice to the dead, Dante’s father, who asks in direct discourse to be released from 

his ontological snarl. 

Michele Barbi’s “Dante’s Tenzone with Forese Donati,” one of two complete monographs 

that treat this tenzone, brings a wealth of historical research to inform his close reading of the tenzone 

between Dante and Forese. While I do not adhere to Barbi’s overarching argument that Dante’s 

guilt about his harsh treatment of Forese in his lyrics prompted the poet to redeem his friend 

through his depiction of Forese in the Purgatory, Barbi posits several interesting readings of their 

poetic exchange. In his analysis of Chi udisse tossir, Barbi favors a reading of the shame of poverty for 

women of Nella’s stature. Dante’s Nella represents Forese’s lack, his inability to provide financially 

for his family. Such a reading however, projects emotions that the voices of the poem do not 

explicitly express. That Gemma’s father (and Forese’s uncle), Manetto Donati, acted as a guarantor 

for Dante’s father’s loans, however, furnishes the complex context for the medieval consequences of 

debt.140 Forese thus balances the sexually differentiated representation of bodily trade in Chi udisse by 

calling to question the financial motivations of Dante’s 1277 betrothal and conjectural 1285 (or 

1290) marriage to Gemma. 

Through in-depth historical research, Barbi similarly rejects the argument that the ‘nodo’ di 

‘Salamone’ in Forese’s response refers to Salomone da Lucca, the Florentine Inquisitor of heresy 

from 1282-83, who may have been responsible for the excommunication of Dante’s father. Rather, 

after an extensive survey of alternative readings (impossible to detail here), Barbi concludes that the 

“nodo” is the knot of Dante’s father’s usury, in which Dante will find himself perpetually tangled 

until he impoverishes himself by repaying the debits of his deceased, money-lending father. Here, 

Barbi argues, Forese levels the playing field, responding in kind to Dante’s accusation of poverty. 

 
140 Barbi, “La Tenzone di Dante con Forese Donati.” 109. 
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Barbi underestimates the complexity of word-play inherent to the tenzone form and, hence, 

both Forese’s charge and reframing of it. In v. 10 Forese describes the ‘nodo’ as belonging to 

“Salamon o d’altro saggio,” suggesting a multiplicity of provenances. Kristeva explains, “ . . . the 

writer can use another’s word, giving it new meaning while retaining the meaning it already had. The 

result is a word with two significations: it becomes ambivalent. . . A second category of ambivalent 

words, parody for instance, proves to be quite different. Here the writer introduces a signification 

opposed to that of the other’s word.”141 While critical readers of this exchange, Barbi included, seem 

compelled to determine the definitive reading of this ‘nodo,’ already the socio-historical context of 

the tenzone imbues ‘nodo’ with a multiplicity of meaning: the knot intertwining the Alighieri family is 

composed of many threads, some of which we can trace to usury, yet others to heresy, to Florentine 

politics, to Dante’s unpracticed vendetta, to the ancestral honor of Cacciaguida, and still others to 

Forese himself.142 Turning towards the rising dead of Dante’s father (“levante” v. 11), whose pleas 

for release in the name of both love and Dante, and in direct discourse (“per l’amor di Dante” vv. 

12-13). Alighiero’s plea voices both the manipulation of a father surpassed (begging for mercy in the 

name of a son) and the words of a loving father (begging for the love of his son) – our readerly 

interpretation of Dante’s father is thus contingent on the historical record of his father and the 

historical record of the tenzone. Dante’s father died in 1283. Forese’s death is recorded as 1296. In 

direct discourse, Forese’s invocation of Dante’s father thus performs our future subjectivity, and 

places the manuscript tradition at odds with historical record – the tenzone thus proposes a test to the 

preservation of an idea of Dante. 

The incipt of Dante’s counter refashions Forese as the fabricator of this knot, 

  Ben ti faranno il nodo Salamone, 

 
141 Kristeva, Word, Dialogue, Novel, 73. 
 
142 Barbi, Michele. “La Tenzone di Dante con Forese Donati.” Studi danteschi 9 (1924): 1-149. 
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  Bicci novello, e petti delle starne, 

  ma peggio fia la lonza del castrone, 

  ché il cuoio farà vendetta della carne (vv. 1-4); 

As Forese resurrected Dante’s father, Dante renews Forese nominally – through his nickname, said 

anew (i.e. detached from ontology) -- yet, in a discourse replete with fathers, the “new” Bicci 

suggests the intimacy of birth. Dante’s parodic familiarity, in fact, reveals the very standard nature of 

strategies of naming and titling that we see in the Comedy, as continued negotiation in Dante’s initial 

tenzoni. 

In Purgatorio, Bonagiunta cites the knot that binds him to a textual tradition of the sweet new 

style (“il nodo / che ’l Notaro e Guittone e me ritenne / di qua dal dolce stil novo ch’i’ odo!” Purg 

XXIV.53-55). While L’altra notte toyed with the ambiguity of a name, (“se fu di Salamon o d’altro 

saggio” v. 10), Dante unbinds himself from the thatch of his roots, deeming the knot as the property 

of Salamone. Although the absence of Guittone d’Arezzo from the Commedia has received ample 

scholarly treatment, his presence within Dante’s tenzoni (both in the tenzone with Dante da Maiano 

and the tenzone with Forese) is suggested by Dante’s proprietary designation, which traces a filo to the 

poet turned frate gaudente – as a love poet, Dante chose marriage to a woman over fraternal union 

with the church. Reading the filo of  the lyric tradition in the dialogism of  the tenzone, therefore, 

offers us an understanding of  Dante’s pre-textual lyric as written in time. It also underscores a poet’s 

choices to sustain a life of  poetics in the Italian Middle Ages as somewhat contingent on protection 

(financial, ecclesiastical, or both). Furthermore, in specifying the knot of  Solomon (as opposed to an 

“altro saggio”), Dante aligns himself  with the practice of  poets like Guittone and Cecco, who gave 

voice to the woman in verse. 

In a tripartite study of the three principal depictions of the Donati family in the Commedia, 

Pietro Boitani culls together a concise history of the affairs of the Donati family, and their 
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appearances in each realm of Dante’s afterworld. In a vivid explication of the metamorphoses of 

Inferno XXV, as represented by Cianfa and Buoso Donati among the thieves of Inferno’s seventh 

bolgia, Pietro Boitani connects the Commedia’s theme of vendetta of the flesh to Dante’s poetic 

metamorphosis. In joining Classical and  Biblical imagery to craft the contrapasso of the thieves, Dante 

enables himself to proffer an ethical meditation on contemporary societal ills (much as he does with 

the textual history of his own voice in Ben ti faranno’s “nodo Salamone”, I argue). Dante’s encounter 

with Forese in Purgatory reprises the multiplicity of shapes possible in a body’s transformation. So 

gaunt from starvation that he is barely recognizable, Forese transforms from Dante’s suggestion of 

him as an ample figure of ill-gotten abundance in his earlier tenzoni. Boitani notes that Forese’s 

physical form on the terrace of gluttony is a literal incarnation of Dante’s warning in tenzone, “che il 

cuoio farà vendetta de la carne.” Thus, Purgatorio manifests the soul outward onto the body. 

The ribald comico-realista contemporary, Cecco Angiolieri, equates food and the body with a 

woman’s selling of it in the sonnet Ogni altra carne m’è ’n odio venuta. In stating that all food turns his 

stomach but “becco,” Cecco’s novel word-play articulates his desire for female flesh, and specifically 

that of his lady-love Becchina, whom Alfie reads as a parodic inversion of Dante’s own Beatrice 

(and whose name simultaneously recalls the actions of gravedigging Forese):143 

  Quella cu’ è mi dice ch’è venduta 

  e ch’i’son folle, ch’i’ averne bado; 

  chè s’i’ le dessi un marco d’òr trebuta, 

  non ne potre’ avere quant’un dado. 

Through a conflation of the “becco,” a male goat, with Becchina, Cecco laments poverty’s 

impediments to his actualizing of gola. Employing word-play, Cecco pushes the lembo of morality in 

 
143 For more, see Fabian Alfie, Cecco Angiolieri Comedy and Culture, 83-113. 
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the reader’s ideation. As he emphasizes the non-rigidity of Becchina’s name, in disruption of the 

courtly seasonal senhals, he also evokes: a hole, a mouth, a small coin, the beak of a bird, and 

colloquially and figuratively, a husband dishonored by a wife’s infidelity.144 Understanding Cecco’s 

novelty in the lyric tradition of corporeal and sensual poets who embody active love, like Cielo 

d’Alcamo or Giacomo Pugliese, Lanza argues that the something missing here “non significa 

genericamente ‘donna’, ma precisamente il sesso di Becchina; e difatti il poeta specifica ‘quella cu’ è’, 

colei alla quale appartiene quella ‘carne’ che lo fa ‘arradare’ per la ‘voglia’ che gli è ‘cresciuta’, ma che 

non può avere perchè la donna l’ha ‘venduta’ al migliore offerente.”145  

Barolini’s reading of the canzone Doglia mi recca ne lo core ardire (written after Dante’s exile from 

Florence) glosses Dante promotion of female agency by granting women the capacity to choose 

worthy or unworthy lovers.146 Cecco’s Becchina actively exhibits her capacity to make choices in her 

vivacious refusals to succumb to Cecco’s imploring courtly love persona, in her physical and 

financial control of her body, and the crassness of her fictive voice. In reviewing six centuries of the 

Italian comic tradition, Nino Borsellino reminds us of word-play and other dialogic giochi in the 

comic lyric tradition: “ . . . è la retorica. . . a riacquistarne la tradizione, ad aprirci lo spazio di 

un’interpretazione nel presente di là dagli effetti che provocano il riso.”147 Laughter does not 

compromise the seriousness of the socio-historical critiques that issue forth from the comic. Like 

Nella’s mother, Becchina extends beyond parody to blatant and vocal embodiment of the economy 

of bodily exchange (and that which, hence, becomes necessary for the experience of embodied 

 
144 See https://www.etimo.it/?term=becco&find=Cerca (accessed 12/20/19). 
 
145 Antonio Lanza, Freschi e mini del due, tre, e quattrocento (Florence: Cadmo, 2002): 32-33. 
 
146 Teodolinda Barolini, “Sotto benda: Gender and the Lyrics of Dante and Guittone d’Arezzo (with a 
Brief Excursis on Cecco d’Ascoli),” in Dante and The Origins of Italian Literary Culture (New York: 
Fordham University Press, 2006): 333-359, 343-45. 
 
147 Nino Borsellino, La tradizione del comico: Lettura e teatro da Dante a Belli (Milano: Garzanti, 1989), 16. 
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pleasure). Lanza reads Becchina’s bodily economy, similarly, as a gloss on her independence as a 

married woman. Becchina’s performance of her socio-economic stature in her attitude towards the 

marriage contract is demonstrated in her act of bartering her body as a unit of exchange. The vocal 

Becchina confirms the economic value of her agency, which exists in the exchange of her body 

alone. The tenzone between Forese and Dante enacts the tension of a patriarchal economy that trades 

in women as fluidly as coin – in question of its future. 

The future tense becomes ever more apparent as Dante predicts that Forese’s material tastes, 

his sensual desire, will lead him to debtors’ prison: 

  tal che starai più presso a San Simone, 

  se˙ttu non ti procacci de l’andarne: 

  e 'ntendi che 'l fuggire el mal boccone 

  sarebbe oramai tardi a ricomprarne. 

 

  Ma ben m’è detto che tu sai un’arte, 

  che, s’egli è vero, tu ti puoi rifare, 

  però ch’ell’è di molto gran guadagno; 

 

  e fa˙ssì, a tempo, che tema di carte 

  non hai, che˙tti bisogni scioperare; 

  ma ben ne close male a’ fi’ di Stagno (vv. 5-14). 

Dante prophesizes his own journey to marriage through provocation of Forese; as he insults his 

interlocutor, Dante’s projects his vision of Forese’s future. The sirma turns inward, to “un’arte” (v. 9) 

of remaking (“rifare” v. 10), a necessary trade in papers (“che tema di carte / non hai” vv. 12-13), 

that Forese lacks. Fabian Alfie interprets this iconography of chance according to the semiotics of 
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the tavern in Medieval lyric, an additional indication of Forese’s excess.148 In his third and final 

sonnet to Forese, however, Dante emphasizes the guadagno of the Donati family’s practice of 

profiting financially from marriage, bringing the officiality or legality of Forese’s record to question. 

The complexity in interpreting Dante’s tenzone recalls the intimacy of invective – all that needn’t be 

said in the awareness of shared experience. 

When Dante meets Forese on the terrace in Purgatory, each articulates his oneness to the 

other, expressing a non-difference. Forese addresses Dante with a title that acknowledges the duality 

of their familiarity “Deh, frate,” suggesting that he (or memory of him) had been hidden within 

Dante, “or fa che più non mi ti celi!” (Purg. XXXIII.112). In their present togetherness, the creation 

of new memory, each is released from his remembrance of each other. Dante responds with a 

beautiful synthetic description of their moment of re-cognition. He narrates the process of his 

thought, in invitation to Forese to join him (“Se tu riduci a mente” XXXIII.115) in present 

remembering again (“ancor fia grave il memorar presente” XXXIII.117). In Purgatory, the discrete 

bodies of Dante and Forese remember together their former becoming of one (“qual fosti meco, e 

qual io teco fui” XXXIII.116). Dante’s later fictionalization of Forese thus honors the Forese within 

him, insuring the preservation of their tenzone and of Forese’s ontology for the historical record. 

 

4. Neighbors and Mirrors 

In the second pair of sonnets of their exchange, both poets voice each other’s futures should 

continue their respective paths: they ground the hypothetical in awareness of ontology. Alfie’s 

monograph, Dante’s Tenzone with Forese Donati, offers a constructive framework for accessing a 

Dantean understanding of injurious comedy, which encompasses poetic form, style, and content in 

 
148 Alfie, Tenzone, 44-46. 
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symbiotic relationship to proffer the “corrective of vice.”149 His analysis of the poets’ verbal 

sparring, rife with harsh accusations concerning the economic and moral decrepitude of their 

respective families, establishes the tenzone as integral to Dante’s development into the moral and 

ethical poet of the Commedia. Negotiating coherence out of the cacophony of accusations and 

affronts, Alfie claims, “both writers shed light on the deteriorating ethos of nobility [...] by 

addressing the failures of each other’s families.”150 In tenzone with Forese, Dante’s invective becomes 

a mechanism for rendering his socio-historical present, and insult becomes a vehicle for foreseeing 

the future: Nella’s prayers echo in forgiveness of how Forese’s socio-economic privilege impacted 

their homelife. 

Forese’s response to Dante replicates the precision of A ciascun’alma and plants the reader in 

Florence with the mention of three specific geographical locations: San Gal (v. 1), castello Altrafonte 

(v. 7), and the “spedale a Pinti” (v. 12). L’altra notte’s treatment of poverty extends from father to 

son; like his money-borrowing father, Dante begs to provide for his family. Va’, rivesti a San Gal, 

however, enumerates Dante’s dependence on the charity of the Donati family. The incipit’s direct 

imperative commands Dante to re-dress (“rivesti” v. 1) to San Gallo, a local poorhouse and 

orphanage for illegitimate children, which Dante’s own mother-in-law Maria actively supported (as 

indicated by a large donation from her 1315 will).151 Proper place names suture fronte and sirma to 

emphasize the institutional and financial stronghold of the Donati family. The sonnet closes, sending 

Dante to seek shelter (“riparare” v. 12) at the hospital Pinti, founded the 29th of October 1065 by 

Fiorenzo Donati, grandfather to Forese’s great-grandfather, Donato. 

      Va’, rivesti a San Gal prima che dici 

 
149 Alfie, Tenzone, 43. 
 
150 Alfie, Tenzone, 55. 
 
151 See Barbi, “La tenzone”, 83-84. 
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  parole o motti d’altrui povertate, 

  ché troppo n’è venuta gran pietate 

  in questo verno a tutti suoi amichi. 

 

  E anco, se tu ci hai per sì mendichi, 

  perché pur mandi a˙nnoi per caritate? 

  Dal castello Altrafonte ha’ ta’ grembiate, 

  ch’io saccio ben che tu te ne nutrichi (vv. 1-8). 

In the initial quartina Forese calls for Dante’s cautionary silence in regards to other poverties that 

have already received “gran pietate” (v. 3): “in questo verno a tutti i suoi amici” (“for all his friends, 

this winter, have been greatly troubled by it” v. 4).152 He seasonally reprises Nella’s threadbare chill 

in Chi udisse, the textual history of duol d’amor, and the replacement of flowery senhals with the names 

of ontological women in Dante’s poetry. In not-naming his cousin, Forese’s emphasis on Dante’s 

own covering (the clothes on his body and the roof over his head), however, issues forth in 

suggestion of Gemma’s protection. 

The second quatrain directly questions Dante’s own motivations in tenzone (if already 

mendicant, why does Dante additionally direct himself to the “caritate” of the Donati?) and 

names another source of Dante’s nourishment, one to which Dante reciprocally contributes: 

“castello Altrafonte”. Castle Altrafonte belonged to the Ghibelline Uberti family, a known enemy 

of the Donati.153 A series of marriage pacts in 1267 (intended to consolidate power in the interest 

of peace in Florence after the battle of Benevento) bound the families of Donati, Uberti, and 

Cavalcanti in alliance. Farinata degli Uberti betrothed his son, Messer Azzolini degli Uberti, to 

 
152 Translation Alfie, Forese, 48. 
 
153 Barbi, 103. 
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Simone Donati’s daughter, Ravenna. Farinata’s daughter, Beatrice, was betrothed to Guido, the 

son of Cavalcante Cavalcanti. In Forese’s meta-textual allusion to another font of Dante’s 

discourse (and perhaps income), Dante’s prior tenzone with Cavalcanti, we remember the matter 

of love at the heart of their debate. Inferno X preserves Cavalcanti’s inter-familial narrative of the 

marriage trade, Farinata and Cavalcante, dually entombed among the heretics who alternately rise 

from the cramped quarters of their shared resting place (not unlike Alighiero in Forese’s L’altra 

notte)154 to speak to Dante (but do not acknowledge each other).155 As though a final response to 

Cavalcanti, Inferno X resonates the impersonality and distance of the trade of love. For Dante, 

however, to love is to signify loving, in thought, word, and action (“. . .quando / Amor mi spira, 

noto, e a quel modo / ch’e’ ditta dentro vo significando” Purg. XXIV.52-54). 

From the edifices of dynastic power, Forese proceeds to the immediate ramifications for 

Dante’s family: 

  Ma ben ti lecerà il lavorare, 

  se Dio ti salvi la Tana e 'l Francesco, 

  che col Belluzzo tu non stia in brigata. 

 

  Allo spedale a Pinti ha’ riparare; 

  e già mi par vedere stare a desco, 

  ed in terzo, Alighier co˙lla far sata (vv. 9-14). 

Forese names three specific historical figures in the first terzina. Following the pattern of place 

names, two of these carry intimate connotations while the third suggests deviance. Forese 

 
154 As discussed by Barolini in “Amicus Eius”, pp. 62-3. 
 
155 Notably, one Frate Salamone da Lucca will condemn Farinata in 1283, three years after he and his 
children were excluded from the 1280 Florentine Reconciliation. 
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commands Dante to work, uttering a prayer for the saving of Dante’s half-siblings, “Tana e 'l 

Francesco” (v. 10), born to his father’s second wife, while also forewarning a further familial alliance 

“Belluzzo tu non stia in brigata” (v. 11).156 Belluzzo is commonly interpreted as Bello Bellincione, 

Dante’s impoverished paternal uncle, the nephew of Geri del Bello (discussed in Chapter 3 and to be 

revisited in a section of this chapter). Dissuading Dante from joining Belluzzo in brigata, Forese 

supports Dante’s unfulfillment of vendetta for the death of his cousin. He does so via Belluzzo’s 

name, rigidly designating Geri del Bello’s next-of-kin to assume the duty of avenging his death. 

The sirma closes with a third Alighieri “co˙lla far sata” (v.14), which many scholars interpret 

as Dante and/or his father, sitting down to dine clothed only in a skimpy undershirt.157 The unity of 

family, the prayers for those who depend on Dante, and the redolence of nurturing language 

(“grembiate” v. 7, “nutrichi” v. 8, and “leccerà” v. 9) also invite imagining Dante’s future duties as 

provider. Tellingly, Dante reprises the verb “leccar” in Inferno to describe tasting of (or licking) the 

mirror of Narcissus (“E per leccar lo specchio di Narciso,” XXX.121), almost as a font itself. Given 

the discourses of creation from Dante’s earlier tenzone, the “terzo Aligier” (v.14) also envisions both 

a future Alighieri, a child that will unite the Dante and Donati in blood, and fictional pilgrim whose 

 

156 See Teodolinda Barolini, “The Sociology of the Brigata: Gendered Groups in Dante, Forese, 
Folgore, Boccaccio – From ‘Guido i’ vorrei’ to Griselda. Italian Studies 67.1 (2012): 4-22. Barolini 
reads the lyric history of the brigata, beginning with its first usage as part of Brunetto Latini’s warning 
against socializing above one’s economic status and extending beyond one’s means in his Tesoretto. 
The word brigata appears again in the tenzone between Dante and Forese Donati and in Inf.XXIX, in 
which male social groups are again explicitly linked to socio-economic excess and ruin, notably 
thematized through discussions of male eating habits. Dante reprises the word brigata in Purg. XIV, 
this time with a positive valence in reminiscence of earlier historical time in which social structure 
still afforded a courtly sense of nobility. Barolini’s appropriately vivid analysis of Folgore di San 
Gimignano’s brigate in his Semana cycle again connects these male social groups to the theme of 
economic excess, metaphorized through eating practices, in which women serve to represent the 
familial constraint from which men are liberated through their lavish banqueting. 

157 See Alfie, Tenzone, 50. 
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passage will lead him back to his interlocutor in the Commedia. Thus, Forese concludes by 

introducing Dante’s future fatherhood, in its many possible material iterations. 

 

5. Dis-honor the Crudeness of Legitimacy 

Spinning off from the third Alighieri, Dante begins his final sonnet to Forese with a third 

utterance of his interlocutor’s name. As he renews Forese in nickname alone,“Bicci novel” (“the 

new Bicci” v. 1), he forwards an affront to Forese’s legitimacy: 

   Bicci novel, figliuol di non so cui 

   (s’i’ non ne domandassi monna Tessa) (vv. 1-2) 

In a parenthetical that performs the intimacy of inside knowledge, the second verse names Forese’s 

mother Lady Tessa as holding the answer to Forese’s ambiguous paternity. When Dante represents 

Forese’s father Simone in Inferno XXX among the falsifiers, he presents honor as a matter of 

acquisition and not of birthright. Alfie notes that the tenth bolgia “personifies in some way a failing 

of the thirteenth-century Italian aristocracy.”158 For Alfie, the true falsification of the souls portrayed 

is feigned nobility in the face of reprehensibly ignoble behavior. The families of the Donati and the 

Conte Guidi (see Chi udisse) converge in Inferno XXX’s accounts of abuse of record: Simone Donati 

betrays laws of inheritance in arranging the falsification of Buoso Donati’s will (accomplished by the 

impersonator Gianni Schicchi in exchange for a horse), while the da Romana brothers, Aghinolfo, 

Alessandro, and Guido (Inf. XXX.77) counterfeit in coin.159 

 
158 See Alfie, Tenzone, 80. 
 
159 Paralleling the classical figure of Myrrha and Gianni Schicchi in Canto XXX, both of whom 
disrupt the social practice of transferring goods to the next generation, Rachel Jacoff notes that 
Dante equates incest to counterfeiting. Jacoff argues that Dante treats transgressive desire as 
fundamentally disruptive to patriarchal kinship structures, noting a marked distinction between licito 
and legge. “Transgression and Transcendence: Figures of Female Desire in Dante’s Commedia.” 
Romantic Review 79:1 (January 1988); 129-142. 
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Dante expresses Forese’s ontological confusion as prompted by his gluttony. All that which 

he has poured down his gullet propels him towards “torre l’altrui” (v. 4): 

    giù per la gola tanta rob’ hai messa, 

   ch’a forza ti convien torre l’altrui (vv. 2-4). 

Considering the unique historical circumstance of Dante’s Florence, Louis Green articulates the 

complexity of and seeming contradiction in Dante’s estimation of nobility as both non-inherent and 

rooted in ancestral lineage. Green’s overview of the drastic changes in the socio-economic and 

political structure of medieval Florence narrates the restrictions that the Ordinances of Justice of 

1293 placed on the privileged “magnati” (such as fines for practicing outdated customs, like the 

vendetta, and restrictive regulations, such as the requirement to forgo inheritance upon assumption to 

a guild).160 Dante, as a non-magnate, had a certain freedom from subjugation to these strictures. 

In insinuating that Forese may betray his honor for material gain, Dante describes Forese as 

keeping in tradition with the gola of his family. In an additional alliance of the 1267 marriage 

contracts, Simone Donati had promised Forese in marriage a daughter of Guido Novello (one of the 

Conte Guidi), only to later unabashedly break the engagement for one more profitable. 

  E già la gente si guarda da˙llui, 

  chi ha borsa a˙llato, là dov’e’ s’appressa, 

  dicendo: “Questi c’ha la faccia fessa 

  è piuvico ladron negli atti sui” (vv. 5-8) 

 
160 Louis Green, “’Bono in alto grado’ (V.N., XXII, 2): Beatrice’s father, nobility and the nobility in 
Dante’s Florence,” in “La gloriosa donna de la mente”: A Commentary on the “Vita Nuova,” ed. Vincent 
Moleta. Florence: Olschki (1994); 97-116. Departing from episodes in the Vita Nuova in which 
Dante references the noble status of Beatrice’s family (specifically, VN II, III, and XXII), Green 
reviews critical literature on Dante’s treatment of nobility. Noting a lacuna in the critical treatment 
of this subject, Green rightly urges for further historical inquiry into Dante’s construction of nobility 
in the Commedia. 
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For the first time in tenzone, Dante invokes the public sphere, in the words of gossip that follow 

Forese with his money bag weighing down one side. In direct discourse, Dante cites the gossip that 

trails Forese, a “public thief” (“piuvico ladron”) who wears dishonesty on his cloven face (vv.7-8). 

As in his later fictional reencounter with Forese in Purgatorio, Dante’s description of Forese’s material 

embodiment renders his essence outwardly transparent. 

With the sirma, Dante re-locates Forese in his marital bed: 

  E tal giace per lui nel letto tristo, 

  per tema non sia preso a lo 'mbolare, 

  che gli apartien quanto Giosep a Cristo. 

 

  Di Bicci e de’ fratei posso contare 

  che, per lo sangue lor, del mal acquisto 

  sann’ a lor donne buon’ cognati stare (vv. 9-14). 

Re-naming Bicci, along with his brothers, the final terzina frames Forese’s as a blood inheritance, a 

family trait of good husbanding contingent on corrupt gain (“che, per lo sangue lor, del mal acquisto 

/ sann’ a lor donne buon’ cognati stare” vv. 13-14). Dante reprises the fissure in the Donati family 

as predicated on a “mal aquisto” in Inferno XXVIII’s account of the Florentine discord sewn by a 

violation of a marriage contract, by Forese’s grandmother. Gualdrada Donati had intervened in the 

marriage of Buondelmonte Buondelmonti to a daughter of the Amedei family. Gualdrada’s 

manipulation of dynastic politics set Florence’s most powerful families off into a fracturing conflict 

(the Cherchi and Donati families versus the Uberti and Amedei) that would persist violently, 

through generations. Furthermore, it opened a vendetta against Buondelmonte that would lead to his 
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1216 murder (Paradiso XVI.140).161 Gualdrada’s is a sin of origins, from which Dante’s own marriage 

becomes a circumstantial consequence. 

Reading Dante’s treatment of these marriage alliances illuminates that the layered insults 

hurled between Forese and Dante stand as game of cooperation, rather than conflict. Dante’s 

invective illuminates Forese’s potential upward mobility (a trajectory that would compromise the 

nobility of his birthright and invite an independence that may place his individual honor at stake in 

the public sphere). Forese opens the final sonnet of their tenzone in the past tense to state that Dante 

has moved beyond heredity, leaving behind both his father and his familial obligation: 

 Ben so che fosti figliuol d’Allaghieri, 

  e acorgomene pur a la vendetta 

  che facesti di lu’ sì bella e netta 

  de l’augulin ched e’ cambiò l’altr’ieri. 

 

 Se tagliato n’avess’ uno a quartieri, 

  di pace non dove’ aver la fretta; 

  ma tu ha’ poi sì piena la bonetta, 

  che no˙lla porerebber duo somieri. 

 

 Buon uso ci ha’ recato, ben ti˙l dico, 

  che qual ti carica ben di bastone, 

  colu’ ha’ per fratello e per amico (vv. 1-11). 

 
161 Reading vendetta in the Conte Guido and Donati families often reaches back to lyric precedents. 
Guittone’s tenzoni to Loderingo degli Andolò (represented in Inf XXIII), for example, offers an 
entrance into the Commedia’s web of Conte Guidi, and especially to Guido Guerra, Federigo 
Novello, and Guido Novello. 
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In the middle of the first quatrain, the vendetta seems to unite Dante and Forese not simply as family, 

but also as poets. Forese’s mention of “de l’augulin ched e’ cambiò l’altr’ieri” (v. 4) testifies to a 

change in the poet’s nest. Thus, Forese sustains the duality of Dante’s heredity as biological and 

poetic. 

Forese thus declares Dante’s passage from son to father. Dante’s meeting with Geri del 

Bello in Inferno XXIX, however, suggests that this passage is one that constitutes Dante’s personal 

honor, even as it betrays his family’s. The canto opens to sadness, Dante’s eyes near drunk with 

tears. Staring into the pit of falsifiers below, Dante latches eyes with one of the tormented (“ch’io 

vidi lui a piè del ponticello” Inf. XXIX.25), who outs Dante in the crowd, thrusting his finger in 

Dante’s direction (“mostrarti e minacciar forte col dito” XXIX.26). As Geri publicly outs Dante, 

pointing in accusation, he is subsumed by the sinners that surround, who name him in his full 

proper name: “e udi’ nominar Geri del Bello” (XXIX.27). As Dante makes record of the shame of 

his family by placing one of its members in Hell, he simultaneously pardons himself. As such, he 

anticipates a future readership that would only know of his cousin because of Dante’s poetics. His 

encounter with Geri also frames his act of in-action in vendetta as noble.162 In his affect towards Geri, 

Dante is pious. He explains to Virgil: “ ‘. . . la violenta morte/ che non li è vendicata ancor,’ diss’io / 

‘per alcun che de l’onta sia consorte, / fece lui disdegnoso; ond’el sen gio / sanza parlarmi, sì com’io 

estimo / e in ciò m’ha el fatto a sè piu pio” (Inf XXIX.31-36). Geri’s death remains unavenged, and 

yet Geri does not retaliate by naming Dante in Inferno’s bolgia of the falsifiers. While Geri ignited a 

discord that Dante refused to perpetuate, Dante describes his disposition as “consorte,” a term 

 
162 For more on vendetta in the Comedy, see: Inferno VII. 10-12, XI. 88-90, XII. 67-69, XIV. 16-18, 
XIV. 58-60, XVIII. 94-96, XXIV. 118-120, XXVI. 55-57, XXXII. 79-8. Purgatorio X. 82-84, XVII. 
121-123, XX. 46-48, XX. 94-96, XXI. 4-6, XXXIII. 34-36. Paradiso VI. 88-90, VI. 91-93, VII. 19-21, 
VII. 49-51, XVII. 52-54, XXII. 13-15. The word similarly appears in reference to love in Così nel mio 
parlar voglio esser aspro “vattene dritto a quella donna Che m'ha ferito il core e che m'invola Quello 
ond'io ho più gola, E dàlle per lo cor d'una saetta, Ché bell'onor s'acquista in far vendetta...” 
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which equally describes patrimony, common Fortune, the condition of commonality, togetherness in 

difference, and the state of marriage between husband and wife. 

Considering the connection between Dante’s encounters with Forese and his brush with 

Geri del Bello (Inf. XXVIII – XXX) of the Commedia, and reading this tenzone is read as a whole, 

giving equal measure to the words of both interlocutors, and when we see Dante constructing a 

deeper connection with Forese, an affinity based in common experience. Just as Nella saves Forese 

from a prolonged wait in Ante-Purgatory with her grief and prayers, Piccarda holds a singular place 

for the Donati in heaven. Far from the distorted figure of her uncle or the emaciated personage of 

her brother, Boitani explains, Piccarda Donati represents beauty and charity. Pushing beyond 

Boitani’s study, I would argue that Dante makes a larger argument through his depictions of the 

Donati in the Commedia, one that recalls his tenzone with Forese and reprises and resolves its central 

problematic of nobility, familial honor, and individual responsibility.163 

In tenzone with Forese, Dante ruptures the fiction of his poetics, and confronts his biography 

directly. Forese’s account testifies to his empirical experience and the stakes of his name. As Dante 

insults his neighbor, Forese declares his interlocutor’s authorship. Remembering that the tenzoni were 

texts intended to be read and enacted, I hold these as active markers of place and time, in the 

context of the historical immediacy of the form: The tenzone’s dialogic function in the piazza not only 

informed Dante’s poetic development, but enabled him to construct it, in anticipation. The urgency 

of his pre-visionary ethos of preserving the dignity of women, to voice their own ontologies, and his 

commitment to love as the arrow that motivates the Commedia’s many canti, began in the immediacy 

of his Florence. Kristeva writes, “. . . any text is constructed by a mosaic of quotations; any text is 

the absorption of and transformation of another. The notion of intertextuality replaces that of 

 
163 See Boitani, Dante’s Poetry of the Donati. Leeds: Maney, 2007. 
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intersubjectivity, and poetic language is read as at least double.”164 In her essay “Forging Anti-

narrative in the Vita nuova” Teodolinda Barolini argues that while Dante’s libello endeavors to 

“narrativize” or “delyricize” lyric poetry, the plot unfurls in such a way as to destabilize a diachronic, 

bounded narrative.165 The narrator’s psychological development, for example, or his assumed 

position in relation to his love objects, overlaps on itself in a process of subtle progression and 

regression, revolving to an ending that, put most simply, rephrases the problem that incited the 

book’s creation: in my view, the representation of an ontological woman. Dante’s tenzone with Forese 

marks his passage to the Comedy – by collaboratively giving voice to woman. 

What is the textual precursor to the Vita Nuova if not that which does not involve the 

passage to this new life (i.e. unrelated to a narrativized Beatrice)? Much of the critical tradition’s 

treatment seeks to synchronize Dante’s early poems according to their presentation in the Vita 

Nuova. However, as this dissertation’s readings of the tenzone have demonstrated, respecting Dante’s 

fiction denies us access to the text, and so to Dante’s transparent ethical poetic development. 

Dante’s biography as a thread of mythology in his Commedia deserves further attention, especially 

with regard to its pre-construction in the collaborative poetic form of tenzone. The theme of the 

name reoccurs in the final terzina; Forese concludes with Dante pointing to his precursors (familial 

and/or literary): 

  Il nome ti direi delle persone 

  che v’hanno posto sù; ma del panico 

  mi reca, ch’i’ vo’ metter la ragione (vv. 12-14). 

 
164 Kristeva, Word, Dialogue Novel, 66. 
 
165 Teodolinda Barolini, “Forging Anti-narrative in the Vita nuova,” in La Gloriosa Donna de la Mente: 
A Commentary on the “Vita Nuova,” ed. Vincent Moleta (Florence: Leo S. Olschki, 1994): 199-140. 
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In panic, Forese abstains from naming those others who held the place Dante now occupies in the 

hope that he will be right. Forese’s conclusion to their tenzoni professes the filo of Dante’s future 

literary construction. 
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Conclusion:  

The Importance of the tenzone within the Italian Tradition 

 

 

The practice of writing and exchanging tenzoni in the Italian vernacular tradition, which 

began in the early 1200s with the sonnets exchanged between Jacapo Mostacci, Pier della Vigna and 

Giacomo da Lentini, ostensibly ends one hundred years later with Dante’s tenzone with Cino da 

Pistoia, and then with Petrarch. Dominico de Robertis considers Dante’s tenzone with  4 to be 

relatively contemporaneous with Dante’s abandonment of the Convivio (1304-1307) and his turn to 

writing the Inferno. 166 My reading of Dante’s tenzoni practice has explored the function of the tenzone 

form in the codification of the Italian vernacular, and argues for its centrality in the making of 

Italian’s first epic poet.  

 In this dissertation, I’ve posited five key arguments about the poetic form tenzone in the lyric 

tradition leading up to Dante: 

1.  We need to read the tenzoni as cohesively, as discrete conversations. All lyrics exchanged 

between the authors of  a tenzone must be considered with equal measure before 

forwarding an argument. Cherry-picking individual lyrics goes against the poets’ 

intention to make meaning in a dialogic sequence.  

 2.  Reading tenzoni alongside other tenzoni affords a dialogic understanding of  the function 

of  the form in the Italian tradition.  

 3.  The entire Commedia is dialogic. After abandoning the De vulgari eloquentia  and the 

Convivio, Dante turned to dialogue in poetry.  

 
166 See, De Robertis Rime. Introduzione Vol. 2, 1179-1186.  
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 4.  The function of  the tenzone is social. As such, the tenzone preserves evidence of  

immediate and very real interpersonal relationships between poets, their negotiation of  

social relationships and social roles. Tracking Dante’s dialogic strategies offers entrance 

into Dante’s social world.  Tracking Dante’s associated dialogic strategies (i.e. the refusal 

of  the name or the use of  cited speech) offers new and exciting readings of  the 

Commedia.  

5.    From his lyric tenzoni through to the Commedia, Dante employs dialogue to shape culture 

  and to issue social criticism. Reading Dantean dialogism from the tenzoni allows deeper 

  understandings of  Dante’s ethical project, for example, how he developed a speaking 

  Beatrice. 

 

That the inception of  the Commedia coincided with Dante’s final tenzone exchange with Cino, 

I suggest, is no coincidence. The close readings of  Dante’s tenzoni with Dante da Maiano, Guido 

Cavalcanti, and Forese Donati that I’ve offered reveal a temporal narrative of  Dantean dialogism (in 

the poetic rhetorical, social and Bakhtinian sense); the tenzoni show how dialogue informed Dante’s 

poetic development and merit further exploration. Finally, as I hope to have demonstrated, the 

discourses constructed within the Italian tenzone tradition culminate in Dante and resound into the 

Divina Commedia.   
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