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  Distinguished Dante scholar Barbara Reynolds here revolutionises the life and work of the author of the Commedia. Amongst Italians, Reynolds is one of the most
  respected figures in Anglophone Dante scholarship. ... This is a book one can read with real pleasure, The author writes beautifully, and her text offers a mine of information about Dantes
  life. ... Her explanation of the provenance of the Commedia is quite unique.


   Gabriele Pantucci, Corriere Della Sera


  Like gentle Virgil leading Dante through the circles of hell, Barbara Reynolds makes Florentine politics, medieval theology and philosophy, and Dantes own life,
  luminous and easy. ... I cannot remember when I last read a book which taught me more, or which did so with such lightness of touch. ... It is as if we had been staring at a wall of crumbling
  plaster and then, little by little, at the hands of a patient restorer, seen unveiled behind it the most beautiful mural by Giotto.


   A.N. Wilson, Daily Telegraph


  Almost every chapter contains new ideas and fresh insights, some of them radical, many controversial. ... Reynolds is refreshingly demystifying and forthright and argues
  directly from the texts for hypotheses that have considerable explanatory power and always have the virtues of simplicity and coherence with respect to the evidence available.


   Peter Hainsworth, Times Literary Supplement


  How rare to find a biography that is both scholarly and seductive. ... This wonderful biography will compel you to read Dante if you have not already done so, and if you
  have, to read him again.


   Christian Tyler, Financial Times


  This excellent critical biography of Dante. ... Unfailingly lucid, it provides a scholarly reading of the works, and does not flinch from confronting unsavoury aspects
  of Dantes personality. ... Splendid.


   Ian Thompson, Independent on Sunday


  Her book brings us nearer perhaps than any writer since Boccaccio to Dante as a plausible human being, gentleman, warrior and lover. ... Reynolds Dante, in all
  its wisdom and clarity, is in the beg-steal-or-borrow class, indispensable.


   Jonathan Keates, Spectator


  Barbara Reynolds, a Dante scholar of (it is probably fair to say) unparalleled experience, illuminates not only the man himself but the inextricable yoking of art and
  politics, then as much as now.


   Michael Bywater, Daily Telegraph
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    Dante from a sketch by Seymour Kirkup of a portrait by Giotto
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  Introduction


  This book offers a new look at Dante. After a professional life spent lecturing and teaching on Dante, dutifully passing on what was then received
  opinion, I decided to read all his works again, this time with an independent mind. This is difficult to achieve. We carry a lot of excess baggage when we set out on such a journey and I still
  cling to some of it. Nevertheless, I believe that what I here present is a portrait of Dante, the poet, the political thinker and the man, which has not been seen before. Almost every chapter
  contains new ideas and fresh insights, some of them radical, many controversial.


  Among the discoveries which I have made are two which offer a fundamental challenge. They concern the famous enigmas: the veltro and the DVX, the first a prophecy by Virgil, the second
  by Beatrice, of a leader who was to bring peace and order to the world. Many learned and ingenious attempts have been made to identify him, but no definitive conclusion has been reached. By keeping
  an open mind, I have, almost by accident, hit upon what I consider are the solutions to both conundrums. Their very simplicity has caused them to be overlooked for nearly seven centuries. They are
  bound to meet with disagreement, perhaps with instant dismissal. I hope that they will at least arouse discussion and so lead on to further perceptions.


  Almost every factual statement concerning Dante has been disputed and many continue to be controversial. The accepted opinion regarding Beatrice, the Florentine girl with whom he fell in love
  and who was the main inspiration of his poetry, is that she was the daughter of Folco Portinari, that she married Simone Bardi and died in 1290 at the age of 24. But it has also been maintained
  that she did not exist at all, being merely an allegorical figure signifying Theology. In this book I suggest that Beatrice plays not one but many roles in the Commedia, some of them not
  defined before.


  It is said that Dantes early poems were set to music and sung by his friend Casella, the composer: there is no proof that this is so. Dante had five, six, seven children: according to
  recent opinion, he had only two sons and one daughter. Dante studied for a time in Paris (Gladstone even believed that he studied at Oxford): according to other opinion, he never left Italy.
  Several works and letters attributed to him have been judged to be forgeries and some are still the subject of controversy. Dante and his friend Forese Donati exchanged a series of obscene sonnets.
  When discovered they were rejected as spurious, then accepted as genuine; they are once again the subject of discussion. All such disputes, and there are many, give the biographer a free hand, but
  it requires courage to use it, rather than simply weigh one view against another and reach no decision.


  Taking a new look at one of Dantes minor works, his treatise on the art of writing in the vernacular, De Vulgari Eloquentia, I realized for the first time that it was written
  originally as a lecture. Read in this light, it reveals him vividly as a public speaker. We become suddenly aware of his ability to entertain an audience, his talent as a mimic, his acute
  sensitivity to accents as he walks about Bologna, noting the differences in pronunciation from district to district. It also reveals him as an irate personality, downright in his opinions and
  impatient of disagreement.


  Another minor work, long considered spurious but now accepted as authentic by most Dante scholars, is his address to Can Grande della Scala, the ruler of Verona and Dantes patron. I offer
  here a totally new view of it. I consider that it has been wrongly defined as an epistle: it is, on the contrary, an oration, delivered in Verona by Dante himself in an attempt to
  gain promotion and financial aid for the third part of his poem, Paradiso.


  There has long been a mystery concerning Dantes philosophical work, Il Convivio, intended, when he began it, to be his magnum opus. Why did he leave it unfinished and
  turn to writing the Commedia? I offer a solution which has not been suggested before. Again, it is a simple one. Dante, the exile, cut off by then from the funds of fellow exiles, with
  whom he had quarrelled, was hard pressed for money. He hoped to generate income by giving a course of lectures on subjects arising from his canzoni, philosophy, allegory, astronomy and
  ethics, and by selling copies of his text as he progressed. Unfortunately he misjudged his market. Audiences dwindled, sales fell off and he was obliged to turn to a more successful kind of
  entertainment: the story of a journey into the world of the dead. Investing what was a primitive form of pop art with the dignity of Virgils story of the journey of Aeneas into Hades and
  making it a vehicle for his own profound ideas, he created a new form of literary art which this time held his audience and has continued to do so ever since.


  I use the word audience advisedly. In Dantes time, owing to the expense of manuscripts, works were read aloud in public more often than perused in solitude, This accounts
  for the many varied sound effects perceptible in Dantes style. It is also possible to see how he adjusted the work to the responses it received as it progressed. Modern readers, limited to
  the page-to-eye-to-mind experience, tend to overlook the importance of the relationship between an author and a listening public. To hold their attention, Dante had need of variety, This
  he achieved by changing his style from canto to canto. Most effective of all was the fact that he told the main story in the first person: I was there ... I saw ... I heard. Read
  aloud by Dante himself, the Inferno especially must have been compelling. Stories are inserted within stories, startling encounters are contrived between himself and personages not long
  dead. He reduced the traditional figures of personification allegory (perambulating labels) and replaced them by real characters, who, while being themselves, at the same time
  represented abstract concepts. Though remote from us now, they still hold our fascinated attention, owing to skilful character drawing and to dialogue that brings personalities to life by different
  styles and tones of voice. An element of drama is perceptible throughout. There is also the fact that Dante had quite a few personal scores to settle.


  It was not his intention simply to preach a parable about punishments for sin and rewards for virtue. He was deeply concerned about the state of the world and believed that he had found a
  solution: the acceptance throughout Europe of the supreme secular authority of an Emperor. His chief aim in writing the Commedia (as it was to have been in Il Convivio) was to
  promote this belief among as wide an audience and readership as possible. He held that mankind was created for happiness and that the highest joy was to be found in the use of reason and the
  pursuit of truth. His reading of the mystics and his own gift for contemplation enabled him to conclude the work with a vision of the Trinity, a vision which he may actually have experienced.


  Views differ as to whether he did or not. There is no conclusive proof and I leave the question open. I suggest, however, a possibility which does not appear to have been presented before. From
  his earliest writings, in particular in his visionary imaginings of Beatrice conveyed in La Vita Nuova, there are indications that Dante, perhaps in company with his fellow poets, may have
  indulged in herbal stimulants which induced a heightened state of consciousness. There is an intriguing clue, hitherto unnoticed, in the first canto of Paradiso, which points in that
  direction.


  In my descriptions of the Commedia and of Dantes minor poetry I have aimed at presenting the traits of his personality as well as the qualities of his narrative and literary
  skills. In several chapters I offer new insights, of which one of the most important is my discovery of the source of his story of the last journey of Ulysses. The translations, unless otherwise
  indicated, are my own, some of which are published here for the first time.


  Since this book is the result of independent observation, I give no bibliography. The sources of quotations and, where appropriate, of information and occasionally of opinion, are provided in
  the notes. In order not to hold up the narrative, I have relegated to an appendix basic information about Guelfs and Ghibellines, Popes contemporary with Dante, Emperors mentioned by him, together
  with a chronology, so far as it is known, of his works and of the chief events of his life.


  Several professional friends have read the work in full or in part and have made valuable suggestions, in particular Jill Paton Walsh and A.N. Wilson. I wish especially to thank Professor Andrew
  Lewis for his guidance on matters relating to mediaeval law. I have also benefited from an exchange of views with colleagues and am grateful to them for their help and encouragement, as well as for
  their warnings and misgivings. They are (or were): Catherine Aird, Professor Janos Bak, the Rev. Robert S. Beresford, Professor Patrick Boyde, George Bull, Christopher Dean, Dr John Keast-Butler,
  Professor E.M. Peters, Dr Roger Poole, Professor Jonathan Saylor, Professor John Scott, Dr Prue Shaw, Professor Ruggero Stefanini, Canon John A. Thurmer and Dr Richard Webster. I also thank Dr
  Louise Baron for allowing me to quote her wise saying as an epigraph. I also thank my literary executors, Kerstin Lewis and Adrian Thorpe, for following my undertaking with a watchful eye.


  My thanks are also due to I.B.Tauris for their enterprise in publishing this book, expecially to Alex Wright and his colleagues, and also to Alison and David Worthington for their careful
  typesetting of the text.


  


  Barbara Reynolds
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  CHAPTER 1


  The Early Years


  Dante Alighieri believed that he was a direct descendant of the ancient Romans. According to family tradition, a great-great-grandfather on his
  fathers side could trace his origins to the Elisei, one of the Roman families reputed to have founded Florence. This illustrious ancestor, Cacciaguida, was born towards the end of the
  eleventh century. A Florentine, he served, as other Tuscans did, in the Second Crusade, was knighted and killed in battle. His wife, Alighiera Alighieri, came from the region of the Po Valley,
  possibly Ferrara, and some of her descendants adopted her family name. Derived from the Latin word aliger, it means winged. Dante owed his Christian name to his
  mothers side. A shortened form of Durante, it means enduring. The notion of ancient lineage, whether Roman or not, and names charged with such significance must have inspired
  in him a strong sense of destiny.


  He was born in the year 1265. The precise day is not known but since he claimed the constellation of Gemini as his natal stars1 it must have been
  between May and June. He was christened the following year in the Baptistery of San Giovanni, one of the earliest buildings in Florence, where he believed that his ancestor Cacciaguida too had been
  baptized.2 The Cathedral, as we know it today, had not then been built and the Baptistery was more prominent than it is now.3 Dante called it his beautiful San Giovanni and looked back to it from exile with longing, hoping one day to receive the poets crown of laurel
  there.4
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    Fig 1. The Baptistery in Florence

  


  The original baptismal font is no longer in place, though broken segments of it are said to be in the Museum of the Works of the Cathedral. It was a low octagonal structure, like the font in the
  Baptistery at Pisa,5 and inside it, as at Pisa, were stone cylinders. Multiple baptisms were held twice a year, on Easter Eve and on the Eve of Whit
  Sunday, when the Baptistery was crowded with families and godparents. It has been said that the baptizing priests stood in the cylinders and leant forward to the water in the font. It is more
  likely that the priests stood in the dry font, facing the congregation and baptizing with water contained in the cylinders. One day someone (it has been said a child) fell into a cylinder and was
  unable to extricate himself. Dante smashed it with an axe to release him, an action that was considered sacrilegious. He makes a point of justifying himself in Inferno, where holes in the
  rock containing Popes guilty of simony remind him of these cylinders, one of which he broke, he says, to save someone who was drowning:

  
  

  
    
      ... e questo sia suggel chogn uomo sganni.


      ... and by this seal let all be undeceived.6

    

  


  

  His father, Alighiero Alighieri, was about 45 years old when Dante was born. A man of property, both inside Florence and in the countryside beyond, he added to his income by
  lending money, an activity which Dante later condemned as usury. By means of it, however, the father maintained his family in comfort and left them modestly provided for. Dantes mother,
  named Bella, was the daughter of Durante Scolaro, said to be related to a distinguished family, the Abati. She died when Dante was a child, some time between 1270 and 1275, and his father married
  again. His second wife was Lapa, the daughter of Chiarissimo Cialuffi. She bore him two children: a son, Francesco, and a daughter, Gaetana. Another daughter (possibly of his first wife), whose
  name is unknown, married Leone Poggi. Their son, Andrea, was said by Giovanni Boccaccio, Dantes first biographer, to look marvellously like the poet.


  Boccaccio was eight years old when Dante died in 1321 and had never set eyes on him. Nevertheless, in preparation for his biography, he questioned many people who had known him, including his
  nephew Andrea. He describes Dantes appearance as follows:


  
    
      This our poet, then, was of middle height; and when he had reached maturity he went somewhat bowed, his gait grave and gentle, and ever clad in most seemly apparel, in such
      garb as befitted his mature years. His face was long, his nose aquiline, and his eyes large rather than small; his jaws big, and the under lip protruding beyond the upper. His complexion was
      dark, his hair and beard thick, black and curling, and his expression was always melancholy and thoughtful.7

    

  


  From measurements taken of Dantes skeleton in 1921,8 his height was between 1.644 and 1.654 metres, roughly the equivalent of five feet
  five inches. Measurements of the upper part of the skull confirm that his face was long. The nasal cavity suggests that the nose slanted slightly to the right and that it was large and aquiline.
  The orbits of the eyes show that they were large; also that the right eye was larger and slightly lower than the left. The cheek bones were prominent. The lower jaw is missing so its size cannot be
  verified. Calculations of the skull indicate that his cranial capacity was 1,700 cubic centimetres. The weight of his brain has been estimated as a possible 1,470 grams. These measurements suggest
  that his brain was above average in size and weight.9
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    Fig 2. Baptismal Font in Pisa

  


  In his youth he was not bearded, as can be seen from the portrait of him, said to have been painted by his friend Giotto, on the wall of the Bargello in Florence. This was damaged and badly
  restored in 1841 but some idea of what it was like originally can be seen from a sketch which the artist Seymour Kirkup was able to make of it before the damage had gone too far.10 This shows a sensitive, oval face, beardless, with a straight nose and firm chin. The prominence of the under lip, to which Boccaccio refers, can be seen in
  potential and this perhaps developed as he grew older.


  There is no evidence that Dante felt himself an outsider among his fathers second family. An allusion in one of his poems to a sister standing at his bedside while he lay ill indicates,
  on the contrary, an affectionate relationship:


  
    
      Donna pietosa e di novella etate,


      adorna assai di gentilezze umane,


      chera l vio chiamava spesso Morte,


      veggendo li occhi miei pien di pietate,


      e ascoltando le parole vane,


      si mosse con paura a pianger forte.


      A lady, youthful and compassionate,


      much graced with qualities of gentleness,


      who where I called on Death was standing near,


      beholding in my eyes my grievous state,


      hearing babbled words of emptiness,


      began to weep aloud in sudden fear.

    

  


  These lines are the beginning of a canzone which Dante included in a selection of his early poems, entitled La Vita Nuova.11 In a prose commentary he explains that this kind and gracious young woman was closely related to him. The traditional interpretation is that she was his
  half-sister, Gaetana, who in the year of Dantes illness, 1290, would have been about 15. Apart from this brief and tender reference, Dante does not mention his siblings, though it is said
  that his half-brother Francesco visited him in his exile and negotiated a loan for him. He refers to his parents once only, in Il Convivio, a work he wrote in the early years of his exile.
  Explaining why he is writing in the vernacular instead of in Latin, he gives as one reason his intimate love of his native speech, which he feels is part of his very being. This is literally true,
  he says, because his parents spoke it and this brought them together and so was responsible for his existence:


  
    
      Questo mio volgare fu congiugnitore de li miei generanti, che con esso parlavano ... per che manifesto  lui essere concorso a la mia generazione, e cos
      essere alcuna cagione del mio essere.


      This vernacular of mine brought my parents together, for they spoke in it ... so it is obvious that it had a share in begetting me and thus is a cause of my
      existence.12

    

  


  In these words we can sense Dantes longing to hear the Florentine speech again. It may even be that he is here recalling an echo of his mothers voice: con esso
  parlavano: he seems to be remembering his parents talking together. If so, this must be one of his earliest childhood memories.13


  His father died some time between 1281 and 1283, leaving Dante, then in his late teens, under the authority of a guardian, as the law required, until he was 25 years of age.14 From the many images of parenthood that occur in the Commedia it would seem that the early loss of his mother and later of his father left Dante
  with an emotional need. Several times he writes of himself as a child: held in the protective arms of Virgil, carried sleeping up part of Mount Purgatory by St Lucy, turning to Beatrice like a
  little boy to its mother for reassurance in a moment of panic; once he even compares himself to an infant hungrily mouthing for the breast.


  After the death of his mother, his most important childhood experience was his meeting with a little girl of eight when he himself was nearly nine. Describing this event later in La Vita
  Nuova, when the child, grown to womanhood, had married and had died, Dante, by then an established poet, idealized the feelings she aroused in him at this first meeting as the beginning of a
  life-long submission to the power of love. In a realistic sense, it may have been his first awareness of the stirrings of puberty. Later in life, in a sonnet addressed to a poet friend, Cino da
  Pistoia, he admits that the origins of his feelings for her were sexual.15 In another poem he even traced her influence upon him to the day of her
  birth, when, he says, his little childish body felt a strange tremor and he fell to the ground.16 Since he was then only about nine months old, he
  could not have remembered this. If there is any truth in it, he may have suffered an infantile convulsion about which his nurse or his mother told him later. He describes himself as having a
  tendency to faint when overcome by strong emotions, as when in La Vita Nuova he sees Beatrice unexpectedly at a wedding, or within the fiction of Inferno, when Francesca da Rimini
  comes to the end of her piteous story and Dante says of himself: I fell as a dead body falls:


  
    
      e caddi come corpo morto cade.17

    

  


  He says in La Vita Nuova that when he first saw Beatrice she was dressed in a very noble colour, a decorous and delicate crimson, tied with a girdle and trimmed in a manner
  suited to her tender age. She has been identified as the daughter of Folco Portinari, a banker and a prominent citizen of Florence. Boccaccio relates that the meeting took place at a May Day
  party held in the Portinari home. She was one of 11 children: five sons and six daughters.18 One of the sons, either Manetto or Ricovero, who were
  both of an appropriate age, was a close friend of Dantes.19 Folco Portinari held government office and was elected Prior in August 1282. In
  1288 he founded the hospital of Santa Maria Nuova.20 There is a tradition that he was persuaded to do so by Beatrices nurse, Mona Tessa,
  who, aided by the Sisters of the Order of Oblates, looked after the first patients. To this day, every year the Sisters celebrate Mona Tessas birthday (3 July) in the little church of Santa
  Margherita, situated between the Portinari and the Alighieri houses,21 where Dante and Beatrice both worshipped. There is a memorial tablet and an
  effigy of Mona Tessa on the original building of the hospital. Folco died on 31 December 1289. In his will, which is dated 15 January 1288, it is shown that Beatrice, to whom he bequeathed 50
  Florentine pounds, was by then married to Simone Bardi, a member of a prominent family of bankers. Dante does not mention her marriage.


  He does mention her fathers death, in La Vita Nuova, where he describes a group of women mourners returning from a visit of condolence to Beatrice, with whom he deeply
  sympathized. Several years had passed since the death of his own father but it seems that he felt regret for what might have been, for he says: No friendship is as intimate as that between a
  good father and a good child. It was a few days after Folcos death that Dante fell ill and lay babbling in the delirium that frightened his sister. He had perhaps caught a cold in the
  winter weather, as he stood watching the mourners, and may have succumbed to pleurisy or pneumonia. The piercing winds that whistle down the narrow streets of Florence in winter are dangerous still
  today.


  The image of the angelic child, as he called her, stayed with him throughout his childhood, eclipsing another important event, which he never mentions: his betrothal at the age of
  12 to Gemma, a daughter of the Donati family, arranged by his father and hers. In due course, Boccaccio says after the death of Beatrice in 1290, but probably earlier, he and Gemma married. She
  brought him a substantial dowry and they had several children, the exact number of whom has not been verified. There were certainly two sons: Iacopo, who became a priest and had only illegitimate
  issue, and Pietro, who prospered as a judge and built a villa at Gargagnago, near Verona, where his descendants, the Serego-Alighieri, still live. There has been mention of two other sons, Giovanni
  and Gabriello, but it is thought that they may have been the offspring of someone of the same name as Dante. If this is the case, they may have been cousins. It has been said that there were two
  daughters, Antonia, and Beatrice who became a nun in Ravenna. The more recent opinion is that there was only one daughter and that it was Antonia who took the veil under the name of her
  fathers celebrated love. Boccaccio, on little evidence, as he admits, says that the marriage was unhappy and that for this reason Gemma did not join her husband in exile, though her sons and
  one daughter did.22 Whatever the truth, marriages were arranged for financial or political reasons and were not an occasion for romantic
  expectations.


  As the son of parents who prided themselves on distinguished lineage, Dante was instructed in the Trivium and the Quadrivium, a course of study consisting first of grammar (that is, Latin),
  logic and rhetoric, followed by arithmetic, geometry, astronomy and music. His earliest Latin grammar book is likely to have been the Ars Grammatica by Donatus, the fourth-century
  grammarian, for long in use. Dante places the soul of Donatus among the learned in Paradiso, an unusual tribute to the author of a Latin primer.23 He was less kind to Priscian, to whose more advanced work he probably progressed, for he places him in Inferno on the burning sand among the sodomites.24 The texts he read could have included a Latin translation of Aesops fables, a collection of moral precepts by Dionysius Cato,25 a book of eclogues which drew parallels between classical mythology and Scripture, and a work entitled Facetus, which taught good manners.


  He seems not to have made much progress in Latin as a boy, for he said that when as an adult he tried to read Cicero and Boethius he found them difficult. With later study he became a proficient
  reader of the classics, particularly of Virgil, Ovid, Lucan, Cicero and of the later poet Statius; he also learnt to write Latin prose and verse with competence. He knew no Greek, apart from a few
  words, but that was usual in his period. There was no university in Florence, but he was able to continue his education by attending lectures at the schools of the Franciscans in Santa Croce and
  the Dominicans in Santa Maria Novella. One of the canons of Santa Maria was the preacher Remigio de Girolami, who had studied in Paris and may have heard St Thomas Aquinas lecture on
  Aristotle there. On his return to Florence he took up a post as lecturer in theology at the Dominican school. If Dante heard him, there is the intriguing possibility of a close link between St
  Thomas and Dante the student of theology and philosophy. He admired Brunetto Latini, an eminent scholar, notary, magistrate and man of letters. When Dante knew him he was in his 60s, about the age
  his father would have been. He encouraged the boy in his studies and saw a great future for him in his horoscope. Dante draws an affectionate though painful portrait of him among the sodomites in
  Inferno,26 where he expresses sorrow and, it seems, surprise at his plight, as well as profound respect and indebtedness, as though to a
  surrogate father, whose dear, benign, paternal image he still keeps in his heart, recalling how he hourly taught him the art by which men become immortal.27


  Dante was deeply moved by music, especially by singing, which seems to have induced in him a trance-like state of bliss. He is not known to have played any instrument, though he may have done,
  for one of his friends was a maker of lutes.28 Many of his poems were set to music, one at least by his friend Casella, who was a singer as well
  as a composer.29 The musical setting of a ballata included in La Vita Nuova30
  is mentioned both in the poem and in the prose commentary. A ballata, as the word implies, was not only sung but was accompanied also by a performance of dancers.31


  Leonardo Bruni, his fifteenth-century biographer, says that Dante drew excellently and there is an allusion to this skill in La Vita Nuova, in which he speaks of himself drawing figures
  of angels on wooden boards.32 He calls it la mia opera (my work), which sounds like something more than doodling. It may
  have been work commissioned by a church. He was later to depict angels in words, notably two in Purgatorio, arrayed in garments green as fresh leaves new-budded on a wand,
  which trailed behind them, fluttered by green wings, their hair golden, their faces so dazzling that the eye of the beholder was confounded.33 If
  this was how he also painted angels his work must have been colourful. He was knowledgeable about contemporary artists and the materials used for paints. In Purgatorio he
  gives a list of colours which the flowers in the Valley of the Rulers surpassed: gold and fine silver, cochineal and white lead, indigo, bright and clear emerald when it is newly
  split.34 Two of his friends were artists: the miniaturist, Oderisi of Gubbio, and Giotto, whom he is said to have watched at work on the
  frescoes in the Scrovegni Chapel in Padua. Nothing remains that is known to be in his handwriting but Leonardo Bruni, who had seen certain epistles, says that he wrote a
  finished hand, with thin, long letters, perfectly formed.


  Though not tall, Dante must have been robust for he was trained in horsemanship for battle and in the use of the lance, the sword and the mace. Such skills required strength, dexterity and years
  of practice. In 1289, when he was 24, he fought in the first rank of the Florentine cavalry against the Ghibellines of Arezzo at the Battle of Campaldino. In a letter which Bruni saw, he described
  the battle and drew a plan of it, saying that though he was then no novice in arms he at first felt great fear, which changed to exultation when the cavalry, routed in the beginning, regrouped and
  charged, defeating the enemy. Dante had thus done his share of hacking and slicing. It has been suggested that it may even have been Dante himself who slew the Ghibelline warrior, Buonconte da
  Montefeltro, whose moment of death he describes so poignantly in Purgatorio.35 In Inferno he mentions being present at the siege
  of the fortress of Caprona, when, later in the same year, the Tuscan Guelfs, led by Lucca and Florence, invaded Pisan territory and captured several strongholds.36 Leonardi Bruni regrets that Boccaccio did not say more in his biography about Dantes military valour.


  A vigorous and active man, Dante also took part in sports, such as hunting, both with hounds and hawks. In one of his sonnets he reproaches himself for spending too much time in such masculine
  pursuits, to the neglect of the company of women:


  
    
      Sonar bracchetti, e cacciatori aizzare,


      lepri levare, ed isgridar le genti,


      di guinzagli uscir veltri correnti,


      per belle piagge volgere e imboccare,


      assai credo che deggia dilettare


      libero core e van dintendimenti!


      Ed io, fra gli amorosi pensamenti,


      duno sono schernito in tal affare,


      e dicemi esto motto per usanza:


      Or ecco leggiadria di gentil core,


      per una s selvaggia dilettanza


      lasciar le donne e lor gaia sembianza!


      Allor, temendo non che senta Amore,


      prendo vergogna, onde mi ven pesanza.


      Huntsmen hallooing, hounds that bark and bay,


      hares from their cover leaping, shouts of glee,


      swift, eager greyhounds from the leash set free,


      coursing the sunlit slopes to snatch their prey,


      such things give ample pleasure, I dare say,


      to hearts untouched as yet by gallantry.


      But I, whose thoughts of love encumber me,


      by one of them am mocked on such a day.


      It says, in teasing words which well I know:


      Oh, what a faithful lover we have here,


      who for rough country sport prefers to go,


      forsaking the fair sex who pleased him so!


      And then, afraid that Love will overhear,


      I feel ashamed and heavy-hearted grow.

    

  


  He enjoyed coarse company, as well as manly sport. With one his friends, Forese Donati, a cousin of his wife, he exchanged a series of vulgar and sexually insulting sonnets. This was a literary
  game known as a tenzone, a contest between poets who vied with each other, not always in abuse, sometimes in courteous argument. When first identified in the nineteenth century these
  sonnets caused so much outrage to Dante scholars that they refused to believe they were genuine. Later accepted for many years, they are once again the subject of controversy.37


  A significant event in Dantes years as a young adult was his admittance into the society of poets who were experimenting with new concepts. The literary fashion of courtly love, as
  cultivated by troubadours in aristocratic centres in Provence, had spread to Northern Italy and Sicily. The stereotyped homage paid to an unnamed married woman was developed and refined by Italian
  poets in the thirteenth century, particularly by Guido Guinizelli of Bologna,38 whose verses expressed a new reverence for female beauty and
  virtue. Love came to be seen as an ennobling experience of which only a cor gentile (gentle, or noble heart) was capable. Such rarefied emotion, distinguished from lust, gave rise to
  intense visionary and dream-like imaginings, sometimes mystical and verging on the religious. Poets who cultivated such experience, possibly with the stimulus of love potions,39 were known as the Fedeli dAmore (the Faithful Followers of Love), who acknowledged obedience to Love, personified as a feudal lord or some
  other figure of authority. In Florence the poets exploring such concepts formed a self-consciously lite group and were sometimes mocked by other, more earthy versifiers, as was Dante.


  Hoping to become one of the elevated circle, Dante, at the age of about 17, began circulating some of his sonnets, at first anonymously. On receiving replies, he grew bolder and sent other poems
  to a wider group. One is a sonnet relating a dream which he asks the recipients to interpret. He later introduced it as the first poem in La Vita Nuova, saying there that it relates to
  Beatrice, though originally it may have been just an exercise in the conventional narration of a vision:


  
    
      A ciascunalma presa e gentil core


      nel cui cospetto ven lo dir presente,


      in ci che mi rescrivan suo parvente,


      salute in lor segnor, cio Amore.


      Gi eran quasi che atterzate lore


      del tempo che onne Stella n  lucente,


      quando mapparve Amor subitamente,


      cui essenza membrar mi d orrore.


      Allegro mi sembrava Amor tenendo


      meo core in mano, e ne le braccia avea


      madonna involta in un drappo dormendo.


      Poi la svegliava, e desto core ardendo


      lei paventosa umilmente pascea:


      appresso gir lo ne vedea piangendo.


      To every captive soul and gentle lover


      within whose sight this present rhyme may chance,


      that, writing back, each may expound its sense,


      greetings in Love, who is their Lord, I offer.


      Already of those hours a third was over


      wherein all stars display their radiance,


      when lo! Love stood before me in my trance:


      recalling what he was fills me with horror.


      Joyful at first he seemed and in his keeping


      he held my heart, while in his arms there lay


      my lady in a mantle wrapped, and sleeping.


      Then he awoke her and, her fear not heeding,


      my burning heart fed to her reverently.


      Then he departed from my vision weeping.

    

  


  Among the poets who replied was Dante of Maiano, who took a coarse, jocose tone and, in a parody of medical advice, told his young namesake to give his testicles a good wash to
  see if that would clear his head; if not, he suggested he should see a doctor and present a specimen of his urine,40 thus mockingly diagnosing a
  pathological sexual condition.


  A serious reply came from Guido Cavalcanti,41 which began:


  
    
      Vedeste, al mio parere, onne valore


      e tutto gioco e quanto bene om sente,


      se foste in prova del segnor valente


      che segnoreggia il mondo de lonore ...


      You saw, in my view, all the good there is,


      all joy and virtue that a man can know,


      since that great Lord had taken you for his,


      to whom in honour all obedience owe ...42

    

  


  This response was welcome to Dante for two reasons: the meaning of his dream had been taken seriously by the most eminent among the poetic group he wished to join; it also
  marked the beginning of a friendship.


  Guido Cavalcanti, a member of an aristocratic and prosperous Guelf family, was Dantes senior by about ten years. Male comradeship was important to Dante and this early friendship was one
  of the most influential. My first friend, Dante called him, meaning not so much the first in time as the first in order of affection. They talked about poetry, love and religion.
  Cavalcantis father, an Epicurean, believed that the soul died with the body and Guido was also suspected of being an unbeliever.43 His love
  poetry expressed conflict between idealism and desire, which resulted in more torment than joy. Dante became his protg and responded to his guidance as a poet. Something of their
  relationship is perhaps reflected in the pupilteacher relationship between Dante and Virgil in the Commedia.44


  From Cavalcanti he could have heard family reminiscences of the Ghibelline warrior Farinata degli Uberti, the imposing personage who in Inferno rises from the burning tomb of heretics,
  seeming to hold all Hell in scorn.45 Guido had been espoused in childhood to his daughter in the hope of creating amicable relations
  between two families of opposing political allegiance. Guido could also have told Dante tales of the troubadour Sordello, whose mistress, Cunizza da Romano, passed her old age in the Cavalcanti
  household. Sordello, though a Mantuan, wrote poems in Provenal, a language that Dante also mastered. So greatly did he admire him that he chose him as a figure worthy to embrace Virgil, a
  fellow Mantuan, on Mount Purgatory, making the meeting an occasion for an impassioned outburst of patriotic wrath. The celebrated lines describing the dignified disdain of Sordello as they approach
  him could have been derived from Cunizzas own words about him, as remembered by Cavalcanti:


  
    
      
        
          
            
              
                
                  ... o anima lombarda,

                

              

            

          


          come ti stavi altera e disdegnosa


          e nel mover degli occhi onesta e tarda!

        

      


      Ella non ci dicea alcuna cosa,


      
        
          ma lasciavane gir, solo sguardando


          a guisa di leon quando si posa.

        

      


      
        
          
            
              
                
                  ... o soul of Lombardy,

                

              

            

          


          what pride and scorn thy attitude avouched,


          and in thy slow regard what dignity!

        

      


      He said no word to us as we approached,


      
        
          but merely fixed his gaze upon us both,


          after the manner of a lion couched.46

        

      

    

  


  Cunizza herself had led a colourful life, having had four husbands and two lovers, one of whom was Sordello, for whom she left her first husband. Dante derived a sympathetic account of her,
  perhaps from Cavalcantis memories, for he places her in the Heaven of Venus in Paradiso, an example of human love set in perfect relation to the divine. Something of Cunizzas
  authentic personality may be reflected in the joyous utterance in which she forgives herself, since the love by which she sinned is now her beatitude.47


  The love life of the group of poets extended beyond the vision of one idealized woman. In a charming and subtly erotic sonnet Dante expresses a wish that he, Guido and Lapo Gianni, another poet
  friend, might sail away together in a boat, accompanied by three women whom they loved: Giovanna (for Guido), Lagia (for Lapo) and, for himself, she who is number thirty on the list.
  We do not know her name. We know only that it was not Beatrice.


  
    
      Guido, i vorrei che tu e Lapo ed io


      fossimo presi per incantimento


      messi in un vasel, chad ogni vento


      per mare andasse al voler vostro e mio,


      s che fortuna od altro tempo rio


      non ci potesse dare impedimento,


      anzi, vivendo sempre in un talento,


      di stare insieme crescesse l disio.


      E monna Vanna e monna Lagia poi


      con quella ch  sul numer de le trenta


      con noi ponesse il buono incantatore:


      e quivi ragionar sempre damore,


      e ciascuna di lor fosse contenta,


      s come i credo che saremmo noi.


      Guido, I wish you, I and Lapo could,


      by virtue of enchantment, taken be


      and placed upon a boat, to sail
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