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    Love unsettles valor and sends heroes wandering through an enchanted world where desire, duty, and reputation contend for the human heart.

The Orlando Innamorato, by the Italian Renaissance poet Matteo Maria Boiardo, is a sprawling chivalric romance set in a fantastical version of Charlemagne’s Europe. Composed in the late fifteenth century, it emerges from the courtly milieu of northern Italy and the new habits of print and vernacular literature. The poem builds on medieval cycles of Carolingian legend while welcoming marvels, magic, and far-traveling quests. Its world moves between courts and wilderness, from Europe to imagined Eastern realms, situating knightly exploits within a tapestry of wonder that reflects both inherited traditions and the creative exuberance of its age.

At its outset, the poem introduces the famed paladin Orlando and a host of peers whose ordered lives are thrown askew by the arrival of Angelica, a mysterious princess from the East. Her presence ignites rivalries and propels a web of pursuits through forests, islands, and enchanted domains. Readers encounter jousts, sorcery, and sudden turns of fortune, all orchestrated with a lively, courtly voice that balances grandeur with playfulness. The experience is adventurous and capacious: gallantry and spectacle share the stage with emotional turmoil, creating an atmosphere in which the marvelous and the human intertwine without settling into certainty.

The central tension is the clash between love and honor, between the demands of chivalric fame and the force of passion that can topple the proudest knight. Boiardo explores the caprice of fortune, the instability of desire, and the testing of identity in encounters that cross borders of culture and belief. Questions of loyalty, reputation, and self-mastery recur, as do meditations on how stories themselves shape conduct and memory. The poem invites readers to consider whether courage is measured only in battle or also in the struggle to govern the heart when beauty, envy, and wonder unsettle the will.

Formally, the narrative interlaces multiple threads, shifting focus from one quest to another to maintain suspense and breadth. Episodes echo and mirror each other as characters stray, return, and discover new trials, creating a rhythm of pursuit and deferral that keeps the plot in motion. The verse delivers a polished courtly surface while accommodating humor, irony, and sudden pathos. Boiardo draws freely on classical, medieval, and folkloric motifs, yet the resulting mosaic feels distinctively his own. The poem’s imaginative geography—bridging courts, seas, and enchanted strongholds—becomes a stage on which ideals are tested by distance, seduction, and uncertainty.

Historically, the work stands at a pivotal moment, bridging medieval romance and the Renaissance epic. Left unfinished at Boiardo’s death, it was taken up and continued by Ludovico Ariosto in Orlando Furioso, a testament to its narrative magnetism and cultural stature. Though later fame often favored its successor, Boiardo’s poem set many of the coordinates—characters, situations, and tonal possibilities—that shaped the Italian romantic epic. Circulating in the vernacular, it also participated in the broader movement that brought sophisticated storytelling to a widening audience, aligning courtly taste with popular delight in adventure, love, and the marvelous.

For contemporary readers, The Orlando Innamorato offers both exuberant entertainment and a resonant reflection on distraction, ambition, and the costs of obsession. Its interplay of cultures, its fascination with reputation and rumor, and its candid portrayal of desire feel strikingly current. Approached in translation or in the original, it rewards an ear for tonal shifts and an appetite for expansive, episodic narratives. Those who enjoy fantasy, romance, and epic will find a formative ancestor here, one that invites ethical and emotional inquiry without foreclosing wonder. Boiardo’s vision endures as an exploration of how love can both crown and unmake heroic ideals.
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    The Orlando Innamorato is a Renaissance chivalric romance that opens at the court of Charlemagne, where the pagan princess Angelica arrives from distant Cathay with her brother Argalia to test the valor of Christendom's paladins. Bearing a magic ring that undoes enchantments and guarded by Argalia's enchanted spear, she provokes a tournament whose prize is her own companionship. The spectacle instantly inflames desire among famous knights, notably Orlando and his cousin Rinaldo, while rival Saracen champions also take interest. Boiardo sets a stage of mingled warlike pomp and amorous pursuit, introducing a world where prowess, courtesy, and sorcery constantly intersect.

The tournament quickly fractures unity. Argalia's fate in single combat triggers chaos, Angelica flees, and the courtly game becomes a continent-spanning chase. In the Forest of Arden, enchanted springs of Love and Hate reverse affections, so that Angelica and Rinaldo alternately adore and detest one another while Orlando's steadfast infatuation hardens into consuming passion. The narrative adopts an interlaced rhythm: duels break off, quests intersect, and each departure implies a later return. The paladins scatter across France and beyond, following rumors of Angelica, while Saracen lords gauge the opportunity posed by Christendom's distraction and the lure of legendary arms.

Angelica's flight leads eastward toward her fortified city of Albracca in Cathay, where new suitors and enemies converge. The Tartar king Agricane besieges the walls, claiming Angelica by right of conquest, and the poem dwells on chivalric courtesies amidst relentless warfare. Orlando, ranging far from Charlemagne's summons, reaches the theater of war and engages in emblematic encounters that balance ferocity with honor. A pivotal duel near a fountain, bound by nightfall truces and exchanges of gifts, crystallizes the poem's ideal of knightly conduct. The siege frames one of the work's major movements, expanding its geography and deepening the theme of contested desire.

While easterly campaigns unfold, Boiardo introduces the western and African currents that will drive the larger conflict. The youthful Agramante unites Saracen princes in a bold design against France, advised by seers and spurred by fame. King Gradasso of Sericana sets out expressly to seize Orlando's sword Durindana and Rinaldo's horse Baiardo, believing them keys to supremacy. The trickster Brunello, master thief and scout, steals talismans - including Angelica's disenchanting ring - to tip the balance. The enchanter Atlante hides the prodigy Ruggiero in a phantom fortress, trying to avert a prophesied doom. These strands seed rival expeditions, shifting alliances, and a mounting sense of impending war.

Into this mesh rides Bradamante, a Christian maiden knight whose prowess equals any paladin's. She and Ruggiero fall in love at first sight, a bond immediately tested by Atlante's labyrinths and the rival claims of faith and duty. Their thread adds a generational horizon: prophecies link their eventual union to future champions and to the house Boiardo celebrates. Bradamante's search carries her through hidden caverns, iron bridges, and perilous gardens, often dependent on the very ring Brunello stole to pierce illusions and unlock prisons. The poem thus couples amorous longing with quests for identity, heritage, and the right ordering of loyalties.

Across alternating cantos, secondary episodes modulate the central arcs. The boastful yet resilient Astolfo endures mishaps that lighten the narrative while showcasing persistence. Ferraù, Sacripante, and Rodomonte represent distinct Saracen valor, contending for prestige as much as for love. Magical engines proliferate: flying steeds, treacherous ferries, and the lethal garden of the sorceress Falerina, whose snares capture even wary knights. Contest over emblematic possessions - Durindana, Baiardo, an invincible helm, and the disenchanting ring - drives many encounters, with wagers, oaths, and conditional truces structuring progress. The poem continually juxtaposes brute might with wit, courtesy, and the uncertain power of marvels.

As Agramante's coalition gathers strength, attention returns to France. Charlemagne braces for invasion, recalling his scattered paladins and convening councils to weigh prophecy against prudence. Orlando, divided between service to his emperor and the pursuit of Angelica, confronts the conflict at the heart of the poem: love complicates duty, and duty interrupts love. Rinaldo's path repeatedly crosses Orlando's, their rivalry shaded by kinship and honor. Gradasso presses his claim for the famed sword and horse, proposing single combats under agreed terms. The martial and the amorous plots converge before Paris, where the defense of Christendom becomes a crucible for private vows.

The interlaced action thickens as armies embark, champions ride ahead to stake reputations, and sorcery strains to postpone fated meetings. Atlante renews his illusions to delay Ruggiero's entry into open war; Bradamante counters, nearly grasping then losing him again. Angelica eludes capture through resourcefulness as much as magic, remaining a catalyst rather than a reward. Tournaments, embassies, and duels dictate exchanges of prisoners, weapons, and promises, binding enemies in paradoxical courtesies. Each narrative line inches toward decisive clashes - on city walls, in moonlit clearings, and within enchanted halls - while the poem sustains uncertainty about outcomes, keeping desire and glory in tense suspension.

Boiardo's overarching message emerges through this design: love is a disruptive force that tests the codes of chivalry, and the marvelous both magnifies and mocks human intent. Valor must answer not only to kings and creeds but also to vows freely made, even when those vows scatter armies and delay campaigns. The Orlando Innamorato remains famously unfinished, breaking off as invasion crests and threads are poised to knot. Its open ending underscores the perpetual motion of quest romance and invites continuation. What endures is the tapestry itself - interwoven pursuits of honor, desire, and destiny across a world where faith, fortune, and magic contend.
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    Though composed in late fifteenth‑century Italy, Orlando Innamorato situates its narrative in the legendary Carolingian world of the eighth to ninth centuries. Its action ranges from Charlemagne’s court at Paris to the Ardennes forests, the Pyrenees, and far‑flung Eastern realms such as “Cathay” and Tartary, with the fortified city of Albracca as a central eastern stronghold. The setting blends Christian Frankish territories with Saracen kingdoms, mapping medieval Europe’s imagined frontier with Asia. Courtly tournaments, Pentecost gatherings, embassies, sieges, and single combats structure a landscape of fealty and ritualized violence. Boiardo’s geography is anachronistically enriched by Renaissance knowledge, projecting his own Italian courtly order onto a mythic Frankish past.

A foundational political frame for Boiardo’s world was the Peace of Lodi (1454) and the subsequent Italic League (1455), which stabilized the rivalry among Milan, Florence, Venice, Naples, and the Papacy for four decades. Under this balance, Ferrara flourished as a princely court under the Este, fostering pageantry, diplomacy, and humanist culture. The poem’s ceremonious assemblies at Charlemagne’s court, regulated tournaments, and emphasis on negotiated truces echo this equilibrium politics. By dramatizing how love and honor disturb otherwise ordered councils, the poem mirrors the fragility of the Lodi balance that Ferrara relied on for survival amid stronger neighbors.

Este dynastic consolidation shaped the poem’s genealogical imagination. Emperor Frederick III invested Borso d’Este as Duke of Modena and Reggio in 1452, and papal elevation made Ferrara a duchy in 1471; Ercole I d’Este succeeded in 1471 and married Eleonora of Aragon in 1473, binding Ferrara to Naples. Boiardo, count of Scandiano, served this court as diplomat and governor (notably in Reggio and Modena), absorbing its propaganda needs. The poem advances the Este’s mythic origins through the intertwined destinies of Ruggiero and Bradamante, foreshadowed in Orlando Innamorato. By tying Este legitimacy to Carolingian–Saracen lineages, Boiardo aligns epic romance with real princely self‑fashioning.

Mediterranean conflict with the Ottomans loomed over Italian politics. The fall of Constantinople (1453) reoriented trade and strategic anxieties, and the Ottoman capture of Otranto (1480) under Gedik Ahmed Pasha brought occupation and martyrs to southern Italy until reconquest in 1481 by forces of King Ferrante of Naples. These events refreshed Western fears of eastern invasion while also intensifying contact and curiosity. In the poem, Saracen kings and champions—such as the formidable Agricane besieging Albracca—are depicted with chivalric dignity even in opposition, reflecting both the menace of contemporary sieges and a nuanced, courtly fascination with powerful non‑Christian adversaries.

The War of Ferrara (1482–1484), or Salt War, most directly pressed upon Boiardo’s milieu. Rivalry over salt revenues and control of the Po delta led the Republic of Venice to attack Ferrara, initially with the support of Pope Sixtus IV. Ercole I d’Este aligned with the Kingdom of Naples under Ferrante, the Duchy of Milan (then under the influence of Ludovico Sforza), and Mantua. Venetian forces invaded the Polesine of Rovigo in 1482, devastating the countryside; papal politics shifted, and by 1483 Sixtus IV was at odds with Venice, illustrating the volatility of Italian alliances. Warfare included sieges along river fortresses, field operations plagued by floods and disease, and a grinding war economy that strained Ferrara’s resources. The conflict ended with the Treaty of Bagnolo (7 August 1484): Ferrara retained its ducal status but ceded the Polesine to Venice, a lasting territorial loss. Boiardo, active in Este service as a courtier and administrator during these years, would have witnessed wartime levies, diplomatic reversals, and the spectacle of embassies and truces. Orlando Innamorato’s recurrent images of beleaguered cities, precarious coalitions, and chivalric duels deciding broader campaigns speak to this context. The siege of Albracca, sustained by an alliance of diverse knights around a beleaguered ruler, echoes Ferrara’s defensive posture; the sudden betrayals and reconciliations among Christian and Saracen champions mirror the quicksilver pacts of 1482–1484. The poem’s interlacing narratives of love disrupting military discipline also resemble wartime court life, in which pageantry and entertainments continued even as fortifications were manned, projecting the Este court’s determination to perform magnificence amid pressure.

The French invasion of 1494 launched the Italian Wars, shattering the Lodi equilibrium. Charles VIII crossed the Alps, advanced through Lombardy and Tuscany, and seized Naples in early 1495 before facing the League of Venice (1495), which united Venice, Pope Alexander VI, Maximilian I, Ferdinand of Aragon, and Ludovico Sforza. Artillery, foreign garrisons, and rapid marches transformed Italian warfare. Boiardo died at Reggio Emilia in December 1494, as the invasion unfolded. The poem’s unfinished state and its darkening references to troubled times parallel Italy’s abrupt descent into transalpine domination, hinting that chivalric ideals were being overtaken by new, brutal statecraft.

The fall of Granada (1492) concluded the Iberian Reconquista under Ferdinand II of Aragon and Isabella I of Castile, followed the same year by the Alhambra Decree expelling Jews from Spain. Duke Ercole I extended privileges to some Sephardic refugees, reflecting Ferrara’s pragmatic openness within a fractured peninsula. These Mediterranean transformations intensified debates about faith, empire, and cultural encounter that permeate Boiardo’s cast of Christian and Saracen heroes. The poem’s cosmopolitan courts, embassies, and interfaith romances translate contemporaneous cross‑cultural movement—whether forced migration or diplomatic exchange—into narrative, while the disruptive arrival of Angelica at Paris dramatizes how external entrants could destabilize tightly knit political communities.

Orlando Innamorato functions as a subtle critique of late‑Quattrocento politics and society. It exposes the vulnerability of princely order to private passions: Orlando’s lovesickness and the rivalries it sparks undermine service to the sovereign, echoing factionalism that weakened Italian states. The poem questions crusading rhetoric by humanizing “pagan” adversaries, thereby critiquing simplistic confessional binaries amid real Mediterranean conflicts. Its cycles of siege and truce portray diplomatic bad faith and opportunism, indicting the volatility of alliances from the Salt War to 1494. Courtly splendor is shown to be fragile spectacle, dependent on fortune and prudent governance, and thus a pointed reminder to the Este and their peers of the costs of disunity.
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It is many years since I first entertained a vague idea of
translating the Orlando Furioso[1], and circumstances of little
importance to the reader, led me more recently to undertake it in
earnest. This work was again laid down; and afterwards resumed at
the instance of a distinguished friend; and by an odd coincidence,
I am indebted also to the suggestion of another eminent person for
the idea of the present translation of the Orlando Innamorato,
which, I should observe, is intended to be auxiliary to that, my
first and greater undertaking, though I need scarcely say, that
the story of Boiardo[2] is a necessary prologue to the poem of
Ariosto.

It was my intention to have translated the first mentioned work,
exactly upon the model adopted by Tressan in his version of the
French romances, a scheme afterwards executed with so much better
success, by my late excellent friend, Mr. George Ellis, in his
English work of the same description. A further consideration of
the subject, however, induced me to imitate them only in their
general plan of illustrating a compendious prose translation by
extracts, without seeking to add poignancy to this, by what might
give a false idea of the tone of my original. I recollected that I
stood in a very different predicament from that of either of these
authors; that, to compare my work with the one, which is most
likely to be familiar to my readers, the 'Specimens of early
English Romances,' the originals are composed in a spirit of
gravity which can hardly be confused with the gay style of the
translator, and therefore nobody can be misled by the vein of
pleasantry which runs through Mr. Ellis's work, and which is sure
to be exclusively ascribed to the author of the Rifacimento[4].
This, however, would possibly not be the case with me, as the
Innamorato is in a great measure a humourous work, of which I
might give a false impression, by infusing into it a different
species of wit, from that which distinguishes it;—a
consideration which induced me to adopt the scheme I have pursued
in the following sheets.

This project is to give a mere ground-plan of the Gothic edifice
of Boiardo, upon a small scale, accompanied with some elevations
and sections of the chambers; which I have sought to colour after
my original: or, (to speak more plainly,) the reader is to look
for the mere story in my prose abridgement, while he may form some
notion of its tone and style, from the stanzas with which it is
interspersed.

The story indeed, which seems most likely to interest the
English reader, is that which took a strong possession of the
imagination of Milton, who refers with more apparent enthusiasm to
the Innamorato, than to the Furioso, and whose apparent
preference is justifiable, if a richer stream of invention, and
more consummate art in its distribution, are legitimate titles to
admiration.

In this latter qualification more especially, Boiardo, however
inferior as a poet, must be considered as a superior artist to
Ariosto; and weaving as complicated a web as his successor, it is
curious to observe how much he excels him as a story-teller. The
tales, indeed, of Ariosto, (and the want of connexion among these
is, in my eyes, his most essential defect) are so many loose
episodes, which may be compared to parallel streams, flowing
towards one reservoir, but through separate and independent
channels. Those of Boiardo, on the contrary, are like waters,
that, however they may diverge, preserve their relation to the
parent river, to which their accession always seems necessary, and
with which they reunite, previous to its discharging its contents
into their common resting-place. A short example may serve to
illustrate what I have laid down. A damsel in the Innamorato
relates to Rinaldo the adventures of two worthies named Iroldo and
Prasildo, a narration which is interrupted, and which, though good
in itself, at first appears to be an insulated episode. Rinaldo,
however, afterwards falls in with Iroldo and his friend; and this
history, thus resumed, unites itself naturally with that of the
paladin. It is thus that all the stories are dove-tailed one into
the other, and form a mosaic, as striking from the nice union of
its parts, as from the brilliancy of its colours.

Boiardo's art, though here indeed he cannot be said to excel
Ariosto, is as conspicuous also in the direction of the strange
under-current of allegory which pervades his poem, as it is in the
distribution of his stream of story; while the sort of esoteric
doctrines conveyed by it, gives a mysterious interest even to what
we imperfectly comprehend.

Such indeed is the case with many of the fables of the Odyssey,
and even of the Iliad; where the allegory, moreover, is always
subservient to poetry, and poetry is never made subservient to
allegory. This remarkable piece of judgment in the Greek poet has,
I think, been well imitated both by Boiardo and Ariosto, and it is
the neglect of this principle which has made allegory so often
offensive in the Faery Queene of Spenser. The obtrusive nature
of this has been well compared by Mr. George Ellis, in his
Specimens of the early English poets, to a ghost in day-light. It
is, moreover, destructive to all character; for Spenser's heroes
being mere abstract personifications of some virtue or vice, we
almost always know what they are to do, though their actions are
often unnatural, if considered as the actions of human beings.
Hence it is that we are never entertained with pictures of manners
in the Faery Queen, while these form one of the great charms of
the poems with which I am contrasting it.

It may however be said with justice, that we are to ascribe this
more picturesque effect of allegory, rather to the spirit of the
age than to that of the fabulist. For it is perhaps true that all
early fable is purely allegorical; that this is by degrees mixed
up with other circumstances, and it is in this mixed character
that it is most conducive to poetical effect. But in a later age
and later process of refinement, when there is a greater tendency
to abstract, allegory is stript of her adventitious ornaments, and
is at last forced upon us in poetry, painting, and sculpture,
unveiled, or unencompassed by that sort of pleasing halo which is
necessary to give her effect.

But whether we are to ascribe Boiardo's success in this particular
to the character of his age, or to his own superior judgment,
there is, I think, no doubt about the fact, and there is, I think,
as little difficulty in conceding to my author, upon other
grounds, the praise of skill in executing the singular work of
which he was the architect.

This extraordinary man was Matteo Maria Boiardo, count of
Scandiano, and a native of Reggio in the Modenese, who flourished
in the beginning of the sixteenth century. These are circumstances
the more worthy of mention, as some of them tend to explain what
may seem most strange in the composition of the Innamorato; such
as the provincial character of the diction, and more especially
that careless and almost contemptuous tone between jest and
earnest, which distinguishes his poem. It is doubtless on this
account that Ugo Foscolo observes, in an ingenious critique on the
Italian romantic poets, in the Quarterly Review*, that he tells
his story in the tone of a feudal baron; thus applying to him more
justly what M. de Balzac has objected to another; of whom he says,
"qu'il s'est comporté dans son poëme comme un prince dans ses
états. C'est en vertu de cette souverainté qu'il ne reconnoit
point les lois, et qu'il se met au dessus du droit commun."

* In an article purporting to be a review of Whistlecraft's
poem, (now entitled The Monks and Giants,) and The Court and
Parliament of Beasts.

After speaking of the mode in which he arranged his work, it is a
natural transition to the substance with which Boiardo built. This
shews strong internal evidence* of having been taken, in the main,
from the old French romances of Charlemagne, or rather from
Italian works, raised upon their foundation. Hoole mentions one of
these, called Aspramonte, &c., of uncertain date, and we have
the titles of two others, which were anterior to the Innamorato,
one called Li fatti di Carlo Magno e dei Paladini di Francia,
printed in 1481; the other printed in 1491, and entitled La
Historia real di Francia, che tratta dei fatti dei Paladini e di
Carlo Magno in set libri. Some indeed would seem to deny that
Boiardo had dug in these mines, and would wish us to believe, that
he not only compounded but manufactured the materials with which
he wrought. Such at least would appear to have been the drift of
one, who observes that Agramant, Sacripant and Gradassso were
names of certain of the vassals of Scandiano. But if he means to
insinuate by this, that Boiardo was not also indebted to the other
source for his fictions and characters, as well might a critic of
to-day, contend that the author of the Monks and Giants, who
writes under the name of Whistlecraft, had not borrowed the idea
of their cause of quarrel from Pulci, because he has given
ridiculous modern names to some of his giants; or that he had not
taken the leaders amongst his dramatis personæ from the romances
of the Round Table, because he has conferred "two leopards'
faces," that is, his own arms, on the single knight, who perishes
in Sir Tristram's successful expedition.

* A single circumstance, which I cite, because it can be
appreciated by every body, would convince me that such stories as
are to be found in the Innamorato, were not the growth of
Boiardo's century. No author of that age could have imagined the
friendly ties of alliance and consanguinity between Christians and
paynims, though such fictions are justified by facts: thus we
learn from Gibbon that like relations existed between Greeks and
Turks, and (as we are informed by Mr. Lockhart, in the preface to
his Spanish Ballads, a work which presents a striking pictures
of manners as of passion) between Spaniards and Moors. Nor need
such things surprise us, though the barriers which now separate
Christian and Mahomedan, render them impossible. Nations are like
individuals, and when they are brought into close and constant
intercourse, of whatever kind, their passions, good or bad, must
be kindled by the contact.

But if Boiardo has apparently taken his principal fictions from
the romances of Charlemagne, he has also resorted to other known
quarries, and ransacked classical as well as romantic fable for
materials.

This edifice, so constructed, which Boiardo did not live to
finish, soon underwent alteration and repairs. The first were made
by Niccolo degli Agostini, and later in the same century a second
and more celebrated rifacimento of it, from which this
translation is composed, was produced by Francesco Berni; whose
name has given a distinctive epithet to the style of poetry, in
which he excelled, and of which he is vulgarly supposed to have
been the inventor.

This man was born of poor but noble parents, in a small town of
Tuscany. He entered the church, to which he had evidently no
disposition, as a means of livelihood, and, though as unqualified
for servitude as for the discharge of his clerical duties, spent
the better part of his life in dependence. He appears, however, to
have been blessed with a vein of cheerfulness, which, seconded by
a lively imagination, enabled him to beguile the wearisome nature
of occupations, which were uncongenial to him; and of this he has
left many monuments in sonnets and pieces in terza rima, (styled
in Italian capitoli,) consisting of satires and various species
of ludicrous composition. The titles of many of these sufficiently
attest their whimsicality, such as his Capitoli[3] sugli Orinali,
sulle Anguille, his Eulogy of the Plague, &c. &c. But the mode
in which he has handled this last subject, will give the best
insight into the character of his humour. Having premised that
different persons gave a preference to different seasons—as the
poet to the spring, and the reveller to the autumn,—he observes,
that one may well like the season of flowers, or the other that of
fruits; but that, for his part, he preferred the time of plague.
He then backs his predilection by a rehearsal of the advantages
attending this visitation; observing that a man is in such times
free from solicitations of borrowers or creditors, and safe from
disagreeable companions; that he has elbow-room at church and
market, and can then only be said to be in the full possession of
his natural liberty. He has rung all sorts of changes on this
theme, and nothing can be more humorous than his details.

These are worked up with singular powers of diction, set off by
great apparent facility of style, and are no less remarkable for
music of rythm, richness of rhyme, and a happy boldness of
expression. In this respect there is some analogy, though no
likeness, between Berni and Dryden; and the real merits of both
are therefore imperfectly estimated by foreigners, and even by the
generality of their own countrymen. Many Italians, indeed,
consider Berni as a mere buffoon, which the English reader will
think less extraordinary, when he hears (as Lord Glenbervie*
observes, I think, in his notes to Ricciardetto,) that such an
opinion has been entertained in Italy, even with regard to
Ariosto.

* I state this on Lord Glenbervie's sole authority, which is,
however, a weighty one. Such an opinion was probably current when
he first knew Italy; but I should imagine it could hardly be
entertained at present.

Better reasons may seem to palliate such a mistake of the real
poetical character of Berni, than of that of Ariosto. Some of
these are of a general description, and others of a nature more
peculiarly applicable to his case. We may observe, as to the
first, that whoever indulges his wit, in whatever species of
composition, is usually misjudged; for wit, in the sight of the
world, overlays all the other qualities of an author, in whatever
act or pursuit he may be engaged. Thus a great English painter,
single in his walk, and distinguished by his various powers, is
looked upon by the multitude as a mere caricaturist, even where
caricature is intended by him only as a foil to beauty; and
orators have for the same reason sunk into jesters in the opinion
of the mob, though they may have been equally distinguished for
argumentative discussion or pathetic effect.

But other and more particular circumstances have tended to fix
this character upon Berni. Few men have a delicate perception of
familiar expression, and still fewer yet have a nice feeling of
the delicacies of prosody,

Untwisting all the links that tie


The secret chain of harmony.



Now it is for the bold, however dexterous, use of language, and
rythm, that Berni is principally distinguished; and hence, as the
means through which he works are imperfectly understood by the
majority of his readers, his object has been frequently mistaken.
I should cite, in illustration of this, his description of a storm
at sea, which has been often deemed burlesque, but in which the
poet would be more justly considered as working a fine effect by
unwonted means.

Let us try this question by the rules of analogy. Men in all
countries resemble one another in the main, and where they are not
guided by a natural taste and judgment, lean upon some rule, which
is to direct them as an infallible guide. Depending upon this,
they seldom consider that it may be narrow, or of insufficient
support. Thus an Englishman who has learned to think about verse,
by the help of a few simple precepts*, which he believes to be
absolute, is taught to look upon the double rhyme as suited only
to burlesque poetry. Yet Drummond's

"Methought desponding nightingales did borrow,


Plaint of my plaint, and sorrow of my sorrow;"



and the description of him, who

"Saw with wonder,


Vast magazines of ice and piles of thunder,"**



might be cited to prove what widely different effects are produced
by the same weapon, as it is differently wielded. But, impressed
with the notions of the laws of verse which I have specified, that
is, not knowing that almost all such metrical rules as have been
alluded to, are merely conditional, some Italians***, and
certainly, almost all English readers of Italian poetry, suppose
the triple rhyme, (la rima sdrucciola) or dactyl, as it is
called by us, to be as exclusively applied to ludicrous
composition in Italian, as the double rhyme is imagined to be in
English; and this is perhaps one cause why some of Berni's
stanzas, which abound in triple rhymes, have been so utterly
misconceived in England. Yet Berni and Ariosto have frequently
employed the versi sdruccioli where they have aimed at a bold or
pathetic effect, though they have also undoubtedly been used by
them to heighten that of comic or satirical composition. Caro the
cotemporary of Berni is even profuse of triple rhymes in his
translation of the Æneid; lyric poets, after the example of
Chiabrera, often insert them in the sublimest of their odes; and
one, who lately died full of years, managed the rime sdrucciole
so easily, as to compose whole poems with them, and with such
dignity, both of versification and expression, as (in the opinion
of a distinguished Italian friend already cited) to vie with Tasso
and Petrarch.

* For example, there is no rule deemed more absolute, and yet
there is none which admits more exceptions than the maxim
forbidding a line of ten monosyllables. For monosyllables, in
French and













































BOOK III. CANTO VII.
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