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ORLANDO FURIOSO: PART TWO


Ludovico Ariosto was born in 1474, the son of an official of the Ferrarese court. He first studied law, but later acquired a sound humanistic training. His adult life was spent in the service of the Ferrarese ducal family. Essentially he was a writer; his lifetime’s service as a courtier was a burden imposed on him by economic difficulties. His fame rests on his major work, Orlando Furioso. The poem was probably begun about 1505. It was first published in 1516. The most important of Ariosto’s minor works are five comedies, written for production in the Ferrarese court. Ariosto died in 1533.
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Introduction


1. THE STRUCTURE OF THE POEM

The present translation, for purposes of convenience, is divided into two volumes. This does not correspond to Ariosto’s intention. Unlike Boiardo, he chose not to split his poem into individually numbered books. The madness of Orlando occurs at the end of Canto XXIII. In respect of the number of cantos, it occupies a central position; in respect of the number of stanzas, the mid-point is reached where Isabella, about to kill herself in grief at the death of Zerbino, is persuaded by a hermit to dedicate her life to God.1 This is characteristic of the way in which the focus of emphasis appears to shift throughout the work. Unlike Dante’s Commedia, Boccaccio’s Decamerone and Petrarch’s Canzoniere, Ariosto’s epic is not arranged in accordance with any precise numerical plan. The cantos themselves range in number of stanzas from 72 to 199. Ariosto apologizes for the length of some which are relatively short, while for the two longest (XVIII and XLIII) he makes no excuse whatever.

The absence of structural divisions, the interweaving of varied themes, the frequent interruptions, the lack of unity in the Aristotelian sense incurred the condemnation of late sixteenth-century critics and poets, notably of Tasso and of Ronsard, for whom the Orlando Furioso was ‘a deformed and monstrous body’.2 The principles of literary criticism after the Counter-Reformation were weighted against the likelihood of discerning structure in the poem. Theorists looked for what was not there and failed to see what was.

There is some danger among modern readers of erring in the opposite direction and of assuming that the absence of an obvious control of form signifies a willing surrender to a dream-world of surrealism and confusion. This view of the poem is reflected in the film version directed by Luca Ronconi, a work in marked contrast to his theatrical production which captured more convincingly Ariosto’s mastery of his complex material.

There are fundamental things still, even after four and a half centuries, to be discovered about the poem. Professor C. P. Brand considers it is ‘still essentially undefined and un-categorized’; the intermingling of the serious and the lighthearted, he says, ‘gave a stimulus to what was essentially a new genre’. Professor Brand is the first to have pointed out the thematic design which emerges from the grouping of stories of constancy and inconstancy in love round the central motif of Orlando’s madness.1 Professor Robert Griffin also recognizes what he calls the ‘structure of vision’ and ‘the larger patterns of the poem’, but he considers that Ariosto loses control in the second half:



The porous memory, ignorance, and general fallibility that plague [Ariosto] in the second half of the poem are consonant with the differentiation he establishes between his folly and God’s wisdom and with the parallel he stresses between himself and Orlando.2




There is, he thinks, ‘madness in the author’s method’. Nothing could be farther from the truth.

Ariosto many times assures the reader that he knows what he is doing. He may seem to have lost his way, but he knows which thread he is weaving into his fabric (a favourite metaphor with him); he knows the value of variety, not only of subject but of tone; and he sees more artistry in managing a swirling complexity than in designing a predictable symmetry.

The celebrated interruptions in Orlando Furioso are usually recognized as an inheritance from the narrative tradition of the cantastorie, whose intention was to arouse suspense in their listeners and an eagerness to return on another occasion to hear more. Thus Ariosto ends his cantos, and occasionally even episodes within a canto, at a moment of crisis. His intention is sometimes to produce a humorous effect, sometimes to heighten a dramatic situation or a tragic event, and always to beguile the reader with variety.

This, though true enough, amounts to little more than the technique of any competent writer of a serial. Something else is here involved, something of greater subtlety, which goes to the very heart of the problem which has always confronted a narrator: the problem, that is, of time and the sequence of events. When and where is an author to begin? Involved in this is his relationship with what he is narrating: is he to tell his story in the first or the third person? For some events, the viewpoint of the third person may be satisfactory; for others, especially those which antedate the main action, an evocation in the first person by one of the characters, usually the protagonist, has often been preferred. Homer and Virgil adopted this method of narration-within-the-narration, whereby events preceding those with which the story begins are related not directly by the author but, in the Odyssey, by Odysseus to King Alcinous and, in the Aeneid, by Aeneas to Dido.1 This change of viewpoint, though it provides first-hand participation, sacrifices the immediacy of direct action, of something happening here and now before the reader’s eyes. Whether the author uses past or present tense is not important; the effect of immediacy is achieved by the fact that the narration is made direct to the reader. Other effects of great beauty and solemnity are achieved by Homer and Virgil by the interplay of two planes of time; the solution they chose was in accordance with the totality of their poetic aims.

Although Ariosto learnt much from Homer and Virgil, he chose not to sacrifice the immediacy of direct narration. For all the major events of his poem he is himself the narrator. That is why he has to move so frequently from place to place (‘Now I must go in search of Astolfo’, ‘Now let me follow Angelica’, ‘Now let me see how Bradamante is faring’). He has to be there, to tell the reader at first hand what is happening. These are not interruptions for interruption’s sake; they are displacements of the author rendered necessary by his decision to sustain direct narration.

There are of course several exceptions and it is important to notice two things in connection with these. First, the stories related by one or other of the minor characters are always subordinate to the main plot. Secondly, these inset narrations are never interrupted; in other words, Ariosto always refrains from intruding into a function from which he has temporarily withdrawn. The reader has become a third party, an observer listening in, and so he remains until Ariosto takes over once more and re-admits him to the intimacy of direct communication. In fact this is never interrupted in any important sense.1

These considerations, though basic to the structure and unity of the poem, do not account for the arrangement of the material. From a deliberately contrived impression of random sequence, certain patterns of order emerge. The most significant of these can be grouped under three headings: Balance, Totality and Intricacy Resolved.



PATTERNS OF BALANCE


These are achieved by juxtaposing episodes either of similarity or of contrast. The most striking example of the latter is the placing side by side in succeeding cantos (XXVIII and XXIX) of the most extreme instances of female inconstancy and constancy. The bawdy tale of Fiammetta’s skill in deceiving two men who lie one each side of her, and the heroic tale of Isabella’s sacrifice of her life in order to remain faithful to Zerbino, offer the most violent contrast in the entire poem. A previous instance of immediate proximity had occurred in Cantos X and XI where two women, naked and helpless, are rescued from death by two knights; here Ruggiero who, on parting with the magic ring of reason, is fired with lust, is contrasted with Orlando who behaves with perfect decorum. He is a trustworthy escort also of Angelica and Isabella; his attack on Angelica at the height of his frenzy is consequently all the more startling. Orlando’s madness, caused by Angelica, is balanced by Rodomonte’s madness, caused by Doralice; later they are grappled together, wrestling on Rodomonte’s bridge, and pitch headlong together into the river. Both Angelica and Doralice find refuge with their lovers in a shepherd’s hut. Ginevra, condemned to be burned to death for unchastity, is balanced by Ricciardetto, condemned to be burned to death for sleeping with the daughter of the king of Spain. Rinaldo rescues Ginevra, Ruggiero rescues Ricciardetto; later they are brought face to face in combat. The siege of Paris is balanced by the siege of Biserta. Alessandretta, the city of men-hating women, is balanced by the kingdom of Marganorre, the woman-hater, and Marfisa plays a part in destroying them both. Orlando throws the cannon of Cimosco into the North Sea; Ruggiero, with a comparable concern for the ideals of chivalry, throws his magic shield into a well. The tone of burlesque in Orlando’s combat with Mandricardo when they fight with sticks and fists is echoed when Bradamante and Marfisa also are reduced to fisticuffs. Characters, as well as episodes, are balanced and paired, or joined by kinship. Rinaldo and Orlando, who are cousins, both love Angelica; both are cured. Bradamante has a twin brother; Ruggiero has a twin sister. All through the poem, such doublets and correspondences, sometimes in immediate vicinity, sometimes occurring at a distance, serve to stitch the material together.


PATTERNS OF TOTALITY


It is evident from his choice of episodes that Ariosto desired to present a complete range of the three main subjects of his poem: war, chivalry and love. Chivalry, or the lack of it, is manifested from the extreme treachery of the Maganzans to the heroic self-sacrifice of Leone and Ruggiero, rivals at first for Bradamante’s hand, later outvying each other in mutual courtesy. His tone varies appropriately to suit the different aspects of war, from rumbustious zest to elegiac pathos and epic solemnity. It is to be noted, however, that only with reference to the Carolingian battles does he adopt the humorous or exaggerated style of the cantastorie; his allusions to contemporary war are always grave.

The range of the erotic episodes, too, is comprehensive: love with honour, fidelity, infidelity, infatuation, obsessional desire, primitive lust, multiple sex, homosexuality, depravity, transvestism, voyeurism, cruelty, bawdy innuendoes and frank voluptuousness. Ariosto associates himself with the irrationality of love and counsels against surrender to extreme emotions. He is particularly good on the theme of jealousy and on the anguish of lovers separated by war or death. The laments of Bradamante while she is waiting for Ruggiero to arrive at Montalbano are among the most tender and imaginative of his stanzas. In many ways such set pieces seem to anticipate the appeal of an operatic aria.

Ariosto not only warns against extreme emotions: he also conveys disapproval of extreme demands and expectations. The end of the story of Fiammetta (Canto XXVIII ) is a splendid instance of humour and good sense triumphing over an arbitrary refusal to accept reality: the picture of the two duped men falling back helpless with laughter on the bed, tears of merriment running down their faces, is like a gust of sanity. It is followed by the moderate, balanced observations on marital fidelity by an elderly man at the inn, to whom no one pays any attention, least of all Rodomonte, sunk in his injured self-esteem. Ariosto’s own experience of love was not always joyful, if we are to take his asides on this matter at their face value.1 Perhaps his most convincing self-portrait is to be found in the opening stanzas of Canto XXXV where, having shown that the wits of lovers are on the moon, he asks who will ascend there in search of his. Then, returning from this flight of fancy, he indicates the source of his own equilibrium: solace in his Alessandra’s arms.

It can be seen that the patterns of balance and the patterns of totality are aspects of one another. The poem swings like a pendulum across an arc, of which the extremes and the segments are thus brought into an increasingly emphasized relationship; or it may be thought of as describing a full circle, coming to a position of rest only when fulfilment is reached in the marriage between Bradamante and Ruggiero and in the conclusion of the conflict, with its epilogue of the death of Rodomonte.


PATTERNS OF INTRICACY RESOLVED

This category is proclaimed by Ariosto from the first stanza of the first canto. The poem is to be about love, war and chivalry, and about their interactions one upon the other. This promise is maintained. Not only is the action of the war continually interrupted by chivalrous adventures and by amorous entanglements, but war, chivalry and love become intricately intertwined.

The most elaborate instance is to be seen in the fortunes of Bradamante and Ruggiero. Having pledged their love and vowed to meet at Vallombrosa, where Ruggiero is to be baptized, they are separated by a series of events relating to the war. Ruggiero, gravely wounded in combat with Mandricardo, is unable to join Bradamante at Montalbano as he had promised. News reaches her that Marfisa is tending him in his convalescence and, tormented by jealousy, she resolves to challenge him to a joust. When the moment comes, she is unable to strike him. A reconciliation occurs, but the complications have scarcely begun. Bradamante’s parents wish her to marry Leone, the son of Constantine, Emperor of Byzantium. Rinaldo, her brother, has in the meantime given his consent to her betrothal to Ruggiero. An impasse is reached, which Bradamante tries to solve by asking Charlemagne to decree that only a knight whom she cannot defeat in combat shall marry her. Charlemagne agrees. Bradamante is confident that Ruggiero will accept the challenge. Meanwhile Ruggiero has gone to Bulgaria with the intention of killing both Constantine and Leone. After winning great glory in defence of the Bulgarians1 and inspiring the devoted admiration of Leone, he is betrayed and held captive in a dungeon. While awaiting death, he is rescued by Leone. Ruggiero’s identity is unknown to him, for he has assumed an emblem not his own. Ruggiero swears undying loyalty to Leone; thus, later, he cannot but agree to fight Bradamante, impersonating Leone, when requested to do so.

Bradamante, believing her opponent to be Leone, does her best to defeat him. Ruggiero, striving not to wound her, is obliged in loyalty to Leone not to surrender to her. He is declared undefeated and a worthy husband for Bradamante, who has no option but to accept him, believing him to be Leone. Ruggiero receives Leone’s fervent thanks and goes off into a forest to die of grief. In the meantime, Marfisa asserts Ruggiero’s claim to Bradamante’s hand and insists, in the presence of Charlemagne, that Leone shall fight Ruggiero to test his prowess still further. Leone has no doubt that the unknown cavalier will again fight in his place with equal success and he goes off confidently to look for him. The intricacy has now reached a point of insurmountable illogicality: Ruggiero has to fight Ruggiero. Supernatural aid is enlisted. The good sorceress, Melissa, leads Leone to where Ruggiero lies near to death. His identity is revealed. Leone, amazed at his chivalry, renounces all claim to Bradamante, and brings him to Charlemagne’s court, dressed as the unknown knight, come, he declares, to claim his bride. Marfisa challenges him to a duel in (as she believes) Ruggiero’s absence. The unknown knight’s helmet is removed. Ruggiero is revealed and all is explained.1

Of all the stories of mistaken identity, misunderstandings and inflexible rules of chivalry which the work contains, this is the most complicated. The fascination resides, as in a detective story, or as in any game or puzzle, in watching the knots becoming more and more entangled and finally untied. The art resides in the embellishment of the verse by which the reader’s emotional and aesthetic responses are evoked.


INTRICACY OF COMBATS

Ariosto felt particular delight in devising and resolving intricate conflicts. His chef d’œuvre in this category is undoubtedly the siege of Paris, which has been analysed in detail in Volume I of this translation.2 The siege of Biserta balances this as an event but comes nowhere near it in complexity. The minor combats of the second half of the poem are, however, remarkable for their ingenuity and precision. If the laments of anguished lovers seem to anticipate operatic arias, there is much in Ariosto’s management of combats which is akin to choreography. It is likely that Ariosto worked from models of knights on horseback in planning the movements. Certainly if the reader will try the experiment of following them through with models or chessmen, it will be found that every detail is clearly accounted for. To do so, greatly heightens appreciation of the verse and also reveals the three-dimensional nature of Ariosto’s art.1

Ariosto surpasses himself in the intricacy he devises for a series of quarrels which spring up among the pagans as a result of Dame Discord’s renewed efforts, urged on by the enraged Archangel Michael. The multiple combat near Merlin’s fountain in Canto XXVI2 is left unconcluded: Ruggiero has not regained Frontino from Rodomonte, Mandricardo and Ruggiero still deny each other’s right to the Trojan eagle, Rodomonte and Mandricardo are still rivals for the hand of Doralice, and Marfisa has still to avenge the affront she has suffered from Mandricardo. After slaughtering many of the Christians encamped outside Paris, where they are joined by Sacripante and Gradasso, the disputants go before Agramante to obtain a decision as to the order in which they may settle their various claims and resentments. Agramante decides that they must draw lots.



Taking four slips of paper, the king wrote

First ‘Mandricardo–Rodomont’ on one;

‘Ruggiero–Mandricardo’, he next put;

‘Ruggiero–Rodomonte’, he went on;

‘Marfisa–Mandricard’ was the fourth note,

And to the goddess Chance, when this was done,

He left the choice; and she that day decreed

That Rodomont and Mandricard should lead.3




Mandricardo and Ruggiero are to fight second, Ruggiero and Rodomonte shall fight third, the fourth combat shall be that between Marfisa and Mandricardo.

In one pavilion Rodomonte is arming, with the assistance of

Sacripante and Ferraù; in the other, Mandricardo is being assisted by Gradasso and Falsirone. Gradasso is about to hand Mandricardo his sword when he sees from the lettering engraved upon it that it is Durindana, Orlando’s sword which Mandricardo seized and to which Gradasso has long laid claim. He challenges Mandricardo for it, requesting him to ask Rodomonte to defer the present combat. Ruggiero refuses to consent to a change in the battle-order unless he himself is moved to first place. Mandricardo, enraged, strikes the sword from Gradasso’s hand and is prepared to fight Gradasso, Rodomonte and Ruggiero simultaneously. Ruggiero and Gradasso fight for precedence; others unwisely intervene.

Only the entrance of Agramante with Marsilio halts the commotion. As Agramante tries to reason with the disputants, a clamour breaks out in Rodomonte’s pavilion: Sacripante has recognized Frontino, the horse which was stolen from him by Brunello; he claims it but tells Rodomonte that he gives him leave to ride it in the coming combat. Rodomonte refuses to admit Sacripante’s claim to the horse and they begin to duel. Those standing by join in and so great is the uproar that Agramante leaves Marsilio to hold the situation in Mandricardo’s pavilion and goes to try to resolve the matter of the horse. Marfisa joins them and recognizes Frontino as the horse which Brunello stole on the occasion when he also stole her sword. Brunello is pointed out to her and she at once asserts her right to deal with him as she thinks fit. Agramante is put out by this and is on the point of challenging her, but is dissuaded by Sobrino and allows her to depart.

There now remain five cavaliers who desire to fight one another and who clamour for precedence: Rodomonte, Ruggiero, Mandricardo, Gradasso, and Sacripante. Ariosto’s pleasure in this complexity is clearly seen in the following lines:



There are five cavaliers whose minds are set

On fighting first, although the battle-list

Presents a tangled skein more intricate

Than all Apollo’s wisdom could untwist.1





Agramante begins by trying to bring about a reconciliation between Mandricardo and Rodomonte, the rivals for Doralice. They will not budge. At last he asks if they will be content to let Doralice choose between them. Since each is confident of being chosen, they agree. Doralice chooses Mandricardo. Rodomonte, in deep dejection, rides away on Frontino; Sacripante rides after him in an attempt to regain the horse.

This leaves Ruggiero and Mandricardo who contest each other’s right to the Trojan eagle, and Gradasso who claims Durindana which Mandricardo has seized from Orlando. Agramante suggests that these two disputes shall be settled as one: let it be decided by lot whether Ruggiero or Gradasso shall fight Mandricardo and let the victory or defeat count for both. They agree, and Ruggiero’s name is drawn. Mandricardo is killed. Durindana is awarded to Gradasso; Brigliadoro, Orlando’s horse, which Mandricardo was riding, is given to Agramante. Ruggiero keeps Mandricardo’s armour.

The tangle is thus untied. The transference of horses, swords and armour continues to be significant. In the final combat between three Christians and three pagans on the island of Lampedusa, Durindana is wielded by Gradasso, who rides Baiardo (Rinaldo’s horse); Frontino is ridden by Brandimarte; Ruggiero’s sword, Balisarda, is wielded by Orlando; and Ruggiero’s armour (once Mandricardo’s) is worn by Oliver. The vicissitudes by which all these displacements come about are clearly accounted for. It is as though Rinaldo and Ruggiero are represented at this crucial and conclusive combat; and since, as Ariosto continually reminds us, Mandricardo’s armour was originally forged by Vulcan for Hector, the victory of the Christians can be seen also as a final vindication for the Trojans.

Overriding all the minor patterns of intricacy resolved is the master pattern of the entirè poem. By the end of Canto XXIII we are left with three main stories which appear to be developing in different directions: Orlando’s madness, the love of Bradamante and Ruggiero, and the war between the Christians and the Infidel. Their resolution appears to be impeded by a whole series of subordinate stories: Rinaldo’s love for Angelica, Astolfo’s journeys on the hippogriff, Fiordiligi’s quest for Brandimarte, Isabella’s grief at Zerbino’s death, Rodomonte’s fury on being jilted by Doralice, Marfisa’s discovery of her identity, the discord among the pagans described above, to mention only a few. In reality, it is these other strands which serve to bring the complexities of the poem gradually and inevitably to a point of convergence, rather as the many ropes cast about the body of the frenzied Orlando serve to bring him under control and thus capable of being restored to sanity. Gradually too, as the stories come together, more and more prominence is given to the surmounting of obstacles which impede the marriage of Ruggiero and Bradamante, the ancestors of the House of Este, as Aeneas was the ancestor of Augustus. The abrupt conclusion of the wedding feast, and of the poem, with the death of Rodomonte is a final echo of Virgil who ends the Aeneid abruptly with the death of Turnus.

II. THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE POEM

It is often said that as the poem progressed during the twenty-five years or so which went to its composition the later cantos took on an increasingly sombre tone.1 Marganorre’s savage treatment of women, Drusilla’s melodramatic revenge and Theodora’s determination to put Ruggiero to a cruel death are three examples which are cited. There is some truth in this, yet the evil machinations of Pinabello, Polinesso and especially Gabrina bear comparison with later lurid interludes. It could probably be shown that there is, blow for blow, rather less violence in the second half of the poem than in the first. Not even the atrocities committed by the deranged Orlando approach the ferocious deeds of Rodomonte in his attack on Paris.

Yet a development does occur and it is one which affects the poem in all its aspects. Whatever the nature of the episodes, tragic or comic, heroic or romantic, there is a gradual heightening of style. The stanzas become richer in texture, revealing the hand of an experienced artist. The senses are regaled with ever more colour and splendour, emotions are evoked more keenly and over a wider range, the imagination is held by increasingly elaborate allusions and comparisons.

These mature qualities of Ariosto’s later style are already evident in the story of Olimpia, especially in the description of her beauty.1 They are to be seen also in the expression of Isabella’s grief (of far greater depth than her earlier laments to Orlando in the cave); in the relentless attack on Rinaldo by the monster symbolizing jealousy (Ariosto’s masterpiece in this genre); in the imagery of precious stones by which Bradamante expresses her fidelity to Ruggiero; in the midnight battle between Gradasso’s fleet and Agramante’s escaping ships, illumined by the glare of flames; in the complex and sustained debates; in the dramatic intensity of the dilemma of Ruggiero; in the playful fantasies of boulders which change to horses and of leaves which, cast upon the water, turn to ships. Everyone who reads the poem will come to have a private anthology of favourite passages, but whatever selection is made a deeper awareness of life and of art will be found to characterize the later cantos.

There is an important exception: religion continues throughout to be treated with the lightest possible touch. The prayers and fasting of both armies before the siege of Biserta are related with a levity which recalls the bargaining of Charlemagne with God before the siege of Paris. Three pagans are converted and baptized in the course of events: Marfisa, Ruggiero and Sobrino. Only one ceremony of baptism is described, that of Marfisa, which is performed at the court of Charlemagne by Archbishop Turpin, no less. In this brief scene, ecclesiastical and imperial splendour somewhat overshadows the spiritual. Ruggiero is brought to Christ by the hermit who awaits him on an island where, like Odysseus, he scrambles ashore after being shipwrecked. This episode is related with a simple devoutness which is almost convincing, except that the reader cannot help suspecting that Ariosto is smiling. This is clearly the case when Sobrino is converted on witnessing the miraculous repair of Oliver’s broken ankle and the instant healing of his own wounds. Miracles are treated in the same spirit as magic, the palace in the Terrestrial Paradise is not more splendid than Logistilla’s or Prester John’s, and St John the Evangelist himself is more interesting on the subject of writers and patrons than on religion.

Ariosto loses none of his philosophy of humour with advancing age. The word ‘irony’ is often used in this connection, but it seems a heavy-handed term for the irrepressible laughter which bubbles forth at incongruous moments. His zest for life remains undiminished; it is manifest in his delight in the absurd, in his witty and subtle double meanings, in his joy in friendship and above all in the pleasure he takes in shaping his eight-line stanzas to suit the requirements of his vast and varied themes. ‘Parva sed apta mihi’ is how Ariosto described his house in Ferrara.1 The words are also appropriate to what he ultimately made of the ottava.

III. REALITY AND FANTASY

One of the most remarkable features of the art of Ariosto is the precision with which he represents the real world in which he sets his other world of legend and fantasy. This is particularly relevant to the geography. A pattern of totality is in evidence here also; it seems to be Ariosto’s desire to take the entire earth as a stage for his events, with the moon as an extension. Just as he may have used models to plan the moves of the combats, and possibly a table mock-up for the sieges of Paris and Biserta, so it is highly probable that he used maps to plot and keep track of the journeys by land, by sea and by air. So precise are his indications that an Ariosto world tour could be organized by an enterprising travel agency. Every important event can be pinpointed: Orlando’s attack on Angelica on the shore of Spain, just north of Barcelona; Rodomonte’s bridge across the river Hérault, near (it seems likely) the village of Aniane; Bradamante’s journey from Montalbano past Quercy and Cahors, along the valley of the Dordogne; Rinaldo’s journey by boat along the Po to Ravenna, every ramification of the river (as its course was then) charted and described; Astolfo’s flight on the hippogriff over Spain and along the north coast of Africa, south over Cyrenaica and into Ethiopia to the kingdom of Prester John. Even Alcina’s island, unnamed, may be Japan, as shown on Contarini’s map.1

Ariosto delights in geographical precision, as he delights also in versifying the chronicle of Italian history represented by the prophetic paintings in Tristan’s castle. Historic personages, contemporary rulers, acquaintances and friends are met with again and again, on the marble surround of Merlin’s fountain, as caryatides supported on the shoulders of admirers gracing another fountain, and as a reception committee gathered on the quay to welcome Ariosto back from his long journey. Some of the real characters even wander into the world of fantasy.

This framework of reality and precision constitutes a structural device of great originality. It provides unity and relevance to the multifarious episodes and lends verisimilitude to the incredible. The uncertainty of life, man’s helplessness before forces he cannot control, the illusions and self-deceptions of human relationships, the capriciousness of Fortune, conflicting motives and desires, irrationality, violence and insanity are imaged in the wanderings, the quests, the search for adventure, the mysterious forests, the sea-journeys, the storms, the sorcery, the monsters, the large-scale conflicts and the duels, the anguish of frustrated love. But though life is chaos, man has rational powers; on his varied and disparate material, Ariosto imposed his vision of order and the patterns of his art.


BARBARA REYNOLDS

Nottingham and
Berkeley, California
16 March 1976





Principal New Characters and Devices



MEN

Aldigiero, bastard son of Buovo

Viviano, son of Buovo

Malagigi, sorcerer, son of Buovo

Aymon, Duke of Montalbano, father to Bradamante

Guicciardo, brother of Rinaldo

Ricciardo, brother of Rinaldo

Astolfo, King of Lombardy

Fausto Latini

Giocondo, brother of Fausto

Greco

King of Gothland

King of Norway

King of Sweden

Marganorre

Cilandro, son of Marganorre

Tanacro, son of Marganorre

Olindro, husband of Drusilla

Prester John (Senapo)

Alcestes, suitor of Lydia

King of Lydia

King of Armenia

St John Evangelist

Folvo, King of Fers

Bucifar, King of Algaziers

Branzardo, King of Bugia

Anselmo

Adonio

Bardino, guardian of Brandimarte

Constantine, Emperor of Byzantium

Leone, son of Constantine

Vatran, King of Bulgaria

Ungiardo, ruler of Novigrad


WOMEN

Fiordispina

Fiammetta

Ullania, messenger of Queen of Iceland

Clarice, wife of Rinaldo

Drusilla, wife of Olindro

Argìa, wife of Anselmo

Lydia, spirit

Theodora, sister of Constantine

Galerana, wife of Charlemagne


PERSONIFICATIONS

Old man, representing Time

Fates

Scorn


MONSTERS

Black bat-like bird

Harpies

Many-headed female, representing Jealousy


SUPERNATURAL BEINGS

Demon sent by Malagigi into Doralice’s palfrey
 Manto, sorceress:

        transformed to snake

        transformed to dog


HORSE

Batoldo, Brandimarte’s steed, owned by Barigaccio in Orlando Innamorato


ANONYMOUS CHARACTERS IN ORDER OF APPEARANCE


Landlord of inn at La Rochelle

Surgeon who tends Corebo

Shepherd interrogated by Zerbino

Hermit who befriends Isabella

Envoy who appeals for help for Agramante to Rodomonte and Mandricardo

Envoy who appeals for help for Agramante to Ruggiero

Hermit who cuts Bradamante’s hair

Messenger who brings news to Aldigiero

Envoy sent by Aldigiero to Rinaldo

Giocondo’s wife

Lover of Giocondo’s wife

King Astolfo’s wife

Dwarf, lover of Astolfo’s wife

Woman rescued from the Seine by Sacripante

Landlord who tells the story of Fiammetta

Man who defends the reputation of married women

Two woodcutters attacked by Orlando

Shepherd watering his horse, slain by Orlando

Physician who tends Ruggiero

Gascon knight who brings Bradamante news from Arles Knight who encourages Rinaldo to test his wife’s fidelity Ethiopian who tempts Anselmo Castellan at Tristan’s castle

Shepherd who directs Bradamante to Tristan’s castle

Two damsels who accompany Ullania

Woman who tells story of Marganorre

Greek cavalier

Lady loved by Cilandro

Drusilla’s serving-maid

Pilot who brings Christian captives to Algiers

Hermit who baptizes Ruggiero

Nephew of Constantine

Cavalier from Romania Gaoler

Squires, attendants, soldiers, guards, pilots, shepherds, courtiers, crowds, etc., passim







Canto XXIV





1

Who in Love’s snare has stepped, let him recoil

Ere round his wings the cunning meshes close;

For what is love but madness after all,

As every wise man in the wide world knows?

Though it is true not everyone may fall

Into Orlando’s state, his frenzy shows

What perils lurk; what sign is there more plain

Than self-destruction, of a mind insane?


2

The various effects which from love spring

By one same madness are brought into play

It is a wood of error, menacing,

Where travellers perforce must lose their way;

One here, one there, it comes to the same thing.

To sum the matter up, then, I would say:

Who in old age the dupe of love remains

Deserving is of fetters and of chains.


3

You might well say: ‘My friend, you indicate

The faults of others; yours you do not see.’

But I reply: ‘I see the matter straight

In this brief moment of lucidity,

And I intend (if it is not too late)

To quit the dance and seek tranquillity.

And yet I fear my vow I cannot keep:

In me the malady has gone too deep.’




4

My lord, in my last canto I had said

That Count Orlando, of his wits bereft,

Scattered his armour and his clothing shed,

Even his trusty Durindana left.

He tore up trees, and noise to wake the dead

Resounded as caves, caverns, rocks he cleft.

To meet their fate or to atone for sin,

Shepherds ran forth, astonished by the din.


5

First, from far off they watch the madman show

A strength unheard-of; next, they draw too near,

Then turn to run, but where they do not know,

As happens when a man is gripped by fear.

The madman to pursue them is not slow.

He seizes one and is as quick to tear

His head off as a man might easily

Pluck blossom or an apple from a tree.


6

He swings the heavy body by one leg,

Using it as a club to beat the rest.

Two of them have no time or chance to beg

For mercy: until doomsday they will rest.

The footsteps of the others do not drag.

Of policies, they judge retreat is best.

The madman is diverted from the chase

And turns upon the flocks, which he now slays.


7

The peasants who were working in the fields,

Leaving their scythes, their mattocks and their ploughs,

Clamber to roof-tops or whatever yields

A vantage-point (not trusting to the boughs

Of trees) and watch the madman as he wields

His grisly weapon, or kills oxen, cows,

Tearing the hapless creatures limb from limb –

And swift indeed are those which flee from him.




8

A pandemonium one might have heard

Reverberate from every near-by town,

Of voices, horns and rustic trumpets, blurred

By bells which every other clamour drown.

With bows and clubs and spikes and slings, a herd,

About a thousand, from the hills leaps down,

While from the valleys many hundreds vault,

Resolved to take the madman by assault.


9

As when a wave rolls gently to the shore,

While playfully the south wind blows at first,

And as a second follows and then more,

Stronger and stronger, till at last they burst

With all their volume, and the sandy floor

Is lashed as though the sea would do its worst,

So now against Orlando mounts and swells

The hostile crowd which pours from hills and dells.
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He slaughtered ten, and then another ten,

Who in disorder fell beneath his hand,

And from this demonstration it was plain

That safer farther off it was to stand.

His body none can injure and in vain

Their weapons strike him; God on high had planned

That he should be preserved inviolate,

Defender of the Faith decreed by fate.


11

Orlando ran a mortal risk that day

(Had he been capable of death, that is).

Just what it meant to throw his sword away

And then, unarmed, join in hostilities,

He would have learned, and what the price to pay.

The crowd retreats, and when Orlando sees

That nobody his movements now opposes,

He strides towards a little group of houses.




12

There not a single soul is to be found,

For all in terror of their lives have fled;

But humble viands everywhere abound

Which rustic folk find fitting for their need.

Unable to distinguish, I’ll be bound,

Between the vilest acorns and good bread,

He fell upon whatever food he saw,

And ate it ravenously, cooked or raw.


13

Then, as he roamed about the countryside,

He hunted animals, and humans too.

The nimble-footed creatures, terrified,

Goats, stags and does in vain before him flew.

With bears and with wild boars his strength he tried,

And many with his naked hands he slew;

Their flesh, quite raw, and innards, all complete,

With savage relish he would often eat.


14

Here, there, up, down, the length and breadth of France

He goes, till to a bridge he comes one day.

Beneath, a river flows, of broad expanse;

Steep, rocky banks its swirling waters stay.

Beside it is a tower, whence the glance

The land in all directions can survey.

But what he did there you will learn elsewhere,

For now about Zerbino you must hear.


15

After Orlando left, first for a while

Zerbino waited; then he took the route

Marked by the paladin; in leisured style

He rode, more at an amble than a trot.

He had not gone, I think, above a mile

Or two when he observed, bound hand and foot,

A knight upon a nag; and on each side,

Like guards, two cavaliers in armour ride.




16

Zerbino recognized the prisoner,

And so did Isabella, from close to,

For he was Odorico, in whose care

She had been placed. A wolf a tender ewe-

Lamb would protect as well, but trustier

Zerbino thought him and more staunch and true

Than all his friends, and so believed he could

Rely on him to guard her maidenhood.


17

Exactly what had happened, Isabel

Was vividly describing to him then:

How, when the vessel sank, as it befell,

She had survived, together with three men,

How Odorico tried to force her will,

How she was carried to the pirates’ den.

She had not finished all she had to say

Before they met the villain on their way.


18

The two who lead him captive know the truth.

They recognize the damsel instantly.

The knight beside her must be he who’s both

Her lover and their lord; and when they see

The markings on his shield, they’d take their oath

Those ancient signs betoken royalty.

When they come near enough to see his face,

They have no doubt at all about the case.
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Dismounting from their steeds and kneeling down,

They clasp him where the humble clasp the great.

They bare their heads and, visible from crown

To chin, for his acknowledgement they wait.

Zerbino, staring with a puzzled frown,

Beholds thus paying homage at his feet

Corebo and Almonio, whom he

Had sent to bear his lady company.




20

Almonio spoke: ‘Since it has been God’s will

That Isabella should be here with you,

I understand full well, my lord, the ill

Report I have to give you is not new,

Of how this felon sought to wreak his will,

Whom as a prisoner between us two,

Fettered upon a nag, you now behold,

For she who suffered must all that have told.
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‘How by this traitor I was tricked when he

Despatched me off to La Rochelle, you know,

And how Corebo, for his loyalty,

Was wounded by what seemed a fatal blow;

But what occurred when I returned to see

Your lady vanished and my friend struck low,

She could not tell you, for she was not there;

So now to tell you this, falls to my share.


22

‘From La Rochelle I galloped back again,

To bring the horses I was quick to find.

I gazed ahead, intent on the terrain,

Eager for signs of those I’d left behind.

Onward I ride, I look about in vain,

I reach the shore, now here, now there I wind;

Of my companions I can see no trace,

Save that a trail of footsteps marks the place.


23

‘I followed them; they led me to a wood,

Fearsome and dark. I’d gone but a short way

When from a sound of groans I understood

That therein someone sorely wounded lay:

It was Corebo, weak from loss of blood.

“What has become of Isabel?” I say,

“Of Odorico?” When the truth I knew,

After the traitor through the woods I flew.




24

‘In vain all the surroundings I explore,

Wherever labyrinthine pathways lead.

Then I return to where Corebo’s gore

Has stained the earth around so deep a red

That, had he lingered there a little more

A grave he would have needed, not a bed,

And priests to bury him with solemn prayer,

Having long passed beyond a doctor’s care.


25

‘Help came and he was borne to La Rochelle.

The landlord of an inn, who was my friend,

Summoned a surgeon, old and of great skill.

The wounds in a short time began to mend.

Clad in new arms and on new steeds as well,

We scoured the countryside from end to end

In search of Odorico; in Biscay

We came upon him at the court one day.


26

‘The justice of the king (who a free field

Allows,) the truth, which the Almighty sees,

And Fortune also, who is wont to yield

The victory wherever she may please,

So aid me that the traitor scarce can wield

His lance against me; and I captive seize

The felon. When the king his crime had heard

He let me deal with him as I preferred.


27

‘I had no wish to sentence him untried,

But, as you see, to bring him to you, chained.

It is for you to judge him and decide

If he deserves to die or be detained.

News that you rallied to King Charles’s side

Brought me from Spain to seek you in this land.

Now I thank God, who led me to this place,

Where I least hoped to meet you face to face.




28

‘I thank Him also that your Isabel

(I know not how) is safely in your care,

Of whom good tidings, after what befell,

And at whose hands, I never thought to hear.’

To everything Almonio has to tell

Zerbino listens, fixing with a stare

The villain, Odorico, less in hate

Than sorrow for their friendship, and regret.


29

And when Almonio his story ends,

Zerbino stands perplexed for a long while:

That one whom least of all his many friends

He would suspect of treachery and guile

Should have betrayed him for his lustful ends,

With what once was he fails to reconcile.

He sighs and, from his stupor coming to,

He asks the captive if these things are true.
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The traitor fell at once upon his knees

And said these specious words in his defence:

‘My lord, each one of us a sinner is.

Between the good and bad the difference

Is only that the latter is with ease

Defeated by desire and then repents.

The other takes up arms against the foe,

But he too by one stronger is brought low.


31

‘If you had trusted me to guard a fort

And I had yielded at the first attack,

Hoisting, without defence of any sort,

The banners of the foe, you would not lack,

On hearing tidings of such ill report,

Terms of abuse to heap upon my back;

But if I long resisted, I am sure

My fame and glory would for long endure.




32

‘The more redoubtable the enemy,

The more acceptable is the excuse

Of him who has to cede the victory;

And, like a fortress ringed about with foes,

I knew that I must guard my loyalty;

And so, with all the prudence I could use,

With heart and soul I tried, but to my shame

My passion my resistance overcame.’


33

Thus Odorico spoke, and added then

Still more which it were lengthy to relate,

Showing how sharp his sufferings had been,

How fierce the lash, how agonized his state.

If ever prayers the wrath of angry men,

If ever humble words the heart placate,

Then surely Odorico must succeed,

So skilfully and ably can he plead.


34

Revenge for such an injury to take –

’Twixt yes and no Zerbino’s will is hung,

And difficult he finds the choice to make:

Only the felon’s death would right the wrong,

And yet he hesitates for friendship’s sake,

That bond which had united them so long,

The water of compassion in his heart

Quenches his rage and counsels mercy’s part.


35

And while Zerbino hesitated still

Whether to take as captive or to free,

Whether to castigate, or yet to kill

The miscreant for his disloyalty,

The horse which Mandricardo, as you will

Recall, had left unbridled, rapidly

Approached, bearing the hag who not long since

Contrived to bring such peril to the prince.




36

The palfrey, hearing hoofs, had pricked its ears

And galloped at full speed across the plain

To join its kind; the harridan, in tears,

Shrieked all the while for help, but shrieked in vain.

Zerbino, when he sees her, offers prayers

Of thanks that Heaven so benign has been

As to deliver in his hands those two:

For them alone hatred from him was due.


37

Zerbino first detains the evil crone

Till he decides what he will do with her.

Cut off her nose and both her ears is one

Good method evil-doers to deter;

To let the vultures pick clean every bone

Would be another: which does he prefer?

On punishments of many kinds he muses

And one solution finally he chooses.


38

He turned to his companions and declared:

‘I am content to let the traitor live;

Although he does not merit to be spared,

Yet neither does he merit to receive

The final penalty; I am prepared

To let him be released – this boon I give.

I see his error was the fault of love

And this the guilt in great part must remove.


39

‘For love has many times turned upside down

A mind more stable and more sound than his.

Greater excess is laid to love’s renown

And greater outrage than our injuries.

Not Odorico is to blame; I own

I am the culprit, mine the error is.

I should be punished, having been so blind.

That fire burns straw I should have borne in mind.’




40

Then, fixing Odorico with his eye,

‘The penalty for your misdeed shall be

That for a year you shall be followed by

This agèd crone and on your company’

(He said) ‘both night and day she shall rely,

At every hour, wherever you may be;

And with your very life you must defend her

Against whoever threatens to offend her.


41

‘And I decree that you shall undertake,

At her command, with whomso’er may chance,

To engage in mortal strife; and you shall make

From town to town this quest throughout all France.’

Such was Zerbino’s judgement; for the sake

Of mercy he had spared the miscreant’s

Unworthy life, but dug a ditch too deep.

Across it (save by luck) he’d never leap.


42

The evil crone had injured and betrayed

So many men and women in her time,

Whoever at her side a journey made

Would meet with challengers in every clime.

Thus equally they both would be repaid,

She for her evil deeds, he for the crime

Of having pledged to champion the wrong,

Whence he was bound to meet his death ere long.


43

Then Prince Zerbino made the traitor swear

A sacred oath that he would keep the pact;

But if he should break faith, let him beware,

For if by any chance Zerbino tracked

Him down, no pleas this time would make him spare

His life: a cruel death let him expect.

Then to Corebo and Almonio

Zerbino turned, and bade them let him go.




44

Reluctantly obeying, they untied

The traitor finally, but not in haste,

For both of them were vexed and mortified

So sweet a moment of revenge to waste.

Then through the forest the two villains ride,

Passing together from the scene at last.

What next befell them, Turpin does not say;

I read it in another book one day.


45

I will not tell you who the author is.

He writes that ere a single day went by,

Breaking his oath, to rid himself of his

Encumbrance, quickly managing to tie

A rope about her neck with expertise,

He left her dangling from an elm near by;

And a year thence (the place I do not know)

He met the same death from Almonio.


46

Zerbino, who was following the track

Of great Orlando, which he must not lose,

Now saw the chance to send a message back

To reassure his troops; for this he chose

Almonio and gave him too (I lack

The time to quote his words) the latest news.

Corebo with Almonio he sends

And thus he parts with both his faithful friends.


47

His love for the brave paladin was great

And Isabella loved him too no less,

And for this reason he resolved to wait,

Eager to hear the tale of his success

Against the Tartar knight, whom soon or late

He would be bound to meet; he’d soon redress

The outrage of being hoisted off his horse.

Zerbino lets the three days run their course.




48

During this time for which Orlando bade

Zerbino wait till Mandricard should come,

Along no pathway and along no glade

The Count had travelled did he fail to roam,

And he arrived at last beneath the shade

Of trees on which the faithless damsel, whom

Orlando loved, inscribed Medoro’s name,

And to the broken cave and fount he came.


49

Glimpsing an object shining on the ground,

He recognized it as the Count’s cuirass;

And next, a little farther off, he found

A helmet (not Almonte’s, but of brass).

Then, startled by an unexpected sound

Of whinnying, he sees, cropping the grass,

Its bridle from its saddle hanging loose,

The famous Brigliadoro he well knows.


50

He searched for Durindana through the wood.

He found it lying there, without its sheath;

And next he saw Orlando’s surcoat, strewed

In countless pieces; both the lovers, with

Their faces woebegone and pensive, stood

Amazed; these did not seem the signs of death.

Over all possibilities they ranged,

Save that Orlando’s wits had been deranged.
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They might have thought Orlando had been slain

But for the fact that nowhere could they see

A drop of blood nor any gruesome stain.

Along the stream a shepherd hurriedly

Approached; pale and distraught, he had seen plain

The tokens of the victim’s malady:

How he had torn his clothing, strewn his arms,

Killed shepherds with their flocks, and ravaged farms.




52

Zerbino, who interrogates the man,

Receives a true account of what has passed.

He tries to credit it, but scarcely can,

Though everywhere the signs are manifest.

Dismounting from his charger, he began,

Filled with compassion, tearful and downcast,

To gather up the remnants where they lay,

Scattered some here, some there, as best he may.
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And Isabella leaves her palfrey too

And gathers all the weapons in one pile.

As they are thus engaged, a damsel who

Is tearful and forlorn draws near meanwhile.

If you should ask to what her grief is due,

And who it is who sorrows in such style,

Her name is Fiordiligi, I’d reply;

She searches for her loved one low and high.
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When Brandimarte left the city gate

Without a word to Charles or to his love,

She waited for him some six months or eight.

Resolved, when he did not return, to rove

Through France from coast to coast to learn his fate,

The Alps, the Pyrenees, below, above,

She searched, looking in every place except

The one where as a captive he was kept.


55

If she had visited that hostelry

Created by Atlante’s magic spell,

She would have seen him wandering aimlessly,

Gradasso, Ferraù, the Maid as well,

Ruggiero and Orlando, even he;

But when Astolfo blew that terrible

Loud blast, to Paris Brandimart returned,

But this, fair Fiordiligi had not learned.




56

As I have said, she happened now by chance

On those two lovers in their deep distress.

She recognized Orlando’s arms at once

And Brigliadoro too, left riderless,

His bridle hanging free; and at one glance

She understands the signs, for she no less

Has heard the story from the shepherd lad

Of how he watched Orlando running mad.
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Zerbino gathers all the weapons there

And hangs them up in order on a pine.

On the green bark this legend, brief and clear,

He writes: ‘Arms of Orlando, paladin’,

By this inscription meaning to deter

Whoever saw the splendid trophy shine,

As though to say: ‘Hands off, all who pass by,

Unless Orlando’s strength you wish to try.’
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His pious labours being completed then,

Zerbino was preparing to remount

When Mandricardo came upon the scene.

He asks Zerbino for a full account:

What does the splendour on the pine-tree mean?

The Prince relates the truth about the Count.

The pagan monarch, wholly undeterred,

In joyful triumph takes Orlando’s sword.
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He cried: ‘This, nobody can take away.

Here on this spot I seize it rightfully,

For I laid claim to it before today,

And will again, wherever it may be.

Orlando feigns his wits have gone astray,

Rather than stand and hold his ground with me.

If thus he thinks he can excuse his fright,

That is no reason to forgo my right.’




60

Zerbino shouted, ‘Do not touch that sword,

Or think that you can seize it undefied.

The blade of Hector does not well accord

With such a thief as you!’ At once they ride

Against each other with no further word,

Two paragons of prowess, each well-tried.

The wood already echoes with the din,

Almost the very moment they begin.
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Twisting and turning like a living flame,

Zerbino dodged where Durindana fell.

As nimble as a doe his horse became,

Leaping now here, now there; and it is well

It yielded not one jot in such a game,

Else were the prince despatched at once to dwell

Among his fellow-sufferers in love

Whose mingling shadows haunt the myrtle-grove.
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Just as a hound will rush towards the boar

Which in the fields has wandered from its herd,

And round it run in circles, ever more,

Until to a mistake the prey is lured,

So, as the weapon flashed above him or

Below him, Prince Zerbino never erred,

Striving his best to see, in all the strife,

How he might save both honour and his life.
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But when the pagan plied his sword, the sound

With whining, whistling winds might well compare

Which through the mountain peaks in March resound,

Or seize the forest by its tangled hair,

Bending the tree-tops down to kiss the ground,

And whirling broken branches through the air.

Although the prince avoided many blows,

One finally was sure to come too close.
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One mighty stroke at last achieved its aim.

Between his sword and shield it reached his breast.

His mail was thick, his corslet was the same,

His metal apron too was of the best,

Yet through them passed that sword of cruel fame.

They being unequal to this crucial test,

Nothing resisted the descending blow

Which slashed from mid-breast to the saddle-bow.
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If Mandricardo’s stroke had fallen true,

It would have split Zerbino like a cane;

But as it scarcely penetrated to

The living flesh, the wound was in the main

Inflicted on the skin; a span or two

Perhaps in length, it caused a shallow pain

And in a crimson stream the blood ran hot,

Streaking his shining armour to the foot.
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Thus have I often seen a scarlet band

Of ribbon on a silver dress, with art

By such device divided by that hand,

Whiter than alabaster, which my heart,

Alas! divides. Zerbino’s courage and

His skill in war play now but little part.

That Tartar monarch, as his strokes evince,

In strength, as well as sword, outdoes the prince.
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This blow of Mandricardo’s had appeared

More deadly than it was in its effect

And Isabella, looking on, had feared

The worst (nor could she otherwise suspect).

It froze her bosom and with horror seared

Her heart. Zerbino’s daring is unchecked.

Enraged, he takes his sword in both his hands

And on the Tartar’s head a blow he lands.
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Down to his charger’s neck the Saracen,

For all his pride, was bowed by such a stroke.

Only his magic helmet saved him then;

So mighty was the crash it almost broke

His skull; not waiting to count up to ten,

Or to defer revenge, the pagan took

His sword and raised it high above the crest,

Hoping to split Zerbino to his breast.
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Zerbino called both eye and mind to aid

And turned his charger quickly to the right,

But not so fast as to escape the blade,

Which caught his shield and through the centre, quite

From top to bottom, two half portions made.

The thong beneath was severed, and the knight

Received upon his arm the blow, which passed,

Piercing his armour, to his thigh at last.
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Now here, now there, Zerbino tries to break,

But all in vain, through his opponent’s guard,

For not one blemish all his blows can make

Upon the armour of King Mandricard;

But he can now a good advantage take,

And presses back his enemy so hard

(Whose shield and helm are broken) that his blade

Has seven or eight relentless gashes made.
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But though the prince was weak from loss of blood,

Of his condition he was unaware.

His vigorous and valiant heart withstood

The strain and he was able still to bear

His body upright; meanwhile in the wood,

His lady, pale with terror, to the fair

 Young Doralice turns, and begs her end

The deadly strife in which the two contend.
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Being courteous as well as beautiful

(And being uncertain who will win the fight),

She gladly now persuades her love to call

A truce; and Isabella, too, her knight

Beseeches so successfully that all

His anger from his heart is put to flight.

Letting her choose the path, he rides away

And unconcluded leaves the bitter fray.
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And Fiordiligi, who has also seen

The trusty sword of the unhappy Count

Plied to such ill effect, feels woe as keen.

She weeps and strikes her brow at this affront.

Ah, would that Brandimart had present been!

And if she ever finds him, she’ll recount

The whole, and when he learns what has occurred

Not long will Mandricardo flaunt that sword!
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She went on searching night and day in vain

For Brandimart, for whose embrace she yearned,

But he, who could have healed her grief and pain,

Unknown to her to Paris had returned.

She wandered over hill and over plain,

Till, as she crossed a river, she discerned

And recognized the frenzied paladin.

But let us say what happened to Zerbin.
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To leave the sword so shames him as a knight,

It pains him more than any other ill,

Though he can barely sit his horse upright

For all the blood he’s lost, and loses still.

Heat, by his anger kindled, has now quite

Departed, while his grief increases till

It rushes through his veins and, as it grows,

He feels his life-force ebbing to its close.
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Too weak to travel farther, with a sigh

He stopped beside a stream and down he lay.

To help him Isabella longs to try.

She knows not what to do, nor what to say

And, failing proper care, she sees him die.

All habitations are too far away

Where to a doctor she might find access,

Invoking pity or his worldliness.
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So she can only call upon the skies,

Reproaching Fortune and her fate in vain:

‘Ah, why was I not drowned, alas!’ she cries,

‘When first my ship set out upon the main?’

On her Zerbino turns his languid eyes.

Her lamentations cause him greater pain

Than all his wounds, which no respite allow

And to the point of death have brought him now.
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‘My only grief, dear heart,’ Zerbino said,

‘Is that I leave you helpless and alone.

If you will love me after I am dead,

I’ll have no vain regrets when I am gone.

If in some safer place my life were shed,

These few last moments had serenely flown:

Contented, happy and entirely blest

That, dying, in your loving arms I rest.
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‘But since I am condemned to leave you here,

A victim of whoever first goes past,

By this sweet mouth, by these sweet eyes, I swear,

And by these tresses which have bound me fast,

Though I go down to Hell in my despair,

Yet every punishment will be surpassed

When thoughts of you arise whom I have left

Abandoned here without me and bereft.’
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And Isabella, infinitely sad,

Bending a tearful countenance to his

And touching with her own his mouth, which had

The languor of a rose whose season is

Gone by, whose beauty, paling in the shade,

No passer-by has plucked and no one sees,

She answered thus: ‘My life, do not believe

Your spirit shall without me take its leave.
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‘Of this, I do beseech, my love, doubt not:

I’ll follow you to Heaven or to Hell.

Our souls, from one same bow together shot,

Still fly as one and thus will ever dwell.

As soon as I have seen those dear eyes shut,

My grief all suffering will so excel

That I will die, or else, I give my word,

Into my breast today I’ll plunge this sword.
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‘And for our bodies I at least have hope

That better dead than living they may fare,

For someone passing by perchance may stop

And in one sepulchre, with pious care,

May bury them.’ Her welling tears now drop

Where with her lips, ere Death the Plunderer

Has done his worst, his fleeting breath she drains

While yet some vital sign of it remains.
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Exerting his now faltering voice, he spoke:

‘Belovèd, I entreat you by that love

You showed me when for me you once forsook

Your father’s shores, live out your life enough

To reach the time allotted in the book

Of destiny, as God has willed above.

This I command you, if command I may.

How deep my love was, ne’er forget, I pray.
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‘God may perhaps provide a means to save

You from all villainous attack, as when

He sent Orlando to the pirates’ cave

To rescue you from those rapacious men.

Thanks also to His aid, the ocean wave

Did not engulf you; by His help again

You managed Odorico to defy.

But if all fails, then be content to die.’
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I do not think this final utterance

Could be distinctly heard; as fading light,

For lack of wax or other sustenance,

Subsides and is extinguished, so the knight

Expired. Who can the sorrowing desolance

Of Isabella in her wretched plight

Convey, as pale her dear love lies, and cold

As ice the form which now her arms enfold?
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Upon his blood-stained body she then flings

Her own, and bathes him with her streaming tears.

Her shrieks awaken distant echoings.

Neither her bosom nor her cheeks she spares,

But rends the tender flesh, the curling rings

Of her gold tresses, in her frenzy, tears

Unjustly from her head, while in her pain

She cries, unceasing, the loved name in vain.
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So deep her rage, so wild her ravings seem,

Which sorrow has induced, the maid might well

Have plunged the sword into her breast, I deem,

Thus disobeying her Zerbino’s will,

But that a hermit, who the crystal stream

Was wont to visit from his near-by cell,

Arriving at that instant, her intent

Was able, by persuasion, to prevent,
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This venerable hermit goodness joined

To natural prudence and was well endowed

With charitable feeling; every kind

Of precept he could quote, if time allowed.

On the afflicted damsel he enjoined

Patient endurance, and good reasons showed,

And many virtuous women instanced too

From the Old Testament and from the New.
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And then he showed her that true happiness

In life was to be found in God alone.

All other hopes, all other earthly bliss,

Were transitory, fluid and soon flown.

He urged so justly, from her pitiless

Intention he dissuaded her quite soon,

And she resolved, so well she understood,

To dedicate her life henceforth to God.
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But she has no intention to abjure

Her love, or to neglect her lord’s remains,

For, to protect the body and ensure

Its safe interment in due course, she plans

To keep it by her, night and day; the pure

And holy man, still strong in back and reins,

Helps her to lay the prince upon his horse,

Which stands dejected, and they take their course.
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The prudent hermit did not deem it wise

To take the young and lovely Isabel

To the wild mountain-cave, wherein there lies,

Not far away, his solitary cell.

He thinks: ‘A conflagration will arise

If in one hand I bear a torch as well

As straw.’ He does not trust either his age

Or prudence in such trial to engage.
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So he resolves to take her to Provence.

Close to Marseilles, he knows a castle where

A sisterhood, in holy, abstinence,

A convent has established, rich and fair.

And at another castle, which by chance

They come upon, for the dead cavalier

Is made, at their request, a coffin which

Is long, capacious and well sealed with pitch.
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They travel many miles for many days.

Since war is raging everywhere they turn,

They choose the rough and least frequented ways,

For to be unobserved is their concern.

At last a knight obstructs their path and says

Ignoble words of insult; you shall learn

His name when later I return to him;

But now King Mandricardo is my theme.
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When he had ceased from battle, the young king

Sat down to
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