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Joseph Luzzi is an associate professor of Italian and director of Italian studies at Bard  
College. He received his Ph.D. in Italian literature from Yale University in 2000. He has 
taught as a visiting assistant professor at the University of Pennsylvania and held fellowships 
at the National Humanities Center and the Whitney Humanities Center at Yale University.

Luzzi’s first book, Romantic Europe and the Ghost of Italy, was pub-
lished by Yale University Press in 2008 and received the Scaglione Prize 
for Italian Studies from the Modern Language Association of America 
in 2009. It was also named an Outstanding Academic Title for 2009 
by Choice. His articles have appeared in numerous academic journals, 
including Adaptation, Comparative Literature, Dante Studies, Italica, 
Modern Language Notes, Modern Language Quarterly, and PMLA. He 
has published reviews in the American Scholar, Bookforum, Los Ange-
les Times Book Review, and Salmagundi, and he coedited the special 
volumes on translation for the Yale Journal of Criticism in 2003 and on 
literary value for Modern Language Quarterly in 2011.

His honors for work on Italian subjects include an essay prize from the Dante Society 
of America, a Yale College Teaching Prize, and a grant from the Keats-Shelley Associa-
tion. Luzzi has delivered over thirty presentations and a dozen invited lectures at a range 
of institutions throughout North America and Italy, and he was chosen to give the annual 
mini-seminar in Italian literature at Yale University in 2010. He has served as a reader for 
Harvard University Press and Yale University Press, and he is a member of the editorial 
boards of Adaptation and Dante Studies. He is currently codirector of the First-Year Semi-
nar Program at Bard College, a yearlong course that is required for all first-year students 
and dedicated to the study of major texts and intellectual traditions from antiquity to the 
present, beginning with the Bible, Plato, and Virgil and concluding with Friedrich Ni-
etzsche, Sigmund Freud, and Virginia Woolf.

Luzzi is currently writing a book (to be published by Farrar, Straus and Giroux) on Italy 
and Italian culture, from Roman times to the turbulence of life under Silvio Berlusconi.
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Introduction

What is the “art” of reading? What can literature tell us about ourselves and the world 
that no other form of expression can? And how is reading a unique activity in its own 
regard, one that requires practice, skill, and a set of tools and techniques? In this course, 
award-winning scholar and teacher Professor Joseph Luzzi leads a guided tour of the 
fascinating world of books and the adventure of reading, with the aim of developing the 
capacities and gaining the understanding necessary for enriching the reading experience.

Drawing on a wealth of literary genres and traditions, Professor Luzzi will explore with 
readers a series of provocative questions. What makes a “classic” literary work? How can 
the process of “rereading” also be one of “rewriting”? What are the common elements to 
“close reading” that have motivated readers over time? What can reading teach to  
children? And what are the specific challenges that confront readers in our information 
age, with its increasing demands on our time and attention?

Whether from the ancient world of Virgil, the medieval period of St. Augustine and 
Dante, or the more recent times of George Eliot, Mary Shelley, and William Wordsworth, 
the authors in this guide reveal a wealth of images, ideas, and turns of phrase that  
continue to captivate, in same cases centuries now after they were written. Readers will 
revisit these literary works and many more, as they create their own libraries and worlds 
of interpretation, while following Professor Luzzi along this reading journey.

He does not always remain bent over the pages; 

he often leans back and closes his eyes over 

a line he has been reading again, and its 

meaning spreads through his blood.

~Rainier Maria Rilke



6

A crucial aspect of the question “What does it mean to read?” is the infinitive “to read.” 
Reading is an action verb, an act that in its own small way can change the world. To grasp 
this, just look at the face and features of someone immersed in a book: the attentiveness, 
the palpable sense of a mind at work. Compare this to someone, say, lolling in front of the 
television, absent-mindedly and distractedly. Unlike this TV Land, the space of the written 
word demands one’s full attention and mobilizes many different aspects of one’s thoughts, 
emotions, and imagination.

For all the differences in approach that reading inspires, it includes certain common 
elements familiar to readers across the spectrum.

Passport to Alternate Worlds
For many, myself included, reading opens up a parallel reality filled with its own 

geographies, cultures, and populations. My mind goes back to sometime in my youth, when 
I flipped through a copy of Rabelais’ classic text, Gargantua (1534), to the section where 
the author describes the typical day of his protagonist, an imaginary giant named Gargantua 
with remarkable appetites of all kinds. In book 1, chapter 23, 
Rabelais writes of how “Gargantua was so disciplined by [his 
teacher] Ponocrates that he did not waste an Hour of the Day”:

Gargantua now woke about four o’clock in the morning 
and, whilst he was being rubbed down, had some chapter 
of Holy Writ being read to him loudly and clearly, with a 
pronunciation befitting the manner . . . [Later,] Gargantua 
was dressed, combed, curled, trimmed, perfumed, and 
meanwhile the previous day’s lessons were repeated to 
him. Next, he himself said them by heart, and upon them 
grounded some practical examples touching the states of 
man. This they sometimes continued for as long as two to 
three hours, but generally stopped as soon as he was fully 
dressed. Then for three full hours he was read to. When this 
was done they went out, still discussing the subjects of the 

Lecture 1

A Fig Tree of One’s Own: The Worlds of Reading

The Suggested Reading for this lecture is St. Augustine’s Confessions, translated by 
Henry Chadwick.

An illustration by Gustave 
Doré of Gargantua being 
served a meal.
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Pick up and read. ~St. Augustine
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reading, and walked over to . . . the meadows, where they played ball or tennis or 
the triangle game, gaily exercising their bodies as they had previously exercised their 
minds. (trans. Cohen)

I leave the reader to imagine the effect such a passage had on me, the child of immigrant 
parents who were themselves largely uneducated and nonreaders, and whose daily 
struggles made travel to foreign places an impossibility for our family. Yet, there I was, 
back in Rabelais’ Renaissance France—and a magical Renaissance at that, where it was 
acceptable to talk about bodily functions, gluttony, and all manner of scatological excess. 
Rabelais’ world, moreover, was one where princes played tennis and read the classics; 
where bands of friends studied and discussed heady matters all day—a place, all told, 
where Gargantua ne perdoit heure du jour, “lost not a single moment of the day.” I realized 
then, and the feeling has never left, that literature and reading allow the mind and spirit to 
travel the world freely—indeed, to invent and invite alternate worlds.

Marriage of Form and Content
Toward the conclusion of the Divine Comedy (ca. 1307–19), the pilgrim-poet Dante 

Alighieri is granted the privilege of gazing directly at the Christian God. In this final canto, 
Paradiso 33, Dante comes face to face with the core of the universe.

O plenitude of grace, by which I could presume

to fix my eyes upon eternal Light

until my sight was spent on it!

In its depth I saw contained,

by love into a single volume bound,

the pages scattered through the universe:

substances, accidents, and the interplay between them,

as though they were conflated in such ways

that what I tell is but a simple light. (trans. Hollander and Hollander)

The passage astonishes both for its poetic force, conveyed through unforgettable images 
like the world translated into the pages of a “volume” (or book) bound together by love, 
and for how Dante chooses the language he knows best—that of poetry—to describe the 
indescribable. Moreover, the quotation suggests that, for great writers and great readers, 
form and content are one. Dante’s “god” is a “poet” because he understood creation to be 
something composed or created, just like a poem. Thus, the language on the page stands as 
an allegory for no less than the making of the universe around us.
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Humanity’s Diary
In the early part of George Eliot’s monumental Middlemarch (1874), the charming 

Dorothea has just met the desiccated scholar Casaubon, and, against all expectations, she 
has fallen in love. Eliot captures this feeling that so many of us know and cherish—and also 
associate with pain:

It was three o’clock in the beautiful breezy autumn day when Mr Casaubon 
drove off to his Rectory at Lowick, only five miles from Tipton; and Dorothea, 
who had on her bonnet and shawl, hurried along the shrubbery and across 
the park that she might wander through the bordering wood with no other 
visible companionship than that of Monk, the Great St Bernard dog, who 
always took care of the young ladies in their walks. There had risen before 
her the girl’s vision of a possible future for herself to which she looked 
forward with trembling hope, and she wanted to wander on in that visionary 
future without interruption. She walked briskly in the brisk air, the colour 
rose in her cheeks, and her straw-bonnet (which our contemporaries might 
look at with conjectural curiosity as at an obsolete form of basket) fell a little 
backward. She would perhaps be hardly characterized enough if it were 
omitted that she wore her brown hair flatly braided and coiled behind so as 
to expose the outline of her head in a daring manner at a time when public 
feeling required the meagreness of nature to be dissimulated by tall barricades 
of frizzed curls and bows, never surpassed by any great race except the 
Feejeean. This was a trait of Miss Brooke’s asceticism. But there was nothing 
of an ascetic’s expression in her bright full eyes, as she looked before her, not 
consciously seeing, but absorbing into the intensity of her mood, the solemn 
glory of the afternoon with its long swathes of light between the far-off rows 
of limes, whose shadows touched each other.

With exquisite delicacy, Eliot depicts the mix of hope and fear, contentment and longing, 
rapture and unrest that fills the hearts of lovers—each of whom is different, yet all of whom 
have much in common. Literature, and by extension reading, can bring to life these private 
moments with color, texture, and resonance. For this reason, reading reveals “humanity’s 
diary”: a written record of life’s inner workings and mysteries, reanimated by the contact 
between the reader and the page.

A Fig Tree of One’s Own
This last “common denominator” from the world of reading is, in my view, its most 

important. St. Augustine is our guide here. His Confessions (397–398 AD) narrates the 
tortured process by which Augustine casts off his sinful ways, addiction to earthly glory 
as a leading intellectual and professor of rhetoric, love for the Greco-Roman pagan world, 
and especially his attachment to the joys of the flesh. At a key moment, Augustine hits 
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rock bottom: he cannot seem to shake off the shackles of lust, and his relationship to God 
remains fraught. Then something miraculous happens:

As I was … weeping in the bitter agony of my heart, suddenly I heard a voice 
from the nearby house chanting as if it might be a boy or a girl (I do not know 
which), saying and reading over and over again “Pick up and read, pick up 
and read.” At once my countenance changed, and I began to think intently 
whether there might be some sort of children’s game in which such a chant 
is used. But I could not remember having heard of one. I checked the flood of 
tears and stood up. I interpreted it solely as a divine command to me to open 
the book and read the first chapter I might find . . . I seized [the Bible], opened 
it and in silence read the first passage on which my eyes lit: “Not in riots and 
drunken parties, not in eroticism and indecencies, not in strife and rivalry, but 
put on the Lord Jesus Christ and make no provision for the flesh in its lusts” 
(Rom. 13:13–14). I neither wished nor needed to read further. At once, with 
the last words of this sentence, it was as if a light of relief from all the anxiety 
flooded my heart. All the shadows of doubt were dispelled. (trans. Chadwick)

Tolle, legge. “Pick up and read.” Did it actually happen this way? Who knows. What 
ultimately matters, I believe, is that, like Augustine, reading can give us all a “fig tree” of 
our own, a place of intimate contact between the text and the mind, the author and the 
reader—a place where a single word, sentence, or image can change our lives and, in the 
words of Augustine, let in “a light of relief.”
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For Greater Understanding

Questions
1.  Why can one refer to literature as a human “diary,” and what can it reveal that other 

forms of artistic expression cannot?

2.  What is the role of reading in St. Augustine’s famous Christian conversion, as described 
in his Confessions (397–398 AD), and what does it say about the power of literature to 
change our lives?

3.  What would you add to my list of four “common qualities” to good reading,  
and why?

Suggested Reading
Augustine. Confessions. Trans. Henry Chadwick. New York: Oxford University Press,  

USA, 1992.

Other Books of Interest
Alighieri, Dante. The Divine Comedy [Inferno, Purgatorio, Paradiso]. Trans. Robert 

Hollander and Jean Hollander. New York: Anchor, 2002–2007.

Edmundson, Mark. Why Read? New York: Bloomsbury, 2004.

Eliot, George. Middlemarch. Ed. Rosemary Ashton. London: Penguin, 1994.

Rabelais, François. Gargantua and Pantagruel. Trans. J.M. Cohen. London:  
Penguin, 1955.

Recorded Books
Shutt, Timothy B. Dante and His Divine Comedy. The Modern Scholar  

Series. Prince Frederick, MD: Recorded Books, LLC, 2005. (UC068)
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What is a metaphor? How is it central to literature? What should readers expect to look 
for in it? The dictionary defines metaphor thusly:

•  A figure of speech in which a word or phrase is applied to an object or 
action to which it is not literally applicable: “I had fallen through a trapdoor 
of depression,” said Mark, who was fond of theatrical metaphors | her 
poetry depends on suggestion and metaphor.

•  A thing regarded as representative or symbolic of something else, especially 
something abstract: the amounts of money being lost by the company were 
enough to make it a metaphor for an industry that was teetering. (Oxford 
American Dictionaries)

Of course, the above definitions are true and accurate; but in literature metaphor takes 
on special powers. It can display a capacity for saying one thing to suggest another, enter 
into relation with other metaphors in networks of figurative language, and above all draw 
attention to literary language through powerful images.

One of the most ancient metaphors appears in Giovanni Verga’s 
House by the Medlar Tree (1881), which tells the story of the 
Malavoglia, a simple peasant family that for generations had patiently 
and successfully plied the trade of fishing. But, Verga writes, in 
the new Italy of financial speculation, a “vague desire” for more 
material wealth seduces them, and they end up taking risks that 
endanger their modest financial status. As I have written elsewhere,1 
the problems begin in the first, decisive encounter between the 
Malavoglia and modern capital, when the honorable patriarch Master 
’Ntoni becomes uncharacteristically embroiled in speculation. 
Master ’Ntoni purchases lupin beans on credit and intends to ship 
them to market in a town far from his own Acitrezza, then sell 
them for profit. But, as his son Bastianazzo is transporting them, a 
storm claims his life and destroys the cargo. The tragedy sets in motion a series of other 
calamities, and soon the patriarch is forced to sell the family home, the “house by the 
medlar tree” of the title. While Master ’Ntoni grieves for Bastianazzo and reflects on the 
family’s uncertain future at his funeral, the narrative describes how “withered leaves fell 
from the medlar tree, and the wind pushed them here and there in the yard.” Verga then 
extends this trope of the falling leaves:

Lecture 2

Mind of Metaphor

The Suggested Reading for this lecture is Giovanni Verga’s The House by the Medlar 
Tree, translated by Raymond Rosenthal.
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“He went because I sent him,” Master ’Ntoni repeated. “Just as the wind 
carries those leaves here and there. And if I’d told him to jump off the 
Faraglioni rocks with a stone around his neck, he would have done it without 
a word. At least he died when the house and the medlar tree down to its last 
leaf were still his. (trans. Rosenthal)

The passage recalls an image that, astonishingly, goes all the way back to Homer and then 
detours through Virgil and Horace, before receiving a significant rewriting in Dante.2 At one 
point in Homer’s Iliad, the warrior Glaukos utters the following words:

As is the generation of leaves, so is that of humanity.

The wind scatters the leaves on the ground, but the live timber

burgeons with leaves again in the season of spring returning.

So one generation of men will grow while another dies. (trans. Lattimore)

In a powerful meditation on the simile’s endurance, Robert Pogue Harrison describes the 
metaphor of the falling leaves thusly:

[Falling leaves are] the ultimate cognizance of the species [as] a cognizance of 
death, which renders us all equal and indistinguishable. Death is the nature  
. . . of the generationality that subsumes all specific human genealogies, be 
they lofty or humble” (The Dominion of the Dead, 2005).

Harrison takes the seemingly simple naturalist metaphor and extrapolates from it a series 
of reflections on the human condition. This is metaphor at its best: when it brings one 
closer to the inner workings of the literary text while simultaneously implicating broader 
thematic—even existential—issues.

No less than Homer’s epic heir Virgil next picks up the trope. In the Aeneid (19 BC), the 
story of the founding of the Roman Empire out of the ashes of the razed city of Troy, the 
hero Aeneas is granted the privilege of visiting the Underworld in book 6.

A huge throng of the dead came streaming toward the banks:

Mothers and grown men and ghosts of great-souled heroes,

Their bodies stripped of life, and boys and unwed girls,

And sons laid on the pyre before their parents’ eyes.

As thick as leaves in autumn woods at the first frost,

That slip and float to earth, or dense as flocks of birds

That wing from the heaving sea to shore when winter’s chill

Drives them over the waves to landfalls drenched in sunlight. (trans. Fagles)

Just two years later, the trope of the falling leaves appears again, in the poet Horace’s 
influential tract, Ars Poetica (The Art of Poetry, 17 BC).
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It has been, and ever will be, permitted to issue words stamped with the 
mint-mark of the day. As forests change their leaves with each year’s decline, 
and the earliest drop off: so with words, the old race dies, and, like the young 
of human kind, the new-born bloom and thrive. We are doomed to death—we 
and all things ours . . . All mortal things shall perish, much less shall the glory 
and glamour of speech endure and live. Many terms that have fallen out of 
use shall be born again, and those shall fall that are now in repute, if Usage so 
will it, in whose hands lies the judgement, the right, and the rule of speech. 
(trans. Rushton Fairclough)

As I wrote in “‘As a Leaf on a Branch . . .’: Dante’s Neologisms” for PMLA,2 Virgil’s 
naturalist metaphor excludes discussions of language or any other vestige of human 
culture, concerned as it is not with the creations of humanity but rather with the grim 
fate that ultimately attends all human endeavors. For Horace, on the other hand, the space 
between life and death is more porous, so the mortal entities of man, leaf, and language 
generate into new forms even as they reach their earthly limits. For Virgil, death represents 
a rupture from life, the passing into a realm whose walls are impregnable. In the zero-
sum game of empire building in the Aeneid, some civilizations prevail while others are 
sacrificed, and life is only granted to those who demonstrate continued strength.

Homer. Virgil. Horace. The metaphor of the falling leaves is one of the most powerful in 
the Western tradition, and Dante knew it. In Inferno 3, he labels the sinners bunched upon 
the shores of hell “mal seme” (“evil seed”) and changes the Virgilian right of entry (burial) 
into the Christian prerequisite of baptism. The melancholy neutrality of the Virgilian voice 
disappears in the Dantesque passage, whose invective substitutes the detached naturalism 
of Aeneid 6 with images of a nature that has turned corrupt and rank:

Just as in autumn the leaves fall away

one, and then another, until the bough

sees all its spoils upon the ground,

So the wicked seed of Adam fling themselves

one by one from the shore, at his signal,

as does a falcon at its summons. (trans. Hollander and Hollander)

If Inferno 3 represents Dante’s fierce rewriting of Virgil’s falling leaves from Aeneid 6, it 
would be left for a later text by Dante to address the image of the metaphor as it appears in 
Horace. In Paradiso 26, Dante chooses the human embodiment of genealogical reflection, 
Adam, as the spokesperson for his explanation of the origins of language:

The tongue I spoke was utterly extinct

before the followers of Nimrod turned their minds

to this unattainable objective.
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For nothing ever produced by reason—

since human tastes reflect the motion

of the moving stars—can last forever.

It is the work of nature man should speak

but, if in this way or that, nature leaves to you,

allowing you to choose at your own pleasure.

Before I went down to Hell’s anguish,

I was the name on earth of the Sovereign Good,

whose joyous rays envelop and surround me.

Later El became His name, and that is as it should be,

for mortal custom is like a leaf upon a branch,

which goes and then another comes.

In keeping with figurative language’s capacity to say one thing and mean another, this 
journey of a metaphor from Homer to Verga employs the seemingly humble image of falling 
leaves to reflect on the natural cycles of human life. We have witnessed this metaphor in 
its ancient Greek and Latin, medieval Tuscan, and modern Sicilian editions. Perhaps future 
versions of it await us.

© Shutterstock.com
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For Greater Understanding

Questions
1.  What are the characteristics of metaphor, and why is it so central to the  

reading experience?

2.  Why has the metaphor of falling leaves had such historical importance, and what has it 
represented over time?

3.  How does Dante “rewrite” the metaphor of falling leaves as it appears in Virgil, and 
what are his reasons for doing so?

Suggested Reading
Verga, Giovanni. The House by the Medlar Tree. Trans. Raymond Rosenthal. Berkeley: 

University of California Press, 1964.

Other Books of Interest
Harrison, Robert Pogue. The Dominion of the Dead. Chicago: University of Chicago  

Press, 2005.

Homer. The Iliad. Trans. Richard Lattimore. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1951.

Horace. Satires, Epistles and Ars Poetica. Trans. H. Rushton Fairclough. Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 1929.

Virgil. The Aeneid. Trans. Robert Fagles. New York: Penguin, USA, 2006.

Recorded Books
Shutt, Timothy B. Monsters, Gods, and Heroes: Approaching the Epic in 

Literature. The Modern Scholar Series. Prince Frederick, MD: Recorded 
Books, LLC, 2005. (UC038)

Lecture 2 Notes
1.  Luzzi, Joseph. Introduction. Special Issue: Literary Value. Modern 

Language Quarterly 72.3 (2011): 277–91

2.  See my earlier treatment of the metaphor: Luzzi, Joseph. “‘As a Leaf  
on a Branch . . .’: Dante’s Neologisms.” PMLA 125.2 (2010): 322–36. 7
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Lecture 3

Hearing Voices: Allusion and Echo

The Suggested Reading for this lecture is Dante Alighieri’s Divine Comedy [Inferno, 
Purgatorio, Paradiso], translated by Robert Hollander and Jean Hollander.

Much of reading literature depends on what I call “hearing voices.” We are working our 
way through a text when, suddenly, some static registers on our mind’s antennae. We hear 
something familiar, uncanny even, in the Freudian sense of the word: strange, but in an 
intimate way, as if we’ve encountered this element somewhere before. And then the flash 
of recognition hits home. We had in fact come across it earlier, and the author has made an 
allusion to another literary text that we are able to identify. But, in some cases, “allusion” 
is too weak a term to account for the importance of the reference. Indeed, sometimes the 
allusion carries such weight as to lay bare the major concern and intent of a given text.

To understand how we “hear voices” when reading, it is crucial to discuss two technical 
terms from the world of reading and writing: allusion and echo. The former, allusion, 
represents a perennial controversy in the history of literature and aesthetics. The inclusion 
of a predecessor verse, metaphor, theme, or image by a later writer or artist has been 
central to such long-standing debates as imitation versus originality in the Renaissance; 
neoclassicism versus Romanticism in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries; and, closer 
to the present, modernism versus postmodernism. For the Renaissance or neoclassical poet, 
sustained composition was unthinkable without an overt flexing of one’s allusive skill. For 
the Romantic, the trick was often to make an allusion without appearing to do so, in order to 
emphasize one’s own originality. For the postmodern writer, allusion could seem a somewhat 
quaint, anachronistically “literary” practice that needed to be updated to more self-conscious 
strategies like pastiche, palimpsest, or even—the erstwhile Pierre Menard of Jorge Luis 
Borges and his verbatim “translation” of Don Quixote comes to mind—exact replication.

Allusions appear to us in many shapes and guises, some obvious and some obscure. 
Often, they appear indirectly, mediated through language or theme. In such cases, they may 
be what John Hollander terms “echoes” of an original source:

[Echo is] a way of alluding that is inherently poetic, rather than expository, 
and . . . makes new metaphor rather than learned gestures . . . Poets . . . 
seem to echo earlier voices with full or suppressed consciousnesses that, 
and of how, they are so doing, by accident or by plan, but with the same 
shaping spirit that gives form to tropes of thought and feeling. Whether 
these figurative echoes constitute a kind of underground cipher-message for 
the attentive poetic ear, or perhaps a private melody or undersong hummed 
during composition by the poet as a spell or charm, matters less . . . than that 
the revisionary power of poetic allusive echo generates new figuration.
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As I have argued elsewhere,† this notion of echo, as an ambiguous form of allusion that at 
once gestures in the direction of a source yet at the same time establishes its freedom from 
that origin by generating “new figuration,” perfectly encapsulates what occurs in Dante’s 
reworking of an episode from Virgil in Inferno 10 of his Divine Comedy (ca. 1307–19).

Dante arrives in Inferno 10 for the strangest of homecomings. The two sinners he meets, 
Farinata and Cavalcante de’ Cavalcanti, were patriarchs of Dante’s hometown, Florence, 
the place that would exile him in 1301. Dante is writing the Divine Comedy around 1307, 
but its action takes place in 1300; so he has to pretend not to know about his exile, which 
is alluded to by the military hero Farinata. Before going into an analysis of this complicated 
canto, it is helpful to review the facts:

•  In ca. 1295, Dante dedicated his first book, the Vita 
Nuova, to his “primo amico” (“best friend”), Guido 
Cavalcanti, a charismatic leader of the Sweet New Style, 
the poetic movement in Florence that nurtured the 
young Dante’s writing and fused lyrical refinement and 
natural philosophy in writing about donne angelicate 
(angel-women) like Beatrice. In Inferno 10, Dante meets 
Cavalcante de’ Cavalcanti, who is being punished for the 
same sin associated with his son Guido: Epicureanism.

•  In 1300, in his capacity as one of Florence’s six priors 
(highest elected official in the city), Dante signed an 
edict banishing the radical Guido Cavalcanti from 
the city. Cavalcanti died later that year from malaria 
contracted in exile. Dante himself was exiled just one 
year later.

When Dante began the Divine Comedy, he handled his role in the demise of his former 
best friend Guido with breathtaking defensiveness. The fictional date of the Divine Comedy 
is Easter 1300, so Guido still lives. In Inferno 10, where the sin of heresy is punished, 
Dante encounters Guido’s Epicurean father, Cavalcante, who remarks to Dante:

If you pass through this dark

prison [hell] by virtue of your lofty genius,

where is my son and why is he not with you?

(trans. Hollander and Hollander)

Your son, Dante tells him, “perhaps . . . held in scorn” Dante’s guide through hell 
(Virgil, Beatrice, or God Himself: the pronoun referent “cui” [“whom”] is purposefully left 
unclear). Guido’s father hears “held” and assumes that his son, like the verb, is past tense. 
He asks, “Does not the sweet light strike upon [my son’s] eyes?” Dante hesitates in reply. 
This guilty heartbeat of a pause signals to Cavalcante de’ Cavalcanti that his son is dead, 

Guido Cavalcanti
(ca. 1250–1300)

Painting attributed to 
Crespi Antonio Maria, ca. 1613
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and so he falls into the broth of hell “and showed himself no more.” Dante never referred 
to his best friend’s death again.

Cavalcante de’ Cavalcanti’s memorable query—“Does not the sweet light strike upon 
[Guido’s] eyes?”—references a celebrated scene in Virgil’s Aeneid. In book 3, Aeneas 
is blown off course and lands in the Greek city of Buthrotum, where he encounters 
Andromache (former wife of the great Trojan warrior Hector, who is performing a ritual 
sacrifice to the ghost of Hector. Overcome by the prospect of Andromache’s wild tears, 
Aeneas has stumbled upon a copy of his lost home: it is peopled by old friends and contains 
a citadel built on the Trojan model, river named after the Trojan Xanthus, and fortress that 
shares the name of Troy’s Scaean Gate. A funereal atmosphere pervades the city, to which 
Aeneas refers with the pejorative tag “parva Troia” (“little Troy”). In her unstinting grief 
and obsession with the past, Andromache appears more dead than alive, and the Xanthus 
River itself is arens (dry). Virgil refashions the Trojan city into a necropolis, realm of the 
dead, that Aeneas will leave with relief. Aeneas cannot return home, he learns in Aeneid 3, 
because home no longer exists. He will continue to wander and seek not a second Troy but 
a new Rome, which for all its glory will always remind him of the life he has lost.

Tellingly, when Andromache meets Aeneas, she asks him if he is alive or a ghost: “lux 
alma recessit?” (“[has] the light of life . . . left you?”). This line is echoed by Cavalcante 
de’ Cavalcanti in Inferno 10 when he asks 
of Dante: “non fiere li occhi suoi lo dolce 
lumen?” (“does not the sweet light strike 
[Guido’s] eyes?”). So, Dante quotes Virgil, 
translating his Latin into Italian and his 
story of imperial conquest into a Christian 
pilgrim’s journey through hell. Overall, 
the echoing allusion channels Dante’s guilt 
regarding his one-time best friend Guido and 
challenges the reader to detect the “ghost” 
of the Virgilian subtext in and through 
figures that are themselves ghostlike: first 
Andromache in Aeneid 3, then Cavalcante 
de’ Cavalcanti in Inferno 10.

Aeneas Meets Andromache
by Wenceslaus Hollar (1607–1677)
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For Greater Understanding

Questions
1.  How would you define literary “echo” and “allusion,” and why are they central to the 

reading experience?

2.  Why does Dante cite the tragic figure of Virgil’s Andromache in Inferno 10, when he 
meets the ghost of his best friend’s father, Cavalcante de’ Cavalcanti? 

3.  What do we learn about Dante’s relationship to his former best friend, Guido Cavalcanti, 
from the Virgilian echoes of Inferno 10? 

Suggested Reading
Alighieri, Dante. The Divine Comedy [Inferno, Purgatorio, Paradiso]. Trans. Robert 

Hollander and Jean Hollander. New York: Anchor, 2002–2007.

Other Books of Interest
Cavalcanti, Guido. Complete Poems. Trans. Marc Cirigliano. New York: Italica, 2008.

Hollander, John. The Figure of Echo: A Mode of Allusion in Milton and After. Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1984.

Virgil. The Aeneid. Trans. Robert Fagles. New York: Penguin, USA, 2006.

Lecture 3 Notes
†Luzzi, Joseph. “Echoes of Andromache in Inferno X.” Dante Studies 122 (2004): 27–43.
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What can foreign languages teach us about our world that nothing else can? Why is 
reading them, as they were written and not in translation, so crucial? How do books in 
foreign languages inspire us to read carefully and closely? No one seems better qualified to 
answer these questions than the so-called first modern scholar, Francis Petrarch (1304–74).

As discussed in lecture 3 of my audio course In Michelangelo’s Shadow: The Mystery of 
Modern Italy, Petrarch is responsible for, among other things, one of the most breathtaking 
discoveries in the history of modern scholarship: in a small Veronese library on June 16, 
1345, Petrarch unearthed a lost cache of Cicero’s letters to his best friend Atticus. The 
letters reveal a wealth of information about Rome’s leading orator and moral philosopher. 
After discovering the letters, Petrarch in a heightened state of empathy actually wrote  
a letter to Cicero, the defender of the dying Roman republic. In fact, he wrote a dead 
letter—something “impractical or obsolete,” “undeliverable and unreturnable” (Oxford 
American Dictionaries).

The letter is by turns intimate (“As I read [your letters] I seemed to hear your bodily 
voice, O Marcus Tullius”) and tough (“Now it is your turn to be the listener, [Cicero] 
. . . O spirit ever restless and perturbed!”) (trans. Robinson). Petrarch criticizes Cicero for 
abandoning the tranquility of old age and its literary pursuits for the danger of political 
involvement, which led Cicero to reenter public life to attack Marc Antony during his 
struggle with Augustus for the control of Rome after the death of Caesar:

[Marcus Tullius,] what insanity led you to hurl yourself against Antony? . . . 
Unhappy man, you were to take the last false step . . . What, 
pray, does it profit a man to teach others, and to be prating 
always about virtue, in high-sounding words, if he fails to 
give heed to his own instructions? Ah! how much better it 
would have been, how much more fitting for a philosopher, 
to have grown old peacefully in the country, meditating, 
as you yourself have somewhere said, upon the life that 
endures for ever, and not upon the poor fragment of this life.

The letter exudes Petrarch’s faith in how ancient learning can 
affect the world some thirteen centuries after Cicero’s death. After 
attacking Cicero for abandoning his solitude for politics, Petrarch 
remarks: “You were like a traveler in the night, whose torch 

Lecture 4

Languages, Dead and Living

The Suggested Reading for this lecture is Petrarch’s Lyric Poems: The Rime Sparse and 
Other Lyrics, translated by Robert Durling.

Cicero (106–43 BC)
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lights up for others the path where he himself has miserably fallen.” Cicero was actually 
murdered, by the mutual consent of the Antony he attacked and the Augustus he defended, 
as part of their temporary rapprochement in 43 BC. His head and hands—the symbols of 
his orator’s art—were nailed to a site in the Roman Forum for all to see.

One does well to remember: Petrarch read this text in its original Latin and also wrote 
about it in Latin, as that supposedly dead language was the coin of the realm among 
scholars in Petrarch’s age. I noted in lecture 3 of In Michelangelo’s Shadow that writing 
a dead letter is the ultimate humanist act. Like Petrarch, we humanists choose our own 
dead Romans to address our letters to. More important for present concerns, the letter 
to Cicero is written in a foreign language, Latin, and only in and through sustained study 
of this ancient tongue could Petrarch access Cicero. The magic of books lies in their 
expression. To read Cicero in translation is to read not Cicero but someone else’s version 
of him. Literary form holds in its core mysteries that can only be unleashed by study and 
close reading, and only the original language can make this happen best. Petrarch spent 
his entire lifetime in study. An eternal sojourner in the land of dead letters, he used his 
knowledge of Cicero’s Latin to contribute to the rebirth of learning that helped bring about 
our own modern age.

My parents gave up their Italian citizenship to become U.S. citizens; like so many others, 
they sacrificed their national identity so that their children might have a better life. They 
also gave up their language. Though my father lived in the United States from 1956 to 
his death in 1995, he never mastered English. He spoke in a heavily accented mix of his 
Calabrian dialect and the scattered English he picked up here and there. He inhabited a 
linguistic limbo, his native tongue forever frozen in the peasant Calabrian world he left 
behind and his English a parroting of phrases he’d casually heard but never systematically 
studied. I witnessed firsthand the exclusions he experienced because of these language 
obstacles. An extremely intelligent and hard-working man who dreamed of starting his own 
landscaping business, he worked for over twenty years in a factory because he couldn’t 
imagine cracking the linguistic codes of the American business world. Thankfully, a great 
many of us today are unlikely to face such grave linguistic barriers 
to entry in adult and professional life. But all of us in one way or 
another will have to deal with cultural otherness, linguistic or 
otherwise; all of us will need to communicate with those unfamiliar 
with our backgrounds and usual means of expression. Studying the 
humanities and the languages of the past, Petrarch’s dead letter 
teaches us, connects the living and the dead, with a closeness that 
only comes from an immersion in the actual words of that “other,” 
however near or remote.

Petrarch (1304–74)
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For Greater Understanding

Questions
1.  What can the original—in some cases, foreign—language of a book reveal that a work in 

translation cannot? What can become “lost in translation”?

2.  Why was the supposedly “dead” language of Latin so crucial for Petrarch in his 
contributions to the Renaissance?

3.  In what ways can “words” reveal the history of a people or a culture?

Suggested Reading
Petrarch. Lyric Poems: The Rime Sparse and Other Lyrics. Trans. Robert Durling. 

Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1979.

Other Books of Interest
Cicero. The Fourteen Orations (Philippics) of Cicero against Marcus Antonius. Trans. C.D. 

Yonge. Lawrence, KS: Digireads/Neeland Media, LLC, 2009.

———. Letters to Atticus. Ed. D.R. Shackleton Bailey. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
Press, 1999.

Mazzotta, Giuseppe. The Worlds of Petrarch. Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1993.

Robinson, James Harvey, ed. and trans. Francesco Petrarca: The First Modern Scholar and 
Man of Letters. New York: Putnam, 1898.

Articles of Interest
Freccero, John. “The Fig Tree and the Laurel: Petrarch’s Poetics.” Diacritics. 5.1 

(1975): 34–40.

Recorded Books
Luzzi, Joseph. In Michelangelo’s Shadow: The Mystery of Modern Italy. 

The Modern Scholar Series. Prince Frederick, MD: Recorded Books, 
LLC, 2010. (UC167)
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Lecture 5

That Vision Thing

The Suggested Reading for this lecture is Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s The Confessions, 
translated by J.M. Cohen.

The “visionary” function of literature depends on readers as much as it does writers. 
While writing my Ph.D. dissertation on Dante’s influence in European autobiography from 
roughly 1750 to 1825 (the Enlightenment and Romantic ages), I was researching why 
Voltaire disliked Dante so intensely (he called him fou, “crazy,” and went so far as to claim 
in 1756 that “nobody reads Dante anymore”). This is what Voltaire had to say about Dante 
in 1765, nine years after his infamous remark:

You wish to know Dante. The Italians call him divine, but it is a hidden 
divinity. Few people understand his oracles. He has his commentators, which 
is perhaps yet another reason for not being understood. His reputation will 
always endure, since scarcely anyone reads him. There are in his work twenty 
or so passages that we know by heart, and there is thus no 
need to bother with examining the rest of him. (Philosophical 
Dictionary, 1765)

In truth, Voltaire had nothing against Dante per se: he actually 
admired the vigor and originality of Dante’s literary language and, 
like most other readers, agreed that the “greatest hits” in Dante 
(the cantos involving Paolo and Francesca, Ulysses, and Ugolino) 
merited revisiting. But Voltaire wrote during the Enlightenment, 
the time when thinkers began to distance themselves from 
supposedly dark ages like Dante’s medieval period. So it was 
probable that Voltaire would find Dante’s spirituality and 
doctrinaire Catholicism anathema. Another reason motivated 
Voltaire in wishing to banish Dante from the literary garden: 
Dante wrote mostly about himself, first in his youthful Vita 
Nuova (ca. 1295), then of course in his monumental The Divine 
Comedy. Though he produced at least three “autobiographical” 
texts during his long literary lifetime, Voltaire resisted the intense 
introspection and self-revision that defined Dante’s lifelong 
autobiographical inquiry.

Voltaire (François-Marie Arouet) 
(1694–1778)

A contemporary engraving of Voltaire at age 70. ©
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Voltaire’s understanding of Dante prepares us to approach his reading of another person 
he considered fou: Jean-Jacques Rousseau. As a fascinating letter from Voltaire to the 
Scottish philosopher David Hume on October 24, 1766, reveals, a philosophe like Voltaire 
could not accept the growing preoccupation in literary circles with the elaboration of the 
self represented by Rousseau. Voltaire writes the following:

You say that Rousseau is writing the history of his life [the Confessions]. This 
life has been too useful to the world and too filled with great events for its 
author not to serve posterity by publishing its story. Rousseau’s taste for truth 
will not permit him to disguise the least of his anecdotes—in order to serve 
the education of princes who will want to become carpenters like Émile.1

From the perspective of Voltaire’s abstract concerns about humanity and human nature, 
the “little miseries” of Rousseau’s personal life “do not warrant the slightest attention, for 
they will all soon fall into eternal oblivion.” This letter to Hume concludes with a fatalistic 
overture to the insignificance of personal matters:

There are idiocies and quarrels in all conditions of life . . . All passes rapidly, just 
like those grotesque figures of the magic lantern . . . The details of the bloodiest 
wars perish along with those soldiers who were their victims . . . In all this 
immense torment that carries us away and envelops us, what are we to do?

The letter to Hume reveals, beyond any literary-historical concern like Dante’s reception 
or the development of autobiography, what I call “that vision thing” in literature: the 
capacity of some writers, in this case, Rousseau, to discover something that no one 
else can. Simply put, Rousseau took an existing genre, the Enlightenment memoir, and 
exploded it. There is little in the literature of his age that could have predicted the deeply, 
often contradictory self-exploration and quest for an elusive inner identity that defines 
Rousseau’s Confessions. For that, one would have to go back to Augustine’s Confessions 
(397 AD)—yet, Rousseau did not have Augustine’s Christian god to sanction this inquiry 
into the self. Instead, Rousseau presents us with the modern world’s first supremely 
secular, full-blown immersion into the enigma of personal identity with the Confessions, a 
text so massively influential that it helped usher in both the Romantic age and the modern 
autobiographical genre.

Interestingly enough, a writer who saw genius both in Dante and autobiography—and, 
by extension, Rousseau—was the same writer who once adored but ultimately rejected 
Voltaire: the Italian playwright Vittorio Alfieri. As part of the larger discussion of Dante’s 
eighteenth- and nineteenth-century reception in my book Romantic Europe and the 
Ghost of Italy, I discussed how Alfieri came to identify with Dante after rejecting the 
Enlightenment notion of the homme de lettres (“man of letters” or writer) and several 
major assumptions associated with this term. In polemical response to Voltaire and the 
philosophes, Alfieri’s turn to Dante led him to center his autobiography on the theme of 
the writer’s rejection of all cultural, political, and social ties in the name of the abstraction 
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“literature.” Alfieri’s impossibly high demands on poets 
stemmed from his belief in literature’s historical vocation of 
remaking the world—a conviction, however quixotic, that 
had great impact on how many of his Romantic successors 
understood the psychology and responsibilities of the 
creative writer.

In Alfieri’s Vita (Memoirs, 1810), a massive autobiography 
that occupied the last fourteen years of his life, reading 
itself becomes both a privileged act and a way of 
constructing the self. Namely, it is in and through Alfieri’s 
reading of Dante along with other major Italian poets that 
he comes to fathom his own literary calling in terms at odds 
with his era. Much like Rousseau, whose originality even a 
Voltaire could not fathom, the outsider Alfieri articulates a 
powerful aesthetic vision that his contemporary world did 
not yet have the tools or motivation to understand.

As I write elsewhere,2 in the Vita, we read that Alfieri’s 
childhood is, by and large, one of ignorance. He describes 
himself as “a little savage” and claims that, while young, 
he was a stranger to all forms of learning. Early chapters bear the titles “Continuation of 
Those Non-studies” and “First Studies, Pedantic and Poorly Done,” and depict scenes in 
terms of the author’s inability to compose poetry or respond with sensitivity to art. The 
early cultural and intellectual poverty forms a vivid contrast to the change that occurs when 
Alfieri actually finally dedicates himself to writing after years of anomic wandering.

Beginning in book 4 of the Vita, his allusions to Dante and other major writers (Petrarch, 
Ludovico Ariosto, Torquato Tasso) increase. He decides to become a tragedian after he 
reviews the Italian literary tradition and realizes that it lacks a great playwright:

These four poets [Dante, Petrarch, Ariosto, and Tasso] have always been, and 
will continue to be, prized by me above all others in our divine language. 
It appears to me that they afford a model of every species of poetry except 
blank-verse dialogue which itself must be produced from the basic material of 
all four of them, blended and modified. (Trans. anon., rev. Vincent)

Reading the masters of the past helps Alfieri understand his vocation and ultimately his 
sense of self. By his own account, the process of incorporating the four maestri into his 
work—and learning from their failures as well as their successes—was a rare thread of 
continuity in a life of great personal and artistic vicissitudes.

Ultimately, the only writer who entirely satisfies Alfieri’s demands is the one to whom 
he refers as Poeta, Dante. In an earlier work, The Prince and Letters (1786), Alfieri asks 
if it is possible for a nation to produce two “Dantes.” Such a phenomenon, he argues, 

Vittorio Alfieri 
(1749–1803)

by François-Xavier Fabre, 1793
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would result in all the greatness a literary culture needed. The Vita, in essence, answers 
this question by proposing Alfieri himself as a second Dante, a sentiment, as we see below, 
anticipated in the earlier The Prince and Letters:

And I have used Dante as an example [of the free writer] because I read him 
often and I think I have a feeling for him and understand him. I should have 
availed myself of Homer, Sophocles, and other similar great independent 
authors as examples if it were within my power to read them in their 
own divine language. But in Dante alone I seem to have found sufficiently 
irrefutable proof of my axiom: because Dante wrote with no patronage and is 
unsurpassable, survives, and will always survive: but no protection ever has 
produced or could or would produce a Dante. If such a great man chanced to 
be born, princely patronage could indeed, alas, stifle him. (Trans. Corrigan 
and Molinaro)

The definitive sign of Dante’s presence in Alfieri’s notion of the self lies in his 
evocation of how a feeling and understanding for an author can nourish a sense of 
personal identity. Here, in the incessant battle that Alfieri understood writing to be, he 
momentarily surrenders the anger in his pen for a tranquil moment of identification with 
an illustrious predecessor.

Each of the examples discussed above—Voltaire’s reading of Rousseau and Dante; 
Alfieri’s reading of Voltaire and Dante—points to the visionary capacity of literature either 
to inspire or confound its readers. For all his brilliance, Voltaire could not grasp what would 
be the monumental achievement of Rousseau’s self-representation in the Confessions, just 
as his belief in the rational, secular protocols of his age inspired him to reject Dante. For 
the more iconoclastic Alfieri, his sense of being an outsider to his own age pulled him away 
from Voltaire and placed him under the spell of Dante. Both these cases suggest that there 
is something potentially elusive and irruptive in the literary imagination, as it is capable 
of producing works that predict—and even create—new idioms and forms of cultural 
expression. That “vision thing” in the literary mind has been called genius, but it has also 
been called madness; however we wish to label it, its force is undeniable, as the words 
on a page can often point to a future world beyond the comprehension and imagination of 
those in the present.
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For Greater Understanding

Questions
1.  How does the “visionary” quality I discuss in literature depend as much on readers as on 

the authors who create it?

2.  Why was Voltaire unwilling if not unable to perceive the profound future impact that 
Rousseau’s Confessions (published posthumously, 1783) would have?

3.  What did Vittorio Alfieri see in Dante that Voltaire did not?

Suggested Reading
Rousseau, Jean-Jacques. The Confessions. Trans. J.M. Cohen. London: Penguin, 1953.

Other Books of Interest
Alfieri, Vittorio. Memoirs. Trans. anonymous [1810], rev. E.R. Vincent. Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 1961.

———. The Prince and Letters. Trans. Beatrice Corrigan and Julius A. Molinaro. Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press, 1973.

Taylor, Charles. Sources of the Self: The Making of Modern Identity. Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 1992.

Recorded Books
Schmidt, James. The Enlightenment: Reason, Tolerance, and Humanity. 

The Modern Scholar Series. Prince Frederick, MD: Recorded Books, 
LLC, 2006. (UC061)

Lecture 5 Notes
1.  I have discussed this passage elsewhere, in: Luzzi, Joseph. “From the 

Dark Wood to the Garden: Dante and Autobiography in the Age of 
Voltaire.” Studies on Voltaire and the Eighteenth Century (2002:6): 
349–70. Rept. in Romantic Europe and the Ghost of Italy (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 2008).

2.  See Luzzi, Joseph. “Literary Lion: Alfieri’s Prince, Dante, and the Romantic Self.” Italica 
80.2 (2003)” 176–93. Rept. in Romantic Europe and the Ghost of Italy (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 2008).
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Lecture 6

Reading, Rewriting

The Suggested Reading for this lecture is Ugo Foscolo’s “Sepulchers,” translated by 
Peter Burian.

The proximity a reader feels to a text can be so intense as to fuel the creation of another 
work—a reading that thus becomes a “rewriting.” For example, that same obsession with 
the relationship between Italy’s living and dead that haunted Ugo Foscolo would lead him 
to rewrite some of the influential texts he read. In his first novel, Last Letters of Jacopo 
Ortis (1798), the story of a doomed love affair between a suicidal young Italian patriot and 
a married woman set in the Napoleonic era, the protagonist Jacopo Ortis and the then-
betrothed Teresa discover their love by the tomb of Petrarch at Arquà. 

I [Ortis] went close to it [Petrarch’s tomb] as if I were going to fall down 
at the tombs of my forefathers, like one of those priests who silently and 
reverently wandered through the groves 
where the pagan gods dwelt. The 
sacred home of that greatest of Italians 
is crumbling away thanks to the lack of 
reverence from the person who owns 
that wonderful treasure. Travelers will 
come in vain from foreign lands to seek 
out, with devoted admiration, the room 
that would still be melodious from the 
heavenly songs of Petrarch. He will 
weep instead over a pile of ruins covered 
with nettles and wild grass, where a 
solitary fox has made its lair.—Oh, Italy! 
Placate the souls of your great heroes. 
(trans. Nichols)

As I wrote in Romantic Europe and the Ghost of Italy, Foscolo begins by paralleling the 
genetic connection joining him to his ancestors and the cultural link between him and 
a literary father, Petrarch. He sanctifies this fusion of biological and aesthetic reflection 
with the religious image of holy men wandering, lost in reflection, through divine woods. 
Employing what Benedict Anderson would describe as “ghostly national imagining,” 
Foscolo deepens the spiritual rhetoric by proposing that the neglect of Petrarch by Italians 
stems from “lack of reverence” rather than inferior cultural literacy. Italy must learn to 
placate the souls of its great by finding them suitable places of final rest, so that future 
generations of Italians will be able to make pilgrimages to these graveyards and honor 
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of Literature, Amusement, and Instruction. Vol. 
20, issue 566, September 15, 1832, published by 
J. Limbird, London.
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their towering examples. Give us Italians proper tombs, Foscolo suggests, or we will never 
achieve our nation.

Sepulcher and nation would coincide in Foscolo’s acknowledged masterpiece, the poem 
“On Sepulchers” from 1807, written to protest Napoleon’s ban on the internment of 
corpses within city limits. “On Sepulchers” attests to the belief held by Foscolo and many 
Italians that Virgil’s celebrated ancient Troy from the Aeneid was not merely a literary-
historical myth from the world of high culture but rather the emblem of modern Italy’s 
tragically unfulfilled destiny. Though once a great Roman Empire with roots in the equally 
magnificent Troy of Hector, Foscolo’s Italy was, by the time of “On Sepulchers,” no more 
than a “geographical abstraction,” as would be famously pronounced by the Austrian 
statesman Klemens von Metternich. Suffocated by foreign rule, Italy needed a unifying 
narrative to speed along the process of Risorgimento, the drive for statehood that had been 
making fitful, tentative progress since the French Revolution. Foscolo’s solution to this 
political problem was unexpected: he sought his patriotic foundation myth among Italy’s 
dead, not its living.

“On Sepulchers” creates a myth about the Basilica of 
Santa Croce—where many illustrious Italians, including 
Machiavelli, Michelangelo, and Galileo, are buried—that 
channels the prestigious voices of Italian literary history, 
especially Dante’s. Specifically, Foscolo’s recourse to a 
crucial episode in Dante serves him in cementing the 
bonds between ancient Troy and modern Florence. In 
Paradiso 17, Cacciaguida tells Dante the protagonist what 
Dante the author, writing a decade or so after the fictional 
date of the Commedia (1300), already knows: in 1301, 
Dante will suffer bitter exile and wander Italy from court 
to court, never at home and ever the victim of intrigue. 
Dante writes the following:

The populace shall blame the injured party,

as it always does, but vengeance

shall bear witness to the Truth that metes it out.

You shall leave behind all you most dearly love,

and that shall be the arrow

first loosed from exile’s bow.

You shall learn how salt is the taste

of another man’s bread and how hard is the way,

going down and then up another man’s stairs.

But the heaviest burden your shoulders must bear
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Croce in Florence.
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shall be the companions, wicked and witless,

among whom you shall fall in your descent.

They, utterly ungrateful, mad, and faithless,

shall turn against you. But soon enough they, not you,

shall feel their faces blushing past their brows. (trans. Hollander and Hollander)

As I wrote in Romantic Europe and the Ghost of Italy, the above lines are reborn 
in Foscolo’s “On Sepulchers” toward the end of his poem, when Foscolo turns to the 
mythological figure of the Trojan seer Cassandra for a prophecy regarding Italy’s future. Like 
Cacciaguida, she predicts setbacks and humiliations for her exiled people, who will “serve 
as Diomedes’ stableboys,” “pasture horses for Laertes’ son,” and lose forever their homeland 
(“and if heaven / should ever let you return, / you’ll look in vain for your fatherland”) 
(trans. Burian). But, Cassandra adds, Troy will never die, for beneath the rubble of its graves, 
the penates (household gods) “will yet have a home.” Cacciaguida offers his prophecy 
from a Christian perspective that preaches patience, forbearance, and spiritual indifference 
to secular travail. Though Foscolo, of course, could not know that his own definitive 
exile would occur a decade or so after “On Sepulchers,” he echoes Dante by relaying the 
prophecy of Troy’s destruction in the measured tones of one speaking from the perspective 
of the heavens. Channeling Cacciaguida’s words to Dante, Foscolo imparts to his modern 
resurrection of Troy a Christian subtext that provides, if not the doctrine, at least the 
rhetoric of sacrifice and sanctification that will transform Trojan bodies into Italian blood.

If one places the text of Cassandra’s prophecy in Foscolo 
side by side with Cacciaguida’s prophecy in Dante, one will 
find no similar words or direct links between the two. But 
one would detect a common rhythm, horizon of themes, 
and overall spirit that make the connection I am speaking 
of, I believe, incontrovertible. Here we have a case of how 
a love for and deep understanding of an author and his 
writing—as we see in Foscolo’s reading of Dante and the 
Divine Comedy—can lead to the creation of a work that 
bears the traces of a predecessor text that haunts it like the 
most familiar of ghosts.

Ugo Foscolo 
(1778–1827)

by François-Xavier-Pascal Fabre, 1813
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For Greater Understanding

Questions
1.  How can the process of closely reading a literary text lead an author to “rewrite” it?

2.  How does Dante’s prophecy of Cacciaguida from Paradiso 17 infuse Cassandra’s words in 
Ugo Foscolo’s “On Sepulchers” (1807)—though Foscolo does not “cite” Dante per se?

3.  How do other media and forms of expression—for example, film adaptations of literary 
works—“rewrite” their sources?

Suggested Reading
Foscolo, Ugo. “Ugo Foscolo: Sepulchers.” Trans. Peter Burian. Literary Imagination. 4.1 

(2002): 17–30.

Other Books of Interest
Alighieri, Dante. The Divine Comedy [Inferno, Purgatorio, Paradiso]. Trans. Robert 

Hollander and Jean Hollander. New York: Anchor, 2002–2007.

Caesar, Michael, ed. Dante: The Critical Heritage, 1314(?)–1870. London: Routledge, 1989.

Foscolo, Ugo. Last Letters of Jacopo Ortis. Trans. J. G. Nichols. London: Hesperus, 2002.
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Lecture 7

Real and Unreal Characters

The Suggested Reading for this lecture is Leo Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina, translated by 
Richard Pevear and Larissa Volokhonsky.

In a key scene in Leo Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina (1873–77), 
the novel’s heroine, Anna, after a difficult childbirth, lies 
on the brink of death. She has just borne a son to her lover 
Vronsky; meanwhile, her husband Karenin has returned 
to confront her. A cold, condescending man, Karenin and 
his much younger wife have been trapped in a loveless 
marriage. The battle lines are drawn, and the reader expects 
only a bitter or tragic outcome. But then something magical 
happens: Karenin changes, indeed, has an Augustinian-like 
conversion, on the page right before our eyes. Here are his 
words to Vronsky at Anna’s bedside:

“You know I had resolved on a divorce, and had even 
begun to take proceedings. I won’t conceal from you 
that in beginning this I was in uncertainty, I was in 
misery; I will confess that I was pursued by a desire to 
revenge myself on you [Vronsky] and on [Anna] . . . I 
came here with the same feelings; I will say more, I longed for her death. But 
. . .” He paused, pondering whether to disclose or not to disclose his feeling 
to him. “But I saw her and forgave her. And the happiness of forgiveness has 
revealed to me my duty. I forgive completely. I would offer the other cheek, I 
would give my cloak if my coat be taken. I pray to God only not to take from 
me the bliss of forgiveness!”

Tears stood in his eyes, and the luminous, serene look in them  
impressed Vronsky.

“This is my position: you can trample me in the mud, make me the laughing-
stock of the world, I will not abandon her, and I will never utter a word of 
reproach to you,” [Karenin] went on. “My duty is clearly marked for me; I 
ought to be with her, and I will be. If she wishes to see you, I will let you 
know, but now I suppose it would be better for you to go away.”

He got up, and sobs cut short his words. Vronsky too was getting up, and in 
a stooping, not yet erect posture, looked up at him from under his brows. 
He did not understand [Karenin’s] feeling, but he felt that it was something 
higher and even unattainable for him with his view of life. (trans. Garnett)

Leo Tolstoy 
(1828–1910)

by Ivan Kramskoy, 1873
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This is my position: you can trample me in the mud, make me the laughing-stock of 
the world, I will not abandon her, and I will never utter a word of reproach to you. The 
words are utterly, entirely unexpected: the reader is put in the same awestruck position as 
Karenin’s rival Vronsky who hears them. A character has experienced a revolution so entire 
that it razes the structure of expectations we readers have been building in our journey 
through this vast novel. Augustine hears a voice, picks up a book, and a single line (“Pick 
up and read”) changes his life; here, we readers, plodding along with the unlikable Karenin 
for hundreds of pages, suddenly witness his soul sprout wings. The flight will not be a long 
one—by book’s end, Karenin will repudiate the transformation that Anna’s near death (she 
survives the fever) had inspired. But no matter: we have witnessed a character’s dramatic 
about-face that, in its dramatic staging, reveals literature’s capacity to unlock the secrets of 
private and public life at its most forceful.

I view the above example as part of literature’s capacity to unveil “real” character 
because it discloses a fundamental aspect of humans: people whom we think we know can 
inexplicably change before our eyes. Sometimes this rupture between a past and present 
self brings great joy, sometimes irreparable pain. But few would deny such changes occur.

Conversely, literature can also unveil the “unreal” in character, for there are literary 
figures who contain qualities and personalities that can only exist on a page and in author’s 
fancy. We do well to respect the distance between the lives of these characters and our 
own, as part of literature’s particular freedom for providing alternate, not necessarily 
viable or realistic, characters. These extravagant models of identity can provide us with 
unexpected aesthetic analogies to fathom the same world they seem so far removed from.

One such unreal example comes from the once-famous 
but now-forgotten book Corinne, or Italy, written in 
1807 by Madame de Staël (1766–1817). The daughter 
of France’s famed finance minister during the French 
Revolution, Jacques Necker, de Staël was celebrated for  
her literary salons and virulent hatred of the man who 
exiled her, Napoleon. Arguably the leading woman 
intellectual of her age, she conducted love affairs with 
well-known writers like Benjamin Constant and became 
an expert on a major field of creative and intellectual 
inquiry during her time: the study of national character. 
Her portrait of Italy in Corinne, or Italy tells the story of 
the star-crossed love between the half-English and half-
Italian poetess of the title, Corinne, and her British lover, 
the stolid Oswald, who will eventually abandon Corinne 
and Italy, return to his native land, and marry a woman 
who turns out to be Corinne’s half-sister, the domestic and 
demure Lucile Edgmermond.

Germaine de Staël-Holstein 
(1766–1817) 

by François Gérard ca. 1810
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As I wrote in Romantic Europe and the Ghost of Italy, when we first encounter Corinne, 
she emerges as if cast from the world of epic poetry. She appears on the Roman Capitoline 
to accept the poet laureateship, as illustrious poets like Petrarch had before her. She is 
described as “the most famous woman” in Italy; indeed, a crowd of mystery hangs over 
Corinne, who goes only by her first name and leaves Oswald to wonder whether she is 
a goddess surrounded by clouds or a mere mortal. The following quotation suggests the 
“unreal” quality of Corinne’s character:

At last the four horses drawing Corinne’s chariot made their way into the 
midst of the crowd. Corinne was sitting on the chariot, built in the style of 
ancient Rome, and white-robed girls walked alongside her. Everywhere she 
went people lavishly threw perfumes into the air . . . everyone shouted, Long 
live Corinne! Long live genius! Long live beauty! (trans. Raphael)

Corinne embodies abstract qualities of genius 
and beauty that prepare the reader for de Staël’s 
larger purpose in the chapter: to draw a distinction 
between the Italy that Corinne represents and the 
England of her lover. Oswald tells himself that, to 
judge Corinne fairly, he must set aside “English 
reserve” as well as “French jesting,” so right away 
we are tipped off that these stereotypical characters 
are about to bring us into the realm of national 
allegory. We also sense the impending appearance 
of not just a person but a people, and that de Staël 
uses the name “Corinne,” beautiful and brilliant 
though also bereft of all honor not related to the 
arts, as a code for “Italy.” For evidence of this, 
we need only heed the words of Corinne’s best 
friend Prince Castel-Forte (remember that name), 
who claims that, “[Corinne] is the image of our 
beautiful Italy; she is what we would be but for the 
ignorance, the envy, the discord, and the indolence 
to which our fate has condemned us.”

While we are admiring, even worshipping, the 
genius and splendor of the Italianate Corinne, 
de Staël introduces a judgmental narrative eye onto the beautiful Italian woman: ascetic, 
austere, democratic, and disapproving England. She writes the following:

For some moments Corinne was interrupted by the most enthusiastic 
applause. Oswald alone did not join in the rapturous clamour around him. 
He had bowed his head onto his hands when Corinne said, Here one finds 
consolation even for the sorrows of the heart, and after that he had not 

The painting Cumaean Sybil by Domenichino 
Pinacoteca (ca. 1622) has been used to por-
tray an idealized Corinne.
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looked up. Corinne noticed him and soon, by his features, by the colour of 
his hair, by his dress, by his tall stature, in short by his whole demeanour, she 
realized that he was an Englishman. She was struck by his mourning dress 
and his sad expression. Then his gaze, fixing on her, seemed to reproach  
her gently.

The scene shifts suddenly and dramatically from the domain of a flirtation, even the birth 
of love, to an allegory pitting one nation against another—and it’s pretty clear who is going 
to win. Technically, Oswald’s reproach stems from his disapproval of Corinne’s celebratory 
hymn because he is in mourning over his father’s death; but his judgmental gaze also 
reflects his inability to accept Corinne’s independence, extroversion, and subjectivity. She 
is too unique a woman for him: her individuality scandalizes him, as he seeks a certain 
type or class of woman, exemplified in the generic “British” purity of the domestic Lucile. 
Needless to say, the story between Corinne and Oswald will not end well.

The scene in Corinne recalls that shocking revelation of character in Anna Karenina: 
when Anna’s husband Karenin undergoes his transformation, we witness the capacity 
of literary representation to probe the inner, often contradictory, reaches of human 
personality. For these reasons, reading presents us with an invaluable key to unlocking the 
mysteries of human experience, in characters both all-too-real and absolutely unbelievable.
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For Greater Understanding

Questions
1. What are some of the devices that authors use to create a sense of a “literary character”?

2.  Why is Karenin’s transformation at his wife Anna’s bedside so shocking, and how does 
Tolstoy create the scene’s powerful effect in Anna Karenina (1873–77)?

3.  How do “unreal” characters, such as Madame de Staël’s protagonist Corinne in Corinne, 
or Italy (1807), allow authors to express things about the world that a more traditionally 
realistic character may not?

Suggested Reading
Tolstoy, Leo. Anna Karenina. Trans. Richard Pevear and Larissa Volokhonsky. London: 

Penguin, 2004.

Other Books of Interest
de Staël, Madame. Corinne, or Italy. Trans. Sylvia Raphael. New York: Oxford University 

Press, USA, 2009 (1998).

Luzzi, Joseph. Romantic Europe and the Ghost of Italy. New Haven: Yale University  
Press, 2008.

Recorded Books
Knapp, Liza. The Giants of Russian Literature: Turgenev, Dostoevsky, 

Tolstoy, and Chekhov. The Modern Scholar Series. Prince Frederick, 
MD: Recorded Books, LLC, 2006. (UC084)
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Lecture 8

Reading Outside the Book

The Suggested Reading for this lecture is Alberto Moravia’s Contempt, translated by 
Angus Davidson.

Is “the art of reading” confined to “books”? The question seems legitimate, given that 
most would define reading as the interpretation of a text, and that an official definition 
offered by the Oxford American Dictionaries describes it thusly: “the action or skill of 
reading written or printed matter silently or aloud.” But we also know that the term has 
other meanings and associations. For example, we can “read” a situation, the look on 
someone’s face, and, I will argue here, even other media and modes of expression. The 
focus of this lecture is on “reading outside the book”: those forms of interpretation and 
engagement with works of art that are not limited to the usual worlds of printed text. We 
will see how interpretation of these different realms both draws on and differs from the 
tools of traditional literary analysis we have been exploring thus far.

The key in reading both inside and outside the book is to have a full grasp of the tools of 
analysis at one’s disposal. In my audio course The Blessed Lens: A History of Italian Film, 
the lecture on “terms and techniques” aims to give listeners a sense of what to look for in 
film and what to use to interpret and understand it. I mentioned elements like mise-en-
scène, montage, camera angle, depth of focus, and other central terms in the lexicon of film 
analysis. In this course on the “art of reading,” we have also invoked a specific terminology 
for understanding the printed word, through issues like metaphor, allusion, and a host of 
others. Of course, there are differences involved in the viewing of a film and the reading of 
a book. But, as we will see, knowledge of one interpretive domain may help in approaching 
the other.

Jean-Luc Godard’s film Contempt (1963) compels us to read outside the book through 
its brilliant refashioning of a literary source, Homer’s Odyssey (the film narrates how this 
film is adapted for the screen in Rome’s Cinecittà). The film not only tells the story of an 
adaptation: it is also an actual adaptation, of the novel Contempt written by the Italian 
author Alberto Moravia in 1954. Following Moravia, Godard’s plot involves the decision 
of a would-be literary author to write a commercially lucrative “modern” adaptation of 
Homer—in the film, this adaptation by Paul Javal (Michel Piccoli) will be directed by Fritz 
Lang (played by himself), for the financially and sexually rapacious American director 
Prokosch (Jack Palance). This decision, it turns out, drives a wedge between Paul and his 
beautiful wife, Camille (Brigitte Bardot), who believes that Paul is using her to ingratiate 
himself with Prokosch, who is visibly enamored of Bardot. A pivotal scene of Godard’s 
Homeric adaptation occurs early in the film, when Paul visits Prokosch in a screening room 
of Cinecittà. After greeting Prokosch and Lang, Paul and Prokosch’s assistant, Francesca 
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(Georgia Moll), view the early rushes from Lang’s adaptation of Homer, a visual and 
cinematic translation of the epic source that Paul, a writer and intellectual, will presumably 
cloak in more suitable narrative guise. The scene initiates a collision between the literary 
concerns of Paul and the cinematic eye of Lang by juxtaposing Lang’s montage of the 
Homeric source with references to a myriad of poetic forms. Godard’s visual and verbal 
rhetoric of disenchantment underwrites his relationship to both Lang’s cinematic translation 
of Homer and, more broadly, the position of the latecomer vis-à-vis a powerful source text, 
for Lang’s stately montage is constantly undermined by references to the crude and artificial 
“off-screen” world of filmmaking. Lang’s still-life view of Minerva is juxtaposed by shots of 
the projectionist; then a 180-degree pan of Ulysses is countered by the gaze of his modern 
rewriter, Paul; and Minerva’s monumental beauty and immobile elegance are swarmed by 
stage props. Godard’s parodic attitude toward adaptation reaches its apotheosis in the linking 
of the inscription “Odyssey” to “Jeremiah Prokosch Productions.”

After the appearance of the bust of Homer, however, the irreverence of Godard’s poetic 
adaptation switches gears to a more poignant and delicate register. The marble statues give 
way to properly human actors, and the figure of Ulysses stringing his bow is followed by 
the intonation of verses that, though Homeric in literary theme and accompanying visual 
content, derive from another epic source:

O my brothers, who braved 100,000 perils to reach the west, choose not to deny 
experience of the unpeopled world.

The citation from Inferno 26 by Dante—which we have discussed in lecture 6, “reading 
as rewriting”—initiates an intertextual vortex, encompassing forms ranging from the 
epic of antiquity and the spiritual epic-autobiography of the Middle Ages to the modern 
adaptation of these two disparate sources in the comparatively infant medium of film. 
Moreover, this exercise in genre adaptation by Godard stands as an example of verbal 
translation, for the scene represents the 
epic descent of Homer’s original Greek into 
Dante’s Tuscan, and then Lang’s German, 
Paul’s French, and Prokosch’s English.

In this scene from Contempt, famed director Fritz Lang 
(playing himself), Jack Palance (the producer), Michel Piccoli 
(the screenwriter), and Brigitte Bardot (Piccoli’s wife) view 
rushes on a movie based on Homer’s Odyssey.
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Overall, the mediation of the Dantesque source has several implications. As his marriage 
to Bardot’s Camille continues to unravel, Paul Javal increasingly sees in Ulysses’s plight a 
mirror image of his own. He tells Lang that he believes that Ulysses actually tarried as long 
as possible in order to avoid returning to Ithaca, his unfaithful wife, and an unhappy marital 
life. If, for Dante, Ulysses’s “modern” malady is an intellectual restlessness that divides 
him from the ties that bind (family, country, the gods), for Paul, Ulysses represents the 
victim of feminine wiles and—more poignantly with respect to Homer—a man’s inability 
to “husband” his domestic realm and fulfill the ancient ideals of patriarchy. But in Dante’s 
Inferno, Ulysses remains impressive in his eloquence and gravitas, however misguided 
his aims and severe his punishment; Paul’s Ulysses, like the character of Paul himself, is 
a less heroic, more ambivalent presence. Lang’s character brilliantly sums up Paul’s ersatz 
Homeric adaptation: Ulysses (or Odysseus) in Homer is simple, robust, and clever, he tells 
Paul—not someone to transform into a modern-day neurotic.

Dudley Andrew, in his seminal work on adaptation, defines the most complex and 
interesting of this mode of filmmaking as that which establishes “intersections” between 
source text and adaptation by including the original in the remake in some form and calling 
attention to the process of rewriting and recomposing the original. Indeed, Contempt 
does more than “intersect” with the Homeric source: Godard initiates a series of intense 
encounters with the literary source that transform it in completely unexpected ways. In 
“reading” this film, I have tried to show how influential literary history can be even when 
approaching works in a non-print medium—and how such works require protocols and 
strategies of interpretation no less astute than the ones we have been developing with 
regard to printed texts.
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For Greater Understanding

Questions
1.  How can we apply what we have been learning about the “art of reading” to other forms 

of art—especially film?

2.  How does Jean-Luc Godard underscore the differences between the ancient and the 
modern world in his film Contempt (1963)?

3.  What are the ways in which Godard’s Contempt “intersects” with Homer’s Odyssey 
(following Dudley Andrew’s model of the “intersecting” adaptation)?

Suggested Reading
Moravia, Alberto. Contempt. Trans. Angus Davidson. New York: New York Review of 

Books, 2004.

Other Books of Interest
Andrew, Dudley. Chapter 6: “Adaptation.” Concepts in Film Theory. New York: Oxford 

University Press, USA, 1984, 96–106.

Homer. The Odyssey. Trans. Robert Fagles. New York: Penguin Classics, 1999.

Suggested Viewing
Contempt. Directed by Jean-Luc Godard. DVD. Criterion, 2002 (1963).
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Lecture 9

Reading the Past: The Literature of Anachronism

The Suggested Reading for this lecture is Alessandro Manzoni’s The Betrothed, 
translated by Bruce Penman.

anachronism (noun): a thing belonging or appropriate to a period other than that in which it exists.

—Oxford American Dictionaries

“All poetry essentially deals in anachronism,” J.W. von Goethe writes in his review of 
Alessandro Manzoni’s verse drama Adelchi (1820), a work he criticized for dividing its 
characters into two types: the historical and ideal. “For the poet, no person is historical,” 
Goethe believed, because he cannot describe past events without imparting his own 
worldview to his characters, even when he purports to distill their essence. Homer, Dante, 
Shakespeare—each, according to Goethe, necessarily deals with anachronisms, because each 
attempts to modernize “a semi-barbaric past” enough to make it of interest to his readers.

As I wrote in “The Rhetoric of Anachronism,”† the word anachronism was first used in 
English in 1669, after its initial appearance in sixteenth-century Italy, and it derives from a 
fusion of the Greek “ana-” and “cronismos,” meaning “late in time.” Practically speaking, 
the word has always implied a tricking of time by language: for example, in act 2, scene 1, 
of Julius Caesar (1599), William Shakespeare likely understood that the ancient Romans 
marked time by sundial and not pendulum. Yet he has clocks “chime”—presumably, he 
realized his audiences would respond more instinctively to the ominous sounds than to 
some silent shadow cast by a sunbean.

After Goethe, literary anachronism received its most notable treatment in the 
Hungarian Marxist critic Georg Lukács, who writes that the historical novel imbues its 
protagonists with the “necessary anachronism” of being able to discern historical relations 
inconceivable, or at best obscure, for those who lived the actual events. Honoré de Balzac 
had similarly argued on behalf of the historical novelist’s talent for creating characters who 
are more attuned to matters of historical context than would be likely, for such characters 
think, feel, and behave in a manner that 
reflects the broad sociopolitical and historical 
issues surrounding their lives.

The figure of anachronism plays out 
dramatically in one of the most influential 
historical novels ever written—and certainly 
the most important novel in Italian literary 
history— Alessandro Manzoni’s The Betrothed 
(1827). The story of two peasant fiancés, Renzo 
Tramaglino and Lucia Mondello, who are 

Piovano-Arletto’s Practical Joke
by “Il Volterrano” (Baldassare Franceschini), 1655
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unable to wed because the evil nobleman Don Rodrigo pursues the incorruptible Lucia and 
casts into exile the volatile Renzo. The novel’s events unfold against a backdrop of plague 
and Spanish domination in seventeenth-century Lombardy. The Betrothed, not incidentally, 
drew glowing responses from both Goethe and Lukács. Indeed, if we read the book 
alongside their reflections on anachronism, we learn much about how literature represents 
the past, especially in the cluster of chapters devoted to the Milanese bread riots of 1628.

In the autumn of that year, during the second consecutive poor harvest season, the 
citizens of Milan faced a tremendous shortage of bread. Part of the blame, Manzoni writes, 
was natural: bad weather ravaged the Lombard countryside and rendered vast stretches 
of farmland uncultivated. But part of the problem rested with mankind: ongoing warfare 
drained the area’s resources, and inept leaders levied exorbitant taxes on the inhabitants. 
Manzoni speaks of the “melancholy testimony of contemporary documents” (trans. 
Penman) and lists the factors that contributed to the inflationary prices and depletion 
of resources that culminated in the Milanese peasants taking to the streets. Then he 
describes the local leader Antonio Ferrer, a Spanish nobleman, Manzoni writes ironically, 
“who would now be called a man of character.” Ferrer seeks to remedy the crisis by 
setting a mandatory rate for the bread, but his price is too low for the bakers to break 
even, so they resort to gouging. Reflecting on Ferrer’s decision—“Was he truly convinced 
of his arguments?”—Manzoni makes an overture to the difficulties of historical writing. 
“Who can enter into the mental processes of Antonio Ferrer?” he asks, an admission that 
contradicts what had been the earlier confident historical reconstruction of the bread 
riot. The admission, moreover, acknowledges that 
the historical novelist must imbue thoughts and 
feelings into his characters with that “necessary 
anachronism” theorized by Lukács. Manzoni, 
however, refuses to provide this artifice.

Shortly thereafter, Manzoni once again refuses 
to employ Lukács’s necessary anachronism, this 
time when describing how his main character, the 
peasant Renzo, reacted to the escalating tensions 
of the bread riot. Depicting him in the crowd of 
protesters, Manzoni writes: “But we cannot be sure 
exactly what [Renzo] did next, for he was alone, and 
history can only guess at such details. Fortunately 
she has had plenty of practice.” The above examples 
reveal Manzoni’s ambivalence about employing the 
anachronism proposed by Lukács as “necessary” in 
order for characters to be aware of the connections 
between historical facts whose meaning could not 
be immediately known to them. Portrait of Alessandro Manzoni (1785–1873) 

by Francesco Hayez, 1841
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All poetry essentially deals in anachronism. In my book Romantic Europe and the Ghost 
of Italy, I wrote that this line from Goethe reminds us that the journey from experience to 
poetic form via memory marks a distance between us and that same experience, however 
beautiful or meaningful its subsequent rendering. In short, literature both is and is not 
about the past, even when it deals directly with history. On the one hand, it can tell us 
things about the players and places that inhabit the memory of humankind in a way that no 
other discourse can, because of its capacity to lay bare our innermost private thoughts and 
emotions. But, on the other hand, it always reserves the right to be taken as make-believe 
and imaginary—even, if not especially, as Manzoni’s Betrothed reminds us, when we try to 
make sense of a past world that is ultimately forever closed off to us.
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For Greater Understanding

Questions
1.  What did J. W. von Goethe mean when he remarked provocatively: “all poetry 

essentially deals in anachronism”?

2.  What is the definition of Georg Lukács’s “necessary anachronism,” and how is it central 
to the genre of the historical novel?

3.  What is unique about the way that Alessandro Manzoni represents the past in his 
landmark historical novel, The Betrothed (1827)?

Suggested Reading
Manzoni, Alessandro. The Betrothed. Trans. Bruce Penman. London: Penguin, 1984.

Other Books of Interest
Lukács, Georg. The Historical Novel. Trans. Hannah Mitchell and Stanley Mitchell. Lincoln, 

NE: University of Nebraska Press, 1983.

Articles of Interest
Luzzi, Joseph. “The Rhetoric of Anachronism.” Comparative Literature. 61.1 (2009): 69–84.

Lecture 9 Notes
†  See Luzzi, Joseph. “The Rhetoric of Anachronism.” Comparative Literature 61.1 (2009): 

69–84.
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Lecture 10

By Heart

The Suggested Reading for this lecture is William Wordsworth’s Selected Poems.

When we learn a piece of reading “by heart,” we gain access to it in powerful and, I 
believe, inimitable ways. Memorization immerses us in literary form, the link between 
form and content, and the secret history of words by doing the following.

The Thrill of Literary Form

Virgil’s Aeneid (19 BC), parts of which I had to memorize in high school, is written in 
dactyllic hexameter, a metrical form that alternates long and short syllables. What does this 
particular form mean to today’s reader? Probably little. But meter itself, on the other hand, 
is very important. It’s what distinguishes poetry from prose and what makes verse musical. 
The rhythms and beats of a line come alive for us when we speak them, out loud or in 
silence, and by memorizing we gain intimate access to its metrical patterns. Reading in this 
manner becomes a physical experience that carries with it the thrill of performance.

The Link Between Form and Content

Memorization brings us directly to that important marriage between form and content we 
discussed in lecture 1. In learning, say, a line of poetry by heart, we come to understand 
how inseparable its formal elements (for example, meter, diction, and syntax) are from 
the thoughts and themes it expresses. For me, much of the Aeneid is compressed in the 
opening words from that first line I had to memorize in high school: “Arma virumque 
cano” (“Arms and the man, I sing”): the poem tells a story of war and empire (“arma,” 
“arms”) and its effect on a single individual (“vir,” “man”); and, as all epics, it will be sung 
(“cano,” “I sing”).

The Secret History of Words

Giambattista Vico, an Italian philosopher of history, reminds us that a culture’s language 
reveals its history. For, in the etymologies and histories of words, one may arrive at a 
picture of people’s customs, rituals, and beliefs. For example, in the above line from 
the Aeneid, “Arma virumque cano,” “vir” means “man.” It is also the root of the word 
“virtue,” which in a very Roman sense meant “manliness”—but not in the sense of 
“macho,” in fact, far from it. For Virgil’s culture, and for his protagonist Aeneas in 
particular, the Latin virtu (“virtue”) meant duty to family, gods, and country. So, in grasping 
the manifold implications of that original Latin vir, we gain privileged access into the 
ancient Roman worldview.
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Up until now, I have spoken of the virtues of memorizing or “learning by heart” 
principally in terms of the intellectual and cultural benefits they can bring, and the added 
insight they can confer on one’s reading. Now let me take a more hedonistic tack: learning 
something by heart adds to one’s reading pleasure. In memorizing poems, voicing them, we 
inhabit them and connect to them with a sustained intimacy.

I will turn now to a poem I have long memorized, William Wordsworth’s “A slumber did 
my spirit seal” (1800), to show how these benefits of memorization I have been describing 
can illuminate our understanding of an individual poem. I reproduce the short poem in full:

A slumber did my spirit seal;

I had no human fears:

She seemed a thing that could not feel

The touch of earthly years.

No motion has she now, no force;

She neither hears nor sees;

Rolled round in earth’s diurnal course,

With rocks, and stones, and trees.

The poem, which has elicited the proverbial mountain of 
scholarship from Wordsworth scholars over the generations, was 
part of a small cycle composed while the poet was briefly living 
in Germany in the late 1790s. The lyrical series describes a girl 
named “Lucy,” who died young and who may or may not be based on an actual person. 
In memorizing the poem, I hear the repeated s- sounds: a s lumber did my spirit seal. I 
notice strange, irruptive words and jarring lexical choices: why “human” before “fears”? 
Why that “diurnal” and not just “daily”? Why “earthly” before “years”? I hear the line 
breaks: “No motion has she now” clearly indicates a new stanza. Something seems to have 
changed, and indeed it has—Lucy, we learn by the second stanza, has died. Above all, 
in memorizing and speaking the words by heart, I hear that faint hum of pleasure in the 
repetition of “and” (“with rocks and stones and trees”). So, on the surface, we have a sad 
story; but the language moves in a different, more life-affirming direction. Memorization, 
in short, brings me closer to that dialogue between form and content that drives the 
poem. Of course, I could also get to this dialogue by just reading carefully and closely—but 
learning it “by heart” makes the tension in the poem between sound and sense much 
more palpable and powerful.
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For Greater Understanding

Questions
1.  What can one learn from a literary text by memorizing it or learning it “by heart” that 

would otherwise be difficult or impossible to do?

2.  How can the history of a particular word in its original language—like vir (man) in 
Virgil’s Aeneid (19 BC)—reveal something deep and hidden about the culture in which 
it appears?

3.  What work have you learned by heart, and what has the process meant for you? If you 
have not yet memorized some form of literary work, what would you wish to learn by 
heart, and why?

Suggested Reading
Wordsworth, William. Selected Poems. Ed. John O. Hayden. London: Penguin, 1994.

Other Books of Interest
Vico, Giambattista. The New Science. Trans. Thomas Goddard Bergin and Max Harold 

Fisch. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1984 (1948).

Virgil. The Aeneid. Trans. Robert Fagles. New York: Penguin, 2006.

Yates, Frances. The Art of Memory. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2001.
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Lecture 11

The Ends of Poetry

The Suggested Reading for this lecture is Giorgio Agamben’s “The End of the Poem” 
in The End of the Poem: Studies in Poetics translated by Daniel Heller-Roazen.

According to “The End of the Poem” by Giorgio Agamben, a leading Italian philosopher, 
poetry is essentially the tension between sound and sense. Echoing Paul Valéry—who 
spoke of poetry as a “prolonged hesitation between sense and sound,” Agamben 
distinguishes poetry from prose on the following grounds: the former (poetry) sets metrical 
limits against syntactical limits, whereas the latter (prose) does not. Rhyme, too, takes part 
in this interference, for the repetition of a sound creates a disjunction between the semiotic 
and semantic. The essence of poetry for Agamben, thus, is enjambment, that negative 
space that separates otherwise continuous communicative units.

As I write in my essay “The Ends of Poetry: Sense and Sound in Giorgio Agamben and 
Ugo Foscolo,”1 Agamben notes that poets have historically experienced the end of the 
poem as a crisis: hence what he describes as the “often cheap and even abject” nature 
of poem’s endings, “as if the poem as a formal structure could not and would not end.” 
Agamben then quotes Dante’s memorable lines as to how a poem should end: “The end 
of the last verses are most beautiful if they fall into silence together with rhymes.” Dante, 
Agamben writes, achieves this silence by following his own protocols and lacing his 
endings so tightly that the verses seem “to collapse in silence,” letting “language finally 
communicate itself.”

In a related essay of his on the Italian poet Giorgio Caproni, Agamben examines how we 
read the “end” of poetry, as in its aim or goal:

The poet is he who, in the word, produces life . . . This unity of poetry and life 
does not have a metaphorical character . . . On the contrary, poetry matters because 
the individual who experiences this unity in the medium of language undergoes 
an anthropological change that is, in the context of the individual’s natural history, 
every bit as decisive as was, for the primate, the liberation of the hand in the erect 
position or, for the reptile, the transformation of limbs that changed it into a bird. 
(“Expropriated Matter,” trans. Heller-Roazen)

Agamben’s definition is useful, I believe, because it states that poetry is both more 
and less than what many of the reigning definitions in the academy make it out to be. 
Poetry, according to Agamben, is “more” in that it represents a clearly discernible point of 
evolution in the human condition, a capacity as eminently human and valuable as, say, the 
burial of the dead to protect them from the elements or the establishment of laws to provide 
for justice and order. Agamben’s notion of poetry is “less,” however, in that it suggests that 
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poetry does not act in and on life; it is a 
form of life itself, “desubjectiviz[ed]” and 
beholden to language.

Taken as a whole, Agamben’s reflections 
on the “ends” of poetry and their anthro-
pomorphic qualities inspire the reader 
to consider the connections between 
the conclusions of poems and their 
implications for human life. In short, 
Agamben writes, echoing the philosopher 
Ludwig Wittgenstein, there are endings 
to poems that, however “abject,” manage 
to “poeticize” as they “philosophize.” 
For example, in “Dei sepolcri” (“On 
Sepulchers,” 1807), Ugo Foscolo’s 
monumental poem about the Florentine 
basilica Santa Croce, the cascading final 
lines fuse “sense” with “sound” in a linguistic dissolve that recalls Dante’s exhortation 
for poems to end in silence. This aural fade accompanies Foscolo’s meditations on the 
transition from an individual to a cosmic sense of human life. This occurs in the concluding 
lines of the poem, which recount Cassandra’s prophecy of the impending destruction 
of Troy and contain Foscolo’s most explicit example of what a city like Florence could 
represent for future generations of Italians:

One day you shall see a blind beggar groping under your ancient shadows, and, 
muttering, penetrate the burial vaults, and embrace the urns, and question them. The 
secret recesses shall groan, and the tombs tell all, Ilium razed twice and twice rerisen 
magnificently above its silent roads to make finer the final trophy of the fatal sons 
of Peleus. The holy bard, calming those tormented souls with his song, shall make 
immortal the Argive princes through all lands embraced by the great father Oceanus.2

As I note in my audio course, In Michelangelo’s Shadow: The Mystery of Modern Italy, 
when we read of Homer burrowing into the burial vaults of Troy to sing to the future 
children of this city (that is, the Italian people) about its fallen warriors, we are left with 
the image of Trojan blood—indeed, the fierce razing of the entire Trojan civilization—being 
healed, and as it were restored, through an act of aesthetic re-creation. Yes, the Trojans 
will let in that Greek horse, and from its wooden womb will emanate untold carnage. 
But one day, in the epic song of first Homer then Virgil (and later, one is led to presume, 
Foscolo himself), the Trojan myth will be proclaimed, and in it the Italian people will 
have their glorious foundation myth, as revealed in the final lines of the poem: “And you, 
Hector, shall be honored by tears wherever men lament and hold sacred blood poured out 
for a fatherland, and as long as the sun shall shine on the calamities of man.” This surging 
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conclusion to “On Sepulchers” neglects the questions of warfare’s rightness or wrongness 
and its causes—its ideology—and focuses instead on the recuperation of loss that can only 
transpire through the secular religion of human art. In Foscolo’s view, there was no greater 
Italian site for this humanist cultural restoration than Florence.

The concluding lines in the original Italian of “On Sepulchers” reinforce this theme of 
cultural healing and, in so doing, recall Agamben’s words on the fusion of poetic sense 
and sound—especially in the sonic fade of the soft consonantal sc- and the repetition of 
the equally flowing -u in “sciagure umane” (“calamities of man”). Overall, Foscolo’s “On 
Sepulchers” negotiates the crisis of the poem’s ending as theorized in Agamben because 
it is in the final lines that the thematic and the sonic intertwine. Foscolo achieves the 
equivalent of the medieval congedo or “farewell” that permitted a poet like Dante to 
mark the end of a poem with an explicit reference to its reception. Echoing Dante, 
the closing verses of “On Sepulchers” appear, in Agamben’s words, “to collapse in 
silence” and “let language finally communicate itself.” Foscolo’s ending—and Agamben’s 
meditations on the endings of poems—return us to what I adduced as a fundamental 
principle of reading in my introductory lecture: the marriage of form and content. By 
making the sound and sense of his poem one indivisible whole, Foscolo reminds the 
reader that in literature, at its ending as in its beginnings and its middle, music and 
meaning are forever united.
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For Greater Understanding

Questions
1.  Why does Giorgio Agamben, echoing Paul Valéry, define poetry as the “tension between 

sound and sense”?

2.  How does the ending of Ugo Foscolo’s poem “Dei sepolcri” (“On Sepulchers,” 1807) 
illuminate some of the ideas in Agamben’s theory on the “end of poems”? 

3.  Can you think of any particular poem whose ending relates to the themes and ideas we 
have been developing in this lecture?

Suggested Reading
Agamben, Giorgio. “The End of the Poem.” The End of the Poem: Studies in Poetics. 

Trans. Daniel Heller-Roazen. Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1999. 109–15.

Other Books of Interest
Agamben, Giorgio. “Expropriated Matter.” The End of the Poem: Studies in Poetics. Trans. 

Daniel Heller-Roazen. Pp. 87–101.

Foscolo, Ugo. Sepulchres. Trans. J.G. Nichols. London: One World Classics, 2011.

Articles of Interest
Luzzi, Joseph. “The Ends of Poetry: Sense and Sound in Giorgio Agamben and Ugo 

Foscolo.” Annali d’Italianistica 29 (2011): 201–99. Ed. Alessandro Carrera. Forthcoming.

Lecture 11 Notes
1.  This lecture is based on my essay: Joseph Luzzi, “The Ends of Poetry: Sense and Sound 

in Giorgio Agamben and Ugo Foscolo,” Annali d’Italianistica 29 (2011): 201–99, an 
issue edited by Alessandro Carrera on Italian critical theory.

2.  English translations of “On Sepulchers” in this course guide are from Karl Kroeber’s The 
Artifice of Reality: Poetic Style in Wordsworth, Keats, Foscolo, and Leopardi. Madison, 
WI: University of Wisconsin Press, 1964, 179–83.
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Lecture 12

Child’s Play

The Suggested Reading for this lecture is Carlo Collodi’s Pinocchio, translated by 
Geoffrey Brock.

Why do children read? And what can we learn from their reading? These questions 
started to matter when I became a father a few years ago. As a literature professor and 
lover of books, it was a foregone conclusion that my daughter Isabel would be exposed to 
books from an early age. Yet, I didn’t know what to expect, because I myself was not read 
to by my parents. Immigrants with little education, they lacked the background and leisure 
to make literature a part of their lives, so I was raised in a home where there was no 
special premium placed on reading.

It was with a child’s fascination that I set about exploring the world of books with my 
daughter: I was open to anything and wondering what I would discover. In the course 
of these few years as a parent-reader, I have unearthed some valuable elements from 
children’s books that, I believe, apply to reading writ large.

Voice
In Stephen Daldry’s film The Reader (2008), the lawyer Michael Berg (Ralph Fiennes) 

prepares one of the many tapes of him reading literature that he will send to his former 
lover, the much older one-time Nazi guard Hanna Schmitz (Kate Winslett), who now serves 
time for war crimes. He reads to her from a founding classic of the Western tradition: 
Homer’s Odyssey.

Sing to me of the man, muse, of twists and turns, driven time and again off 
course once he had plundered the hallowed heights of Troy.

The scene has deep resonance because the Nazi guard, Hanna, was in fact illiterate, and 
the then-teenage Michael Berg’s reading to her formed the basis of their erotic involve-
ment. She hid her illiteracy from him out of shame, just as she hid it from the judges at her 
trial for war crimes, even though doing so undermined her case.

Tellingly, Homer’s Odyssey was originally spoken to audiences and not read in silence. 
The original storytellers were performers as much as authors, and the human voice served 
the same function that the quill, pen, typewriter, and computer would one day occupy. The 
Greek epics, one could argue, are meant to be read out loud, as was much literature for 
centuries. Children’s literature restores this original function.

Narration
One of my daughter’s—and her father’s—favorite children’s books is Good Night, Gorilla 

by Peggy Rathmann (1993). In terms of plot, little happens. A weary security guard at a zoo 
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is making his final rounds for the night and stops to lock the cage of a savvy gorilla. When 
the unsuspecting custodian turns to leave, the gorilla grabs his key and proceeds to unlock 
himself-—and follow the guard on his appointed rounds. At each cage, the pattern holds: 
guard locks; gorilla unlocks. Soon, the guard and the gorilla have an animal parade in tow: 
a newly liberated lion, a hyena, a giraffe, and so on. At each cage, the good man pauses 
to say goodnight before locking the cage. The man returns to his home and heads to bed, 
where his bonneted wife awaits him. The lights go out, and he says “good night”—as do all 
the other animals. The wife awakes and, in gentle fury, sends all the animals back to their 
cages; but the gorilla remains snugly in the sheets.

I noticed early on that my daughter could pick out the pattern of what was happening. In 
terms of actual vocabulary, the book uses few words, with the phrase “good night” repeated 
over and over again. Indeed, repetition drives this plot. The challenge of discerning this 
narrative structure holds my daughter’s attention each time, as she realizes that this is a story 
with a definite beginning, middle, and end—a tale with an exposition, development, and 
denouement. Of course, she knows none of these fancy terms, but it doesn’t matter. For the 
issue is literature’s capacity to imprint on a developing mind the way stories unfold. It does 
not take a lot of words to do this—just a crafty gorilla, a gullible guard, and a wry narrative 
that respects children enough to defer to their sense of humor and pleasure in plots.

Character
Another regular book of ours is about a mouse called Angelina. She loves to dance and 

has dreams that revolve around the ballet. In Angelina Has the Hiccups (2006), based on 
the well-known “Angelina” stories written by Katherine Holabird and illustrated by Helen 
Craig, Angelina lands the coveted role in the school performance. But then something 
unexpected happens: a serious case of the hiccups. Angelina tries everything to free herself 
from this curse so that she can perform at full capacity, including holding her breath, 
standing upside down, and drinking water. But to no avail. Then, just as she is about to give 
up, her cousin Henry (dressed in his dragon costume) sneaks up on her and scares her—
and her hiccups away. She is able to perform in the starring role after all.

What do we—and in particular, my daughter—take from this charming story? The 
“character” of Angelina, I believe. She is kind, resourceful, and creative, loves the arts 
and her friends, and appreciates the good turns done for her by others (especially, in this 
case, Henry). Of course, real-life role models exist for creating a sense of what constitutes a 
person or personality, but literature makes this portraiture explicit and entertaining. Above 
all, it inspires children to use their imagination in understanding what constitutes a literary 
persona, as created in and through words and images.

Wordplay
Throughout this audio course, I have been speaking about “figurative language”: 

how the literary text can say one thing to mean another. How, for example, the “falling 
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leaves” metaphor in Homer, Virgil, Horace, Dante, and Verga can connect to such issues 
as the circularity of nature and human life. “Irony,” which the dictionary defines as “the 
expression of one’s meaning by using language that normally signifies the opposite, typically 
for humorous or emphatic effect” (Oxford American Dictionaries), has historically played a 
privileged role in the figurative domain of literary expression. Think of the opening words 
of Shakespeare’s Hamlet (1603), when, after his despised Uncle Claudius introduces him, 
Hamlet remarks: “A little more than kin, and less than kind.” The sarcastic pun alerts us 
to the fact that Claudius has gone from being Hamlet’s uncle to his stepfather, by marrying 
his mother Gertrude (hence “more than kin”). But, since Hamlet smells a rat, this change 
in familial relation, and this uncle/stepfather in general, is “less than kind.” The nasty 
exchange continues:

King: How is it that the clouds still hang on you?

Hamlet: Not so, my lord, I am too much in the sun.

The punning, and the ironic nature of Hamlet’s words, achieve full expression in the 
“sun/son” wordplay. In short, Hamlet (via Shakespeare) fiddles brilliantly with language to 
create ironic effects.

This occurs in children’s literature as well. One of my all-time favorites, known to many 
of you, is Dr. Seuss’s Green Eggs and Ham. First published in 1960, it was, according to a 
recent 2001 poll by Publishers Weekly, the fourth-best-selling children’s book of all time. 
What astonishes me about the book, after countless readings, is how much mileage it gets 
out of an extremely limited lexicon. In composing it, the author accepted his publisher’s 
challenge that he write a book with only fifty different words in it. Here’s a sample:

Do you like green eggs and ham?

I do not like them, Sam-I-am.

I do not like green eggs and ham.

Would you like them here or there?

I would not like them here or there. I would not like them anywhere.

I do not like green eggs and ham. I do not like them, Sam-I-am.

Would you like them in a house? Would you like them with a mouse?

And so on. Sam-I-am tries, and fails, page after page and phrase after phrase, to convince 
his interlocutor how delicious green eggs and ham are, but to no avail—until toward the 
end of the book, when his interlocutor takes a fateful bite and agrees that, indeed, they are 
tasty, and goes on to say that he would like green eggs and ham in all those previous places 
he had spurned them.

As I read, and as my daughter listens, I can feel the rhythm of the repeated words, and 
their constant variations on a few simple verbal themes and forms are introducing my 
daughter to what it means to “play with words.” This wordplay, I believe, helps to develop 
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children’s verbal facility and capacity for punning and ironic speech, which adds texture 
and depth, not to mention charm, to their personality. It also nourishes their ability for 
abstract reasoning and verbal analysis, and, in less lofty terms, shows what joy can be had 
in arranging the sound and meaning patterns of words.

Text and Image
A classic children’s story, The Snowy Day (1962) by Ezra Jack Keats, narrates Peter’s day 

off from school because of snow and his subsequent adventures with the snowflakes. It 
is accompanied by pictures, which brings me to the last point I’d like to make about the 
potential riches in the world of reading children’s books: the intimate links they establish 
between text and image. Even without illustrations, reading compels us to imagine the 
world on the page and to create a face for the characters and fill their worlds with mental 
pictures. In children’s literature, the author-artist intensifies this process by giving children 
word-and-image examples for the imagination to grow with. When Peter wakes up, he 
finds that yesterday’s snow “was still everywhere. New snow was falling! After breakfast he 
called to his friend across the hall, and they went out together into the deep, deep snow.” 
The images surrounding the text are of snowflakes falling, but they are not the traditional 
white. Rather, they are a splendid rainbow of green, purple, and red. True to nature’s 
design, they come in all different forms and constellations. What better way to fire the 
mind of children and help them see the magic in nature?

Puppet without Strings

Now that I have spoken at length about five crucial readerly elements from the world of 
children’s reading, I would like to discuss briefly one book in particular, dear to me as an 
Italianist: Pinocchio, written in 1881 by Carlo Collodi. Many are familiar with the Disney 
version of the book and film, and I must emphasize how 
different this “American” Pinocchio is from the Italian. 
The American is much more of a loveable cartoon; the 
Italian, an extraordinarily influential tale about the making 
of Italian citizens, is a story with serious adult overtones 
and often unsettling themes. Even just comparing the usual 
visual representations of the “American” and “Italian” 
versions of Pinocchio are quite telling. Walt Disney 
presented us with a cherubic, pudgy-faced kid, sweet-
looking to the extreme; the Italian Pinocchio is usually 
rendered as a longer and leaner, more surreal and definitely 
older-looking marionette figure.

Illustration of Pinocchio by Enrico Mazzanti from an 1883 edition of 
Le avventure di Pinocchio by Carlo Collodi.
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In her study The Pinocchio Effect: On Making Italians, 1860–1920, Suzanne Stewart-
Steinberg views the figure of Pinocchio—as a “puppet without strings”—as the ultimate 
symbol for Italians who negotiated, on one hand, the demands of the newly formed Italian 
state (unified in 1861), and, on the other, their own independent rights and desires. Taking 
as her guiding metaphor the character of Pinocchio, Stewart-Steinberg argues that just like 
the renowned puppet, modern Italians were caught in a complex interplay between freely 
chosen submission and submission demanded by an outside force.

In addition to these heavily nationalist themes, the story is filled with issues of 
psychological and emotional complexity. Pinocchio endures such trials as being hanged by 
an oak tree, transformed into a donkey, fried in a pan, even swallowed by a sea monster. 
His overdeveloped sense of adventure often leads him to stray, but each time he manages to 
pull through.

The opening of Pinocchio reads as follows:

Centuries ago there lived . . .

“A king!” my little readers will say immediately.

No, children, you are mistaken. Once upon a time there was a piece of wood. It was 
not an expensive piece of wood. Far from it. Just a common block of firewood, one 
of those thick, solid logs that are put on the fire in winter to make cold rooms cozy 
and warm.

I do not know how this actually came to happen, yet the fact remains that one fine 
day this piece of wood found itself in the shop of an old carpenter. His real name was 
Master Antonio, but everyone called him Master Cherry, for the tip of his nose was so 
round and red and shiny that it looked like a ripe cherry.†

We see here a classic marker of a children’s story or fairy tale: the emphasis on 
storytelling, through an active narrator in dialogue with his audience, in this case 
inquisitive youngsters. Children’s literature brings us back to that oral realm where 
storytellers interacted with their public, and the “voice” of the author could quite literally 
be heard. For all these reasons I have been describing, Pinocchio and the other examples of 
children’s literature in this lecture are “child’s play” of a vital, essential kind.
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For Greater Understanding

Questions
1.  What, in your view, is the most important thing an adult can learn from the world of 

children’s books? 

2.  How can some of the practices associated with reading to children—for example, 
reading out loud, making connections between words and pictures—help children in 
their educational development?

3.  What book from your own childhood had a major impact on you, and why?

Suggested Reading
Collodi, Carlo. Pinocchio. Trans. Geoffrey Brock. New York: New York Review of  

Books, 2008.

Other Books of Interest
Geissel, Theodor Seuss (Dr. Seuss). Green Eggs and Ham. New York: Random House, 1960.

Holabird, Katherine. Angelina Ballerina. Illus. Helen Craig. New York: Vintage,  
2008 (1973).

Rathmann, Peggy. Good Night, Gorilla. New York: Puffin, 2000.

Steinberg, Suzanne Stewart. The Pinocchio Effect: On Making Italians, 1860–1920. 
Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2005.

Recorded Books
Reynolds, Kimberley. Children’s Literature: Between the Covers. The 

Modern Scholar Series. Prince Frederick, MD: Recorded Books, LLC, 
2011. (UC179)

Lecture 12 Notes
† For this English translation of Carlo Collodi’s Pinocchio by Carol Della 

Chiesa (1887), see Project Gutenberg. — 
http://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/500.
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Lecture 13

Surfing the Web—Medieval Style

The Suggested Reading for this lecture is Dante Alighieri’s Inferno 5, translated by 
Robert Hollander and Jean Hollander.

I believe there is a very special reason why the ever-popular Dante continues to speak to 
us today in our information age of cell phones and high-speed Internet. The Divine Comedy 
(ca. 1307–19), I will propose, actually acts as a kind of “worldwide Web,” a clearinghouse 
for a vast realm of medieval knowledge as well as the age’s gossip, news, chatter, rumor, 
and other forms of popular expression.

For example, in the celebrated canto 5 of Inferno, where the lustful are punished, 
the character Francesca appears to be one of the most sophisticated and, one imagines, 
renowned ladies of her age. But, as I learned at a talk on Dante,† there was in fact no 
mention of her in the written record of her age, except for a line in her father’s will. This 
surprising absence of Francesca in the written record suggested to me that her tale of love 
and betrayal was circulating throughout Dante’s medieval Italy, but not in written form—or 
at least not in an extant written form that would have reached a wide readership in Dante’s 
age. So her story may have been transmitted either orally or in some form of written 
ephemera, in the medieval version of “news,” which traveling heralds or minstrels often 
proclaimed or pronounced. Perhaps Dante heard it in one of the court diplomatic circles he 
frequented; we may never know for certain.

This aspect of the Francesca story led me to draw some conclusions about Dante’s 
“network” of information:

•  Dante’s Divine Comedy certainly does pay heed to high culture, in the form of 
written works from antiquity and his own Middle Ages (let’s call this knowledge). 
But it also includes a vast amount of gossip, chatter, legend, rumor, and banter  
(let’s call this information).

•  Dante’s openness to the middle and low brow separates him from many other 
intellectuals who composed encyclopedic tomes on the world of knowledge (for 
example, Isidore of Seville, author of a major work on grammar and listed among 
the church doctors in Paradiso 10, and Brunetto Latini, Dante’s mentor who appears 
with the sodomites in Inferno 15, and who wrote a famous compendium on rhetoric 
called the Treasure). Finally, and most important, Dante’s incorporation of streams 
of everyday information from his age separates him from St. Thomas Aquinas, 
author of a theological and philosophical compendium, Summa theologica (1265–
74), that greatly influenced Dante.
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Jorge Luis Borges once wrote that, 
whereas, say, a novel may take hundreds of 
pages to reveal the essence of a character, 
Dante manages to do so in a few lines of 
poetry. Nowhere is this truer than in the 
case of Francesca da Rimini in Inferno 5. 
When Dante meets her in the Circle of the 
Lustful, she extends the courteous greeting, 
“O animal grazïoso e benigno” (“O living 
creature, gracious and kind” [trans. Robert 
Hollander and Jean Hollander]). These 
words perform the captatio benevolentiae, 
the art of making one’s audience well 
disposed to what one is saying, a staple of 
ancient rhetoric. The words from her that 
follow only serve to enforce this sense that 
Francesca is a victim rather than a sinner. In 
lines 100 to 108, she draws on a poem that was very influential on the young Dante, Guido 
Guinizelli’s “Love that always returns to the gentle heart,” to explain that it was indeed 
this inexorable outside force, Love personified, that drew her into what would be the fatal 
embrace of her brother-in-law Paolo, the shade who silently accompanies her in hell as she 
recounts her tale to Dante. Thus, Dante uses poetry, in the form of literary allusion and 
citation, to transform Francesca’s seemingly straightforward narrative about her falling in 
love into a meditation on the literary-historical tradition—more specifically, the Sweet New 
Style—that nurtured Dante’s poetic development.

Lines 112 to 119 contain more rhetoric from the Sweet New Style: l. 112: lasso (“Oh”); 
l. 113: dolci pensieri (“sweet thoughts”); l. 114: doloroso passo (“woeful pass”); l. 116: 
martiri (“torments”); l. 117: lagrimar (“weep”); l. 118: dolci sospiri (“sweet sighs”); and  
l. 119: dubbiosi desiri (“hesitant desires”).

Here as elsewhere, Dante’s use of poetry mediates between information (the raw story 
of Paolo and Francesca) and knowledge (its transformation into something of lasting value 
that will impact Dante’s journey through the afterworld). Nowhere is this more in evidence 
as when Francesca’s discourse lowers from the rarefied echelons of the Sweet New Style to 
the graphic description of how, one day while she and Paolo were reading per diletto (“for 
delight”) of Guinivere and Lancelot’s adulterous kiss in the Arthurian romance, they followed 
suit. Francesca says memorably of Paolo: “la bocca mi basciò tutta tremante” (“all trembling, 
he kissed my mouth”). When we compare this line to Francesca’s graceful opening lines, 
when she refers to Dante as a “gracious and kind” creature, we see that she has had quite 
a significant fall from grace. Thus, through the use of poetic diction, Dante suggests that 
Francesca’s excuses about her supposed innocence may not be so convincing after all.

Paolo, Francesca, and the Lustful

Illustration by Gustave Doré from an 1857 edition of 
Dante’s Divine Comedy.
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Poetry, in the end, becomes the means for conveying Francesca’s guilt and for filtering 
a mix of literary history, gossip, and rumor. In his language treatise De vulgari eloquentia 
(On Eloquence in the Vernacular, ca. 1302–1305), Dante actually argued that poets 
preserve what is best and most enduring in everyday speech because of their sophisticated 
understanding of the verbal medium. As I discussed in the audio course In Michelangelo’s 
Shadow: The Mystery of Modern Italy, Dante grants great license to poets, as the guardians 
of language, to shape Italy’s linguistic future. He exhorts his fellow authors to preserve the 
dignity of everyday speech and discourse—especially those words in harmony with their 
Latin roots—and shun vulgar expression.

The story of Paolo and Francesca reveals how attuned Dante’s ear was to the swirl 
of information at his disposal in the Middle Ages. What I have been referring to 
anachronistically in this lecture as Dante’s “worldwide Web” can function because of the 
unique power of poetry to transform information into knowledge, by preserving in words 
that which would otherwise be forgotten. And so the woeful tale of Francesca remains 
forever before us, an unforgettable blend of words and discourse distilled from the long-lost 
realms of medieval legend and rumor, fixed in the eternal amber of Dante’s Tuscan poetry.

As the above episode from Inferno 5 shows, we may have invented the Internet, but we 
did not invent the Web: networks of information have existed since the earliest societies 
began to codify and transmit their cultural practices both internally and to the outside 
world. Dante’s Divine Comedy displays an extraordinary sensitivity to the medieval world 
of information while at the same time creating a space for literature and poetry to preserve 
and distinguish the lasting from the ephemeral. There was a Dante who figuratively 
“surfed a web” of his age’s information and also one who read well and deeply: both acts 
are essential for the creation of his epic poem, the Divine Comedy, just as today both acts 
remain crucial to us for understanding the world around us and the world of art.
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For Greater Understanding

Questions
1.  What is the difference I have established between “knowledge” and “information,” and 

how does it relate to my discussion of Dante’s “web”?

2. How does the speech of Dante’s character Francesca change as Inferno 5 progresses?

3.  How do Dante’s theories on poetry from De vulgari eloquentia (On Eloquence in the 
Vernacular, ca. 1302–1305) help us understand his use of poetry in Inferno 5?

Suggested Reading
Alighieri, Dante. Canto 5. The Inferno. Trans. Robert Hollander and Jean Hollander. New 

York: Pantheon, 2002.

Other Books of Interest
Alighieri, Dante. Dante: De vulgari eloquentia. Trans. Steven Botterill. Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 2005 (1996).

Barolini, Teodolinda. Dante’s Poets: Textuality and Truth in the Comedy. Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1984.

Mazzotta, Giuseppe. Dante’s Vision and the Circle of Knowledge. Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1993.

Poggioli, Renato. “Paolo and Francesca.” Dante: A Collection of Critical Essays. Ed. John 
Freccero. Englewood Cliffs: Prentice-Hall, 1965. 61–77.

Lecture 13 Notes
†  Teodolinda Barolini, “On Dante’s Inferno,” Bard College, First-Year Seminar Symposium, 

October 2010.
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Lecture 14

Tips and Tools: A Reader’s Guide

The Suggested Reading for this lecture is Alan Jacobs’s The Pleasures of Reading in an 
Age of Distraction.

In an earlier audio course, In Michelangelo’s Shadow: The Mystery of Modern Italy, 
I spoke of Italy’s Slow Food Movement, founded by the gastronomic philosopher Carlo 
Petrini in 1989, “to counter the rise of fast food and fast life, the disappearance of local 
food traditions and people’s dwindling interest in the food they eat, where it comes from, 
how it tastes and how our food choices affect the rest of the world” (www.slowfood.com). 
The movement, with over 100,000 members worldwide, has helped spawn a host of other 
“slow” movements such as Slow Travel and Slow Money. The list is likely to grow.

There is also a movement known as Slow Reading, which Malcolm Johns described in the 
June 2010 issue of Newsweek magazine:

The Slow Reading movement is hardly a movement at all. There’s no 
letterhead, no board of directors, and horrors, no central Web site—there are 
Web sites, several, in fact, all of them preaching, in various ways, the virtues 
of reading slowly. But mostly the “movement” is just a bunch of authors, 
schoolteachers, and college professors who think that just maybe we’re all 
reading too much too fast and that instead we should think more highly of 
those who take their time with a book or an article.

This informal reading movement often addresses the impact of the information age 
and Internet on the reading experience. As Patrick Kingsley wrote in a July 2010 issue 
of the Guardian, an increasing number of experts—including the Oxford historian Keith 
Thomas and information guru Nicholas Carr—believe that all the skimming, surfing, and 
hyperactive linking that goes on because of the Web have eroded our capacities for the kind 
of deep reading and research alluded to in our epigraph from Nietzsche on slow reading.

But the jury is still out as to whether Americans are reading more or less these days. A 
recent book by Alan Jacobs, The Pleasures of Reading in an Age of Distraction (2011), cites 
a recent survey from the National Endowment for the Arts that suggests book culture may 
actually be waxing rather than waning. However one considers the matter, I think most 
would agree that the demands of virtual connectivity and the surplus of information we 
increasingly face carry special challenges to readers. I’d like, therefore, to propose what I 
believe are good habits and practices—or literary “commandments”—for reading in this 
virtual age.

It is not for nothing that I have been a philologist, perhaps I am a philologist still, that 
is to say, a teacher of slow reading. ~Friedrich Nietzsche
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Thou Shalt Not Skim

As I mentioned in the first lecture, there is a major difference 
between “casual” and “close” reading: only through close reading 
may we come to approach the mysteries of the literary text. 
Of course, we live in an age of skimming and other shorthand 
approaches that help us negotiate an extraordinary amount of 
daily information. It is, therefore, important to reserve a more 
meditative—and slower—space for books and for close reading.

Thou Shalt Leave Thy Literary Comfort Zone

At a recent dinner, a colleague recommended a fiction book that was making a splash, 
and I remember thinking to myself: I should carve out time each day to read outside of my 
field, so as to be able to encounter books like the one alluded to here. The plan worked, as 
I learned the benefits of leaving my literary “comfort zone.” To explore. To relax. To escape 
the world of work. Most important: to discover new voices, subjects, and styles of writing.

Thou Shalt Not Be Distracted While Reading

Turn off the cell phone. Stop texting. No tweeting. Don’t respond to that 
“ping” announcing the most recent e-mail. You don’t have to stay off-line 
forever, even indefinitely. Just don’t read while you’re distracted, because 
it is impossible to read closely without giving the text your full attention. 
Reading in this meditative way can provide a space of calm in what is for 
many an increasingly fast-paced life.

Thou Mayest Read for Distraction

It’s not necessary to read the literary equivalent of a rigorous high-fibre, low-fat diet in 
order to be a good reader. I believe that the classics can and should play a vital role in 
one’s reading, but this does not mean that less highbrow genres like detective or adventure 
and science fiction stories cannot also be an enormous source of reading edification and 
pleasure. Of course, such genres may also hold considerable literary merit beneath their 
pop-cultural surface.

Thou Shalt Not Avoid Demanding Books

Many of us will, say, sit through an eight-hour flight without complaining, 
or dutifully practice conjugating “to be” verbs to learn the rudiments of a 
foreign language. Yet, when it comes to reading a notoriously complicated 
book, some will turn and run. This is a shame. Some of the best 
experiences I have had as a reader have been in making my way through 
difficult books, short and long: for example, James Joyce’s short story “The 
Dead” (1914), Herman Melville’s Moby Dick (1851), or Thomas Pynchon’s 
The Crying of Lot 49 (1965). A resistance to complex language also blocks 

Pu
bl

ic
 D

om
ai

n
©

 S
hu

tt
er

st
oc

k.
co

m
©

 S
hu

tt
er

st
oc

k.
co

m



64

many from reading poetry. But those books that require vigorous study, a world of patience, 
and one’s entire attention may also be the source of untold riches.

Thou Shalt Not Compare the Book to the Film

As discussed in my second Modern Scholar course The Blessed Lens: A History of Italian 
Film, in “adapting” a literary work for the screen, the 
question of how “faithful” or not a film is to the book is a 
nonstarter. There are successful and unsuccessful literal 
adaptations, just as there are successful and unsuccessful 
creative, free-wheeling ones. Keeping this in mind, readers 
should avoid judging a book by, say, how much they liked 
(or disliked) another artistic version of it, especially now 
that so many novels find their way onto the screen.

Thou Shalt Reread

“Close” reading, in essence, is rereading: to know a text means to immerse oneself 
in it more than once. I am increasingly convinced that the classic work interprets us as 
much as we interpret it. Percy Bysshe Shelley described the great work of literature as a 
“fountain forever flowing with delight,” and that after a generation has gleaned meaning 
from it, another arrives to interpret it according to its own horizon of concerns (A Defense 
of Poetry, 1821). The literary text never means one fixed thing; it changes according to the 
people who read it and, in so doing, remake it.

Thou Shalt Read in a Foreign Language

Many of us have studied a foreign language, even lived in a foreign country and attained 
some level of competence or mastery in communicating in a language not our own. I would 
urge you also to read in foreign languages. I think of the magical story of the Argentinean 
author Jorge Luis Borges, teaching himself Italian, not only in order to read Dante, but by 
reading Dante. According to the story, he read a bilingual Spanish-Italian edition of the 
Divine Comedy on the train to and from work, and when he was done he realized he could 
speak Italian. Most of us will not use Dante’s medieval Tuscan as our linguistic primer, but 
as I mentioned in our lecture on languages “dead and alive,” there is perhaps no more 
direct way to gain access to a culture than through its languages.

Honor Thy Writer/Read New Writing

If it weren’t for writers, we would of course not have books. Though the works of 
the literary past fill our libraries and bookstores with plenty for us to read, if we ignore 
contemporary writing, we miss out on what is happening in the world of literature today, 
when literary culture is taking on new forms. So I urge you to find out what is being 
written by current authors, and to attend bookstore readings and other events featuring 
new talent. By reading works produced in the here and now, we participate in the making 
of living forms connected to our particular cultural moment.
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Thou Shalt Always Be Reading Something

This commandment relates to my earlier point about our freedom, as readers, to range 
through the genres, nations, languages, and traditions that constitute the world of reading. 
No matter who we are or what we do, the world of books always awaits to take us 
somewhere new—as that “passport to alternate worlds” I mentioned in lecture 1.

Reading can be very challenging, and finding the place for it in a busy day can be 
difficult. Like playing a sport or an instrument, reading takes skill, talent, and above all an 
investment of time and energy. But the rewards may be proportionate to the effort. I hope 
that this course has provided you with a set of tools and models that will help your own 
approaches to literature, as you build your library and define your literary tastes. Together, 
we’ve covered a lot of ground, ancient and modern, fiction and nonfiction, amateur and 
professional, comic and serious. I’ll leave you now with the quotation from St. Augustine 
we started our course with:

Tolle, legge. Pick up and read.

All images © Shutterstock.com
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For Greater Understanding

Questions
1.  Of my ten “commandments” for reading, which appeals to you the most, and why? 

Which one would be the most difficult for you to put into practice?

2.  How has the Internet Age and its technologies changed the way that you read?

3.  Now that we have completed the course, how would you define “close” reading, and 
how can it affect the way that you will read from now on?

Suggested Reading
Jacobs, Alan. The Pleasures of Reading in an Age of Distraction. New York: Oxford 

University Press, USA, 2011.

Other Books of Interest
Miedema, John. Slow Reading. Duluth: Litwin, 2009.

Nietzsche, Friedrich. Daybreak: Thoughts on the Prejudices of Morality. Ed. Maudemaire 
Clark and Brian Leiter. Trans. R.J. Hollingdale. Cambridge: Cambridge University  
Press, 1997.

Recorded Books
Luzzi, Joseph. The Blessed Lens: A History of Italian Cinema. The Modern Scholar Series. 

Prince Frederick, MD: Recorded Books, LLC, 2011. (UC187)
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COURSE MATERIALS

Suggested Readings
Agamben, Giorgio. “The End of the Poem.” The End of the Poem: Studies in Poetics. 

Trans. Daniel Heller-Roazen. Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1999, 109–15.

Alighieri, Dante. Canto 5. The Inferno. Trans. Robert Hollander and Jean Hollander. New 
York: Pantheon, 2002.

Augustine. Confessions. Trans. Henry Chadwick. New York: Oxford University Press,  
USA, 1992.

Collodi, Carlo. Pinocchio. Trans. Geoffrey Brock. New York: New York Review of  
Books, 2008.

Jacobs, Alan. The Pleasures of Reading in an Age of Distraction. New York: Oxford 
University Press, USA, 2011.
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Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1979.
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Penguin, 2004.
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University of California Press, 1964.

Wordsworth, William. Selected Poems. Ed. John O. Hayden. London: Penguin, 1994.

Other Books of Interest
Agamben, Giorgio. “Expropriated Matter.” The End of the Poem: Studies in Poetics. Trans. 

Daniel Heller-Roazen. Pp. 87–101.
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University Press, 1961.
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University of Toronto Press, 1973.
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Press, 1999.
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Press, USA, 2009 (1998).
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