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FOSCOLO, DANTE AND THE PAPACY*

PerErR IVER KAUFMAN*

Of the many interpretations of cantos and characters in Dante’s Divine
Comedy, few rival the wordplay in Gabriele Rossetti’s commentary (1826-27).
None that I know rivals its imaginative recreation of fourteenth-century literary
and political history. According to Rossetti, Dante, Petrarch, Boccaccio and a
nest of Cathari were members of an underground network. Dissident poets,
politicians, and church reformers therein camouflaged their attacks against the
papacy to prevent detection and reprisal. Distressed by clerical corruption in
Rome and political confusion in Italy, occasionally they appealed directly, that
is, without dissimulating and mystifying, for some influential leader to take up
their causes. Rossetti maintained that when conspirators wrote to one another,
they conveyed the cabal’s anger and ambitions covertly, in modo si misterioso.
Ostensibly inoffensive lines of poetry were actually fragments of antipapal
acrostics, acronyms, or allegories. Dante baked sedition into every canto of the
Comedy; Rossetti was convinced that once perceptive readers in his day
understood how the Comedy fit into the antipapal conspiracy, they would see
how the conspiracy fit into the Comedy and made sense of the poem’s most
abstruse images and obscure scenes.!

Rossetti believed by exposing the antipapal conspiracy, a great league of the
learned against the Roman hierarchy (un gran congiura di dotto contro la romana
gerarchia), he made a lasting contribution to literary criticism and medieval
history.? Had he not inspired a more profound appreciation of the Comedy’s
deceptively simple and straightforward stories, explained its most puzzling
passages, and suggested resemblances between Dante’s century and his own?
Years before he discovered the great Dante conspiracy, Rossetti was caught up
in political controversy. Having fled Italy soon after the suppression of the
Neapolitan republic in 1821, he found an émigré community in London packed
with ‘patriots’ chased from the Piedmont and peninsula by Austrian armies.
Rossetti and other refugees were resentful of the papacy’s part in their
misfortune, for it was generally known Pope Pius VII and his Secretary of State,
Cardinal Consalvi, had discreetly courted Austrian intervention. Neither the
pope nor his Austrian allies countenanced agitators who dreamed of a unified
Italy. Stubborn dreamers elected exile and suspected that they were Dante’s true
heirs. They left Italy as he had left Florence. They were victims of papal
diplomacy as he was. They circulated complaints in pamphlets and poetry as he
did. Rossetti revealed to these latter-day Dantes a fourteenth-century
conspiracy, shards of which were scattered in their own café conversation. And
there was also comfort in Rossetti’s Dante commentary for some English
readers. In fact, his critics on the continent charged that Rossetti tilted his Dante
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against the papacy deliberately to please his Anglican patrons and friends. For
all this, however, Rossetti’s remorseless transformation of poetry into politics
troubled one fellow fugitive, Antonio Panizzi, who publicly proclaimed the
conspiracy theory nonsense. Panizzi much preferred the Dante commentary
published a year before Rossetti’s by another patriot in exile, a renegade poet and
novelist named Foscolo.?

In 1804, Ugo Foscolo nearly came to England as a conqueror. He had been
posted at the time in northern France with the Italian division preparing for
Napoleon’s invasion. When plans for the crossing were abandoned, Foscolo
drew desk duties in Milan until summoned to teach at the university in Pavia in
1808. A popular episotlary novel had already earned him a formidable
reputation, but Foscolo continued to distinguish himself as poet, lecturer, and
translator in Pavia, Florence and Milan. The parlors of Italian intellectuals were
increasingly heated by talk of liberty and unity after Napoleon’s defeat in 1814.
The emperor’s administrators in “Italy were not likely to survive his humiliation.
But Foscolo and his friends in northern Italy were soon faced with the prospect
of Austrian rule. Foscolo fled, first to Zurich, then England. He was a greater
celebrity than most other itinerant Italian scholars and soldiers, so he should
have been able to profit prodigiously from early nineteenth-century English
fascination with the Risorgimento. But Foscolo managed his affairs poorly.
Often insolvent and petulant, he wrote on Italian literature and history until his
death in 1827.

Foscolo knew the Roman church encouraged Austrian intervention. His
displeasure with the papacy is reflected in one of the first essays he prepared for
the Edinburgh Review. Information relayed by a friend enabled him to give
English readers a glimpse of papal politics, to detail the backroom negotiations
that led to the election of Pope Pius V1. He told those willing to believe the worst
how the successful candidacy was advanced by partisans well versed in ‘those
refinements of duplicity which have so long distinguished the policy of Italian
intriguers’. The Discorso he later composed to introduce his Dante commentary
reiterated and extended his criticism of papal politics. Popes, he said, had been
Italy’s enemies since the eighth century, when the church’s scurrilous and self-
serving politicians imported Franks to intimidate the Lombards. Foscolo
alleged that the Lombards, if left to their devices, would have united the cities
and duchies of Italy under one government. At the request of several popes,
Carolingian chieftains thwarted those plans and restored political confusion,
from which only the Roman church and its retainers benefited. Foscolo
proposed that recent papal cooperation with Austria was simply the latest
chapter in the long and tragic tale of papal treachery.’

The tale Foscolo presented was directly related to the history of Dante’s
troubled times and to the composition of the Divine Comedy. Pope Boniface VIII
summoned French troops to Tuscany to silence the church’s enemies and protect
its bankers. Later, from Avignon, Pope Clement V engineered Italian opposition
to Emperor Henry VII who, according to Dante, sought to save Lombardy and
Tuscany from the jolting consequences of political rivalries that plagued Italy
since the death of Emperor Frederick I1in 1250. Dante denounced Boniface and
Clement for perpetuating rivalries, feuds, and open conflict. Foscolo maintained
that the antipapal invective in the Comedy was comprehensive, that Dante
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condemned the papacy as well as the popes he named. Like Rossetti, Foscolo
found Dante’s contempt for the church’s highest office in many of the poem’s
cantos. He believed that Dante made his pilgrim (and himself) a second St. Paul,
sent to prophesy against prevailing priestcraft. He reprimanded Cardinal
Bellarmine for arguing Dante had been a loyal son of the church (figlio
sommesso). Foscolo read the same Comedy as apologists for Dante’s orthodoxy,
yet he came to a radically different conclusion: had Dante lived in a more liberal
age, he would have established a new and popeless Christianity.

The consensus is that Foscolo was wrong. René Wellek, for example,
congratulates him for his attention to the Comedy’s historical and intellectual
contexts, yet Wellek dismisses Foscolo’s suggestions about Dante’s ‘heresy’ as
untenable and misleading. Others charge Foscolo and Rossetti projected on
Dante their resentment of the papacy, that Foscolo’s bitterness about the
papacy’s part in Austrian adventures prohibited him from appreciating the
Comedy’s restraint and reverence. But I think it is also possible that Foscolo’s
resentment and exile afforded him remarkable insight into Dante’s sentiments
and sense of mission.” _ .

- This second possibility opens up a challenging run. All we can do here,
however, is make a start by proposing that at least one ambiguity in the Comedy
can be resolved in Foscolo’s favor and that the strategic examination cantos in
Paradiso substantiate Foscolo’s statements about the poem’s antipapal slant.

No one disputes that the Comedy expresses Dante’s disenchantment with
papal leadership. But did the poet object more to particular popes than to the
papacy? Remarks scripted for Bonaventure in Paradiso 12 (lines 88-90) make it
seem so. Foscolo admitted that Dante sometimes seemed forgiving, most
dramatically perhaps in Purgatorio 20, which acknowledges Pope Boniface VIII
as vicar of Christ and unequivocally condemns Boniface’s persecutors (lines
86-94). Foscolo allowed that Dante may have been moved to sympathise with
the pontifical victim of French aggression, per senso di religione. Yet he thought
it more likely the pope was on a pedestal in purgatory only to illustrate the
enormity of French impiety. Boniface, after all, was elsewhere and often
maligned in the Comedy; Dante reserved a special place and punishment for him
in Inferno 19.%

Inferno 19 contains the first of Dante’s two most extensive assaults on the
papacy. But one phrase appears to break the cadence of the antipapal campaign.
Pilgrim Dante interrupted his scalding criticism of clerical conduct and told
Pope Nicholas III, whom he found stuck head-down in one of hell’s crevices,
that were it not for his ‘reverence for the great keys you held in the glad life,” he
would find ‘harder words’ to convey his contempt (lines 100-105). The
interruption, however, seems freighted with irony. Joan Ferrante, for one,
understands Dante’s contempt in the canto could hardly have been put in
‘harder words’.’ What is of far greater significance is that those keys, promised
by scripture as protection against the very gates of hell (Matthew 16:18), kept
neither Nicholas nor his pontifical colleagues from their shaft in the Inferno. The
last to have arrived, Nicholas expected Boniface would soon be lowered into
place, driving him and those who preceded him deeper. Could irriverenza have
invented a more infernal parody of apostolic succession than Dante’s crater
plugged with popes?
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Perhaps the pilgrim’s professed reverence for the popes’ keys reflects his
conviction that pontiffs, though they could not save themselves, possessed
powers to save others, to bind and loose other Christians, that is to consign them
to hell or, absolving sins, to assure them places in paradise. In 1300, Boniface
VIII distributed indulgences to pilgrims arriving in Rome. According to the
Comedy’s conceit, pilgrim Dante joins the Souls recently deceased in 1300 and
finds the passage into purgatory made easier (Purgatorio 2, 98-99). The
coincidence has been construed as proof of the poet’s ‘reverence for the great
keys’. Note, however, Dante’s report of the ordeal of Guido da Montefeltro
(Inferno 27, 100-127). Although pardoned by Boniface, Guido was nonetheless
carried off to hell on atechnicality. He had been pardoned without contrition for
a sin he had not yet committed. His misfortune may only show that,according to
Dante, popes could not abrogate procedures. Even then, however, Guido’s
reversal indicates Dante’s doubts about the keys’ authority. More to the point,
Dante introduced Manfred and other excommunicates immediately after he
observed souls’ speedier passage to purgatory in 1300. Purgatorio 3 suggests that
Manfred and the others had already been received and thus retained their hopes
for salvation despite papal censures. Accounting for their fate, Dante
announced that the most solemn judgments ex cathedra do not oblige
God (lines 133-35). In Carl Stange’s view, the Divine Comedy was an answer
or alternative to Boniface’s jubilee indulgences.!® The poet staged the
pilgrimages in 1300, in a sense, to compete with the pope who summoned
Christians to Rome to earn absolutions and amnesty. While Boniface attended
to his visitors, Dante directed his pilgrim through purgatory to paradise,
absolving and correcting the pilgrim’s misapprehensions without benefit of
clergy. Stange’s conjecture seems reasonable. The poem’s plot as well as the
placements of Guido and Manfred intimate that the papacy’s keys and powers
were, as Foscolo alleged, nullita, of no account.!!

Sometimes Dante’s silence was as critical—in both senses of the term—as his
accusations and complaints. Others in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries
objected to curial politics, yet they frequently stipulated that a respiritualised
papacy would play an influential role in the church’s recovery. They prophesied
that a pastor angelicus, an angelic pope, would ultimately overwhelm the
opposition of propertied interests. The pope-savior, they said, would
repauperise and thus respiritualise the church. The angelic pope prophecy was
prominently featured in the tradition of dissent from which Dante borrowed
antipapal and apocalyptic imagery. Yet Dante had no use for that particular
prediction. He insinuated that the church could be purged without its popes,
conceivably implying it might best be purged of its papacy. The papacy
apparently was too much the problem to be part of the Solution.!? For Dante;
the church’s problems could be traced at least to the fourth century, when
Constantine, moving his capital to Constantinople, purportedly gave the bishop
of Rome political jurisdiction over the empire’s western territories. In his De
monarchia, Dante argued the emperor had no right to make the donation and the
church no authority to accept it. The Comedy never completely exonerates
Constantine, but most blame falls on the papacy which exploited imperial
generosity and turned Rome, the wolverine that succoured Romulus, into a
clawing monster."?
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Pope Boniface VIII commissioned a fresco cycle to commemorate
Constantine’s gift.!* Dante saluted it differently. In Purgatorio 32, an imperial
eagle descends on the chariot of the church and leaves it feathered (lines 124-26).
Instead of dignifying the chariot-church, however, the eagle’s feathers diminish
its powers to resist wickedness. Indeed, several lines later, the chariot is
transformed into a hideous beast (lines 142-47). Dante placed Constantine in
paradise, but the Comedy simply cannot forget the emperor’s error. In Paradiso
20, according to Dante’s script, the emperor expresses remorse; in Paradiso 27,
the canto containing the most sustained antipapal polemic, rancor replaces
remorse, for St Peter himself takes the offensive against his church. Mario
Sansone calls the apostle’s invective the poem’s ‘highest and most solemn point’.
Foscolo maintained that the art and intensity of St Peter’s speech would reveal
the Comed)y’s grace and nobility, even if the rest of Dante’s poem disappeared.!’

At the start of Paradiso 27, the heavens grow still and St Peter’s aura turns red.
The hush and color signal the gravity of the indictment: ‘he who on earth usurps
my place, my place, my place, which in the sight the Son of God is vacant, has
made my burial ground a sewer of blood and of stench, so that the Perverse One
who fell from here above takes comfort there below’.!¢ After this declaration, the
heavens redden with anger, whereupon St Peter continues his description of
Rome’s debasement. Bishops of Rome extorted and hoarded gold. They waged
wars against fellow Christians to improve the church’s precarious position in
Italian politics. And corruption in Rome spread through the whole of
Christendom. ‘Rapacious wolves, in shepherds’ garb, are seen from here above
in all the pastures’. St Peter concludes by enjoining the pilgrim (thus licensing the
poet) to repeat his accusations when he returns to earth yet to assure Christians
help would soon come (lines 62-66).

When St Peter leaves, Beatrice, Dante’s companion-guide in paradise,
assesses the grisly condition and corruption of the world below. Hence, Paradiso
27 ends as it began, with complaints about indiscipline and misgovernment.
Beatrice, however, is slightly more specific than St Peter about the remedy. She
predicts a total inversion of the current order: ‘Providence. . . will turn the sterns
to where the prows now are’, Je poppe volgera w’son le prore (line 146). This
picture of vessels turned prow to stern recalls Paradiso 11, where the bark of St
Peter was kept on course by mendicants rather than popes (lines 118-20).

Beatrice’s prediction and St Peter’s indignation suggest the uncompromising
character of the canto’s protest. But Paradiso 27 has been interpreted differently.
The most popular commentary in Foscolo’s time insisted that ‘he who on earth
usurps my place’ referred exclusively to Boniface VIII, and Dantists still hasten
to defend that identification.!” Yet the restricted reference runs into trouble;
before the canto concludes, Dante explicitly recalls the crimes of two other
popes. Besides, Purgatorio 20 seems grudgingly to accept Boniface as Christ’s
vicar. And Herbert Grundmann introduces a third consideration, speculating
that the poet would have mentioned Boniface’s posthumous conviction for
having usurped his office, had he meant to refer only to Boniface as the usurper.
Grundmann guesses that ‘he who usurps’ denotes all popes disgraced as
simonists.!®

I believe that St Peter’s passage condemns neither a single pontiff nor a troupe
of wicked incumbents. Repetition in the indictment (‘usurps my place, my place,
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"my place’) underscores the proprietary dimension of the apostle’s outrage,
which, as long as ‘my place’ is taken to mean the see of Rome, pits the apostle
against apostolic succession. Perhaps ‘my place’ refers to St Peter’s position as
sole heir to those precious keys in Matthew 16. After all, the repetition is
immediately followed by criticisms of the popes’ misuse of the keys; pardons
were either sold or promised to retainers who consented to slaughter fellow
Christians at the behest of the Roman church. Papal theorists, justifying all this,
took liberties with the Petrine commission— that seems to be what Dante’s St
Peter would have readers believe. Inasmuch as no pope could be trusted to
forfeit the immense powers theorists had attached to his office, the papacy was
vacant ‘in the sight of the Son of God’. Presumably that is why Beatrice
prophesies a drastic change, from stem to stern.

Had Dante wanted to deposit a pastor angelicus or papal redeemer in the
Comedy, Paradiso 27 would have been the perfect place. Beatrice promised a
total turnabout, and St Peter was at hand to consecrate a pontifical successor.
But the apostle charges the pilgrim to speak for him, apri la bocca. ‘Open your
mouth and do not hide what I hide not’ (lines 65-66). If St Peter has a successor,
then he is not bishop of Rome, but, at least pro tempore, the pilgrim-poet-
prophet in whom he confides. By the time readers reach Paradiso 27, it is
impossible for the pilgrim and prophet-designate to play truant. Of course, like
most prophets-to-be, pilgrim Dante had initially been reluctant to accept his
destiny. Despite his confusion in the dark forest where Virgil found him, Dante
allowed that things generally’seemed as they should. St Peter’s heirs presided in
Rome, just as the Aeneid seemed to foretell (Inferno 2, 22-27). He nervously
resisted Virgil’s invitation to the underworld and beyond: ‘I am no Aeneas;Iam
no Paul’ (line 32). After acquiescing to the journey, however, pilgrim Dante
discovers things on earth are not as they should be. The pope then presiding in
Rome, he learns, is expected in hell where other purported heirs of St Peter
uncomfortably reside. Later, in purgatory, he comes across Pope Adrian V
among the hoarders and wasters, and the encounter prefigures the pilgrim’s
commission and announces the poet’s anti-hierocratic polemic.

I had kneeled and wished to speak; but when I began, and he became aware, by the
sound alone, of my reverence, “What cause,” said he, “has thus bent you down?’
And [ to him, “Because of your dignity my conscience smote me for standing.”

“*Straighten your legs, rise up brother,” he replied, “do not err: I am fellow
servant with you and with the others unto one Power.”!?

Perhaps Adrian was only signalling that death dissolved distinctions between
church officials and pious laymen. If we could feel confident there were nothing
more to the incident, we might more easily concur with apologists for Dante’s
orthodoxy who insist that he could stand up to disreputable popes and kneel
before an incorruptible papacy without splitting the seams of his composition.
Yet Adrian’s orders imply empowerment, ‘rise up’ (drizza le gambe, lévati sii);
plus, in the next canto, Dante resumes his assault on avarice—again, ‘the wolf’
(Purgatorio 20, 10-15). Admittedly, the brief exchange between Adrian and the
pilgrim is ambiguous. The subsequent discussion with Cacciaguida, Dante’s
great-great-grandfather, is a clearer preface to the Petrine commission.
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Cacciaguida stresses the corruption in Rome (Paradiso 17, 50-51). He tells Dante
his fate, as that of most prophets, is estrangement and exile. But Cacciaguida
offers some consolation. Even before St Peter issues his instructions, Dante’s
ancestor assures the pilgrim-prophet he will eventually be honored and others
sustained or ‘nourished’ because he will dare to lift his voice against earth’s
highest powers (lines 130-35).

Before receiving his Petrine commission, pilgrim Dante must complete a series
of interviews, the first of which is conducted by St Peter himself. If Dante is to be
sent from paradise to reinvigorate the Christian faith in the world, his own
understanding of faith must be tested. Yet he passes so spectacularly with
propositions derived from scripture and reason—the teaching authority of the
church conspicuously absent—that the radiance representing St Peter circles
him three times, serenading him with a rhapsody of benedictions (Paradiso 25,
151-54). For his part, the pilgrim then anticipates his enemies must ultimately
discover he has been delegated to speak with celestial authority (Paradiso 25.7).
But he must pass two more tests before St Peter confides in him. He first satisfies
St James with answers to inquiries about Christian hope and promptly
volunteers that he is ready to teach others all he has learned on his pilgrimage ‘so
that I am full and rain again you rain on other souls’ (si ch’io non pieno, e in altrui
vostra pioggia repluo, Paradiso 25,77-78). From another dazzling light, the voice
of St John then interrogates him about Christian love. The light blinds pilgrim
Dante, yet his sincerity and erudition delight this last examiner. And when his
sight is restored, the pilgrim sees better than ever before (Paradiso 26, 76-79).

The examinations, transformation, and apostolic benedictions leave Dante
with a changed voice (altra voce) and keener vision, to which gifts Adam
consequently adds greater understanding of humanity’s primordial condition.
Only after this elaborate investiture in the examination cantos, does St Peter
reappear in Paradiso 27 with his grave charges against the papacy and with his
special charge or commission for the pilgrim-poet-prophet, apri la bocca.

Might not others have been chosen? The Paradiso is stocked with suggestions
that mendicant poverty is preferable to papal affluence. As noted, Saints
Dominic and Francis are at the helm of la barca di Pietroin Paradiso 11. St Peter
is virtually made over as a mendicant.?® But, as Aquinas complained (lines
124-32), most mendicants had strayed, forgotten their founders’ ideals, and
grown greedy. When the poem’s antipapal polemic culminates with St Peter’s
accusations in Paradiso 27, therefore, only the uncowled pilgrim has the privilege
of hearing them and the obligation or mission to repeat them.

From that privilege and obligation, we can draw two conclusions quite
consonant with Foscolo’s. (1) The Comedy’s repudiation of the papacy was
sweeping; to recover its apostolic purity and dignity, the church would have to
give up concepts of papal authority known, if not always defended, throughout
Christendom for nearly a millennium. (2) The pilgrim, as prophet and poet, is
the apostle’s special legate. /

Neither Foscolo nor I makes any pretense of identifying this legation with the
messianic missions mentioned in the poem, with the veltro or greyhound in
Inferno 1 or the cinquecento diece e cinque in Purgatorio 33. Scholars tirelessly try
to personify the predicted redeemers, accumulating and sifting candidates.?!
Nothing I have said here will spare them further effort. Nonetheless, it is
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important to underscore the poet’s apostolic authorisation and authority. The
pilgrim’s investiture was staged late in the poem, but Dante almost impudently
claimed his superiority to ancient poets as early as Inferno 25 (lines 94-102).
Guiseppe Mazzotta calls attention to those ‘hubristic’ remarks but also observes
that Dante scolded Ulysses in the very next canto for insolence and
overreaching. The juxtaposition, he says, demonstrates that Dante was ‘caught
between the elusive claim of speaking with prophetic assurance and the
awareness that this can be a supreme transgression’. Yet notwithstanding traces
of ambivalence, some of which blend well with the pilgrim’s initial confusion and
the prophet’s requisite humility, Dante’s prophetic assurance and poetic vision
stand as excellent testaments to his Petrine commission.??

It is likely that ambivalence accounts for the Comedy’s kinder comments
about papal government, to which we have alluded and which, in Foscolo’s time,
were amplified to exhibit the poet’s ‘veneration of the church of Rome [and]
respect and deference towards its head.” What we know of Dante’s assurance
and ambivalence, however, does not warrant the amplification. Still, Foscolo’s
critics and many Dantists today agree that the Comedy’s few compliments were
sincere and its many complaints were temperate or, at least, narrowly focused.
Hence, they agree that Foscolo’s ‘perverse ingenuity’ made too much of the
poem’s censures.?* Actually, the problem is quite the reverse. Foscolo’s Discorso
let the censures speak for themselves and resisted extending the antipapal theme
as we have extended it here. To salvage Foscolo’s ingenuity, it was first necessary
to make a fundamental distinction between the Discorso and Rossetti’s eccentric
speculations, Rossetti himself anticipated us. In private correspondence, he
endorsed Foscolo’s position but regretted that his colleague had not turned up
the conspiracy and sefta numerosissima which purportedly shared Dante’s
opinions.?* As it happened, Rossetti’s arguments for the conspiracy and sect
proved absolutely insupportable. The point of this paper is that the conspiracy’s
collapse need not discredit the image of a stridently antipapal Dante sketched by
both Rossetti and Foscolo.

The study of Dante’s reception in the early nineteenth century is a tricky
business. It would be ludicrous to argue Foscolo’s exile and resentment did not
affect his commentary. Once we acknowledge such influence, however, we are
confronted with a much more difficult decision. We may accept the consensus
that ‘the image. .. Foscolo inserted into the Romantic horizon of expectations
had little to do with the medieval Florentine’.?* Or we may submit that exile and

‘resentment yielded a profound understanding of Dante’s indignation and the
Comedy’s indictments. Pairing exile and perceptive exegesis in that way raises
serious theoretical issues, as does any effort to generalise about a text’s fate and
interpreters’ expectations. Rather than grapple with those issues, I want only to
conclude that there are reasons to believe that one fugitive poet offered a
plausible and persuasive, if not ultimately provable, reading of another. There
are good reasons to think that the Comedy’s antipapal orientation is more
comprehensive and uncompromising than most contemporary critics presume.

Peter Iver Kaufman
The University of North Carolina
Chapel Hill
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