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INTRODUCTION

This study is multidisciplinary in its inclusion of various research areas: it combines Experimental
Music Theatre and Historically Informed Performance (HIP), the latter being a work process used
by musicians trained in Early Music. It will take the Divina Commedia of Dante Alighieri (1265-
1321) as a basis for this combination, involving the area of Literature Studies. The research is
materialized into a music theatre work where the musical and extramusical references of the Divina
Commedia have been approached with the methodology used in Early Music. This methodology
aims to be as informed as possible about the original historical performance practice, context or

sound of a musical composition.

THEORETICAL CONTEXTS AND MOTIVATIONS

In the Divina Commedia, the Medieval concept of music plays an important role. The Medieval
theory of musica universalis deals with the perfection of God reflected in the harmonious
proportions of the universe. The highest level of this type of music represents the relation between
the planets (musica mundana). At an intermediate level it indicates harmonious proportions in body
and soul (musica humana). The lowest level implies the only type of music audible for our
imperfect ears, music as we understand it today (musica instrumentalis), which despite of its name
includes vocal and instrumental music. Dante endorses his narrative of Afterlife with this theory of
music, adapting it to Inferno, Purgatory and Paradise. In Inferno, the damned souls are denied any
kind of music and are not even able to produce music themselves. There are also some non-musical
parodies on liturgical music. Dante presents Inferno clearly as an anti-musical world. In Purgatory,
the souls have to sing liturgical chants, which they do to cleanse their souls, gladly despite their
tears, restoring their own musica humana through musica instrumentalis. Paradise is presented as a
beautiful Divine theatre where music and dance are continuous but not always comprehensible for
Dante the protagonist. This sonorous and hypersonorous aspect of the Divina Commedia has begun
to be studied by some scholars but there has not been any historically informed musical setting of

the chants of Dante's time.

The chants mentioned in the Divina Commedia are still present in the current church repertoire.
Despite their appearance in a kind of pseudo-medieval notation, the chants forming part of the
standard repertoire are not the same as the ones sung in the 13" and 14" centuries. At the end of the

19™ century, the monks of the French monastery of Solesmes tried to restore the 12" century St.



Gallen chants. These chants were written in a type of notation called neumes, not meant to indicate
pitch but only performance details. By then, the entire chant repertoire had to be memorized by the
singing clerics, who indeed must have had a remarkable memory. The 19" century Solesmes monks
based themselves on these chants because they were the oldest that survived. Their aim was to
obtain one unified, “original” chant repertoire, which they presented in the form of square notation
with neumes above it. However, Medieval reality was different. Although the Church always strived
for a musical union throughout all their establishments, there were local differences and around
1300 there existed certainly varieties that were not in the St. Gallen repertoire due to developments
in liturgical musical practice. We must not forget either that written music served as a basis for
improvised organum — a kind of simple polyphony with one or two added voices — something not
reflected in nowadays notation and practice. In addition, the Solesmes school interpreted the rhythm
as a free flow which was assimilated into standard practice, while in the Middle Ages the chants
were performed in a more measured manner. Due to the fact that they presented their work as being
“authentic” while lacking a critical apparatus and being manipulated by their interpretation, the

standard repertoire is not the same as the one in 13™ century Italy.

If we wish to approximate the music of the Divina Commedia in the form that Dante might have
known it, we must avoid using the standard church repertoire and head directly to the historical
sources. Ideally, this would be manuscripts of which we know that they were present in the Santa
Reparata in Florence, the smaller cathedral previously existent to the current Santa Maria del Fiore.
However, the Italian manuscripts have not been digitalized and it would be a musicological thesis in
itself to digitalize, analyze and publish them. For this practice-based research, it has been decided to
work with other so-called peripheral manuscripts (that is, non-Parisian) from Switzerland and
Austria. We know that there was a difference between the Parisian new polyphonic genres and the
general practices in the more “conservative” peripheral areas, which consisted of less complex
improvised polyphony called organum. Although we will not be working with the manuscripts from
Dante's exact location, we will study those of which we suppose that they were at least musically
close to the chants that Dante might have heard. We will also “compose” additional voices
according to the Medieval rules for organum. Furthermore, the non-musical sounds mentioned in
the Divina Commedia will be listed and performed. In this way, the resulting composition of sounds
and music is an approach to Dante's sonorous world. There are many mises-en-scene of the Divina
Commedia, but none of them depart from a historical-musical research of the chants that are

mentioned in the narrative.



The combination of Early Music and Experimental Music Theatre is also one that has not been
explored yet. This type of music theatre is an art form “between the arts™: it is not purely theatre, it
1s not a concert, it is not a performance, it is not opera and it is certainly not a musical. It is an
experimental, small-scale, multidisciplinary art form that combines drama with music and other art
forms such as dance, physical theatre and visual arts. It has been described with other terms, such as
Instrumental or Composed Theatre. Instrumental Theatre focusses more on musical interpretation,
while Composed Theatre rather refers to the creative process. For the specific music theatre work
that has been created for this thesis, Composed Theatre could be an appropriate term. Music,
movement, light and colour have been used as elements within a dramatical composition, just as if
they were notes in a musical composition. Music theatre normally includes newly composed music
or sounds. Earlier “classical” music is certainly used as well, but normally this is not repertoire from
before 1700 and it does not include historical-musical research. Experimental Music Theatre covers
a relatively small part of international artistic activity but its combination with HIP of Early Music

is even less frequent.

There are three reasons why this combination is interesting. First, the methodology of HIP can
contribute to an original creative process for a music theatre work, due to its rigour and use of
historical sources. Second, the sound of Medieval, Renaissance or Baroque music performed in a
historically informed manner can lead to a different theatrical-musical language. Third, Early Music
and Medieval liturgical chant in particular have a determined audience and bringing it to a different
context opens it up to a broader audience. Removing a musical repertoire from its context means
loosing part of its original experience. Perhaps it is much more ideal to perform Medieval liturgical
chant in a church for a Catholic audience that knows the texts, their meanings and the current
standard versions, so they can sincerely be surprised about the difference with the melodies they
know and still be profoundly touched by these Medieval chants. The music theatre audience will
certainly not have such an experience, but the combination of this music with a narrative in the form

of theatre, dance and visual arts can reach the audience in a different manner.

Another aim of this research has been to communicate Dante's aesthetics and thoughts to a
contemporary audience and has derived into an exploration of his metaphysics. Apparently, most of
his ideas are linked specifically to his context and need formal adaptation in order to convey the
same meaning to us. However, if we read between the lines, his metaphysical statements are much
more universal than the text suggests. They are essential to our understanding of the Divina
Commedia because without them, it is just a curious, historical and doctrinal narration. In reality,

Dante's intention was exactly to transcend all doctrine, all history, all finite. The music theatre work



created for this research aims to express this essential idea behind Dante's Commedia. It takes the
sonorous level as a departure point for a journey through Dante's Afterworld, long after the
protagonist Dante lived his own experience. Now, it will be our own journey, just as Dante
proposed in his writing, through the same questions that Dante asked himself about the mystery of

Life.

STRUCTURE OF RESEARCH

Chapter 1. As mentioned before, this study is on the crossroads of Early Music and Experimental
Music Theatre, through a mise-en-scene of the Divina Commedia of Dante Alighieri. This chapter
will be dedicated to the movement of Early Music and its motivations. The whole concept of Early
Music brings along specific problematics, since it is a reinterpretation of something that was
composed in very different circumstances, for a very different context, with different instruments or
voices within a different aesthetics and framework of common understanding. This chapter also
sketches an overview of the unique situation and problematics of the musical repertoire within the
Church. The following sections deal with theoretical knowledge of Medieval music and in

particular liturgical chant.

First, an overview is given for the musical historical background of the Divina Commedia. Then, we
will discuss the role of plainchant in Medieval liturgy and the different forms in which plainchant
can be sung. The chapter also describes the theoretical concept of the Harmony of the Spheres,
musica universalis, and its relation with Pythagorean tuning based on perfect fifths, which are all
basic to the functioning and performance of Medieval music. We will continue with a discussion of
the church modes and the system of the hexachords described by Guido d'Arezzo (ca.992-after
1033). Then a section will follow on the Medieval voice and instruments. The voice was considered
superior to musical instruments because it was a Divine creation, while instruments were created by
man. We do not know how the voice sounded and there is very little evidence about it. Finally, the
chapter ends with notation and its relationship with rhythm, improvisation and polyphony. This
information is essential to obtain a basic idea of Medieval performance practice of liturgical chant,

one of the major aspects of this study.

Chapter 2 defines the second underlying research area of this thesis, which is Experimental Music
Theatre. This is a extensive form of art-between-the-arts whose borders are not always clear. It is

characterized by a musical way of thinking in its structuring and expression, and includes various



art disciplines. The chapter begins with an overview of its predecessors, which contributes to a
better understanding of the nature and position of Experimental Music Theatre and gives an idea of
its variety of forms. The second part of the chapter is focussed on defining the characteristics of the
field that distinguish it from other disciplines. Sometimes it overlaps other artistic disciplines, such
as dance theatre, performance or opera; its borders are not well-defined and other terms have been
used as well to describe art works that include various disciplines, depending on the most
accentuated artistic discipline or the way of presenting the work. This chapter discusses a possible

definition of Experimental Music Theatre. It also centres on the creative processes within the field.

Chapter 3 deals with the narrative of Dante's Divina Commedia. It has been studied ever since it
appeared in manuscripts because of its richness of ideas, knowledge and language. The chapter
begins with an overview of the historical context of the work: the circumstances that led Dante to
write it and the reception of the work. Dante was exiled for life from his city Florence when he
wrote the Commedia. It gave him the freedom to write about society from an external perspective
and to express his personal questions about concepts of city, identity, home and life itself while
being an encyclopedic journey through academical matters. Chapter 3 subsequently gives an
overview of the general structure of Dante's journey through Afterlife, the basic narrative and
subject matter. Then, we will discuss some interpretations of the text that have formed the
inspiration for the music theatre work created within this research. Finally, a separate section is
dedicated to Dante's metaphysics, the central message of the Divina Commedia, and Dante's answer

to universal questions that we still ask ourselves nowadays.

Chapter 4 deals with the sonorous events and references in the Divina Commedia. On a sonorous
level, the journey leads from “Anti-Music” in Inferno to “Hyper-Music” in Paradise. In Inferno, the
damned are denied any form of music and cannot even express themselves musically. Instead, it is a
world of cacophony and parody on liturgical music. In Purgatory, the souls must sing liturgical
chants in order to purge themselves, while an angel at the gate to each terrace sings one phrase from
the Beatitudes with an inhumanly beautiful voice. The souls sing musica instrumentalis (audible
music) in order to re-balance their own musica humana (the harmonic relations within themselves)
and prepare them for Paradise. Paradise consists of a type of music that is incomprehensible for
human imperfect ears. It is one great Divine representation filled with song and dance by the happy

spirits.

Chapter 5 focusses on the historical musical sources that were selected for the performance of the

Commedia's chants. Each chant's origin and transcription will be analyzed. Also, their performance



practice will be discussed based on the information in Chapter 1. Part of this performance practice
is the improvisation or “composition” of additional voices according to the rules of organum. The
transcriptions and historical information on their performance will be used for the music theatre

work Incipit.

Chapter 6 deals with the project for the mise-en-scene of the Commedia, a music theatre work
which will be titled /ncipit. It describes the concepts underlying Incipit and its various references
from the different artistic disciplines: Experimental Music Theatre, Performance, Dance Theatre,
Early Music and Film. It reports about the process of composition, rehearsals and recording for the
soundtrack of Incipit, as well as the creative process in the physical-musical rehearsals for the final

mise-en-scene.

Not only the sonorous references, but also all the fragments about movement, gesture, colour or
light were collected and reflected in a table, serving as possible dramatical compositional elements.
However, the sonorous references formed the cornerstone of /ncipit and were maintained as intact
as possible in their chronological order, whereas the references to visual elements were applied
more freely, only when thought of as a contributive artistic element in the mise-en-scene. Incipit is a
historically informed sonorous journey through Dante's Afterworld, in which the visual elements are

contemporary without loss of contact with Dante's philosophical ideas as discussed in chapter 3.

The thesis will finish with the conclusions derived from the theoretical research in combination with

the investigation through the creation and performance of Incipit.

LIMITS OF THE RESEARCH

Nature of the research

This study uses three kinds of research: bibliographical, musicological and practical. First of all,
extensive bibliographical research is the basis for every PhD thesis. For this thesis, bibliography on
Classical Philosophy, Medieval Philosophy, Medieval music, Medieval aesthetics, Dante, the
Commedia, Music Theatre and other theatre forms has been studied. The bibliography on Medieval
music combined with musicological analysis led to a transcription of the 14" century musical
sources and its historically informed performance, including the composition of additional voices

according to the rules for improvised simple polyphony around 1300. The research through practice



consists of creating an experimental music theatre work for one performer, in rehearsing it and
performing it, observing how the methodology of Historically Informed Performance influences the

mise-en-scene.

Limits of the study area

The study areas on which this research is based are Early Music, Experimental Music Theatre and
Literature Studies. Literature Studies have served in order to obtain a comprehension of the
Commedia's contents and underlying philosophy and determined the concepts behind the narrative
of the music theatre work Incipit. Early Music is the collective name for both the movement of
interprets working in a historically informed manner and the term for all music approximately
before 1750-1800, although this limit is constantly shifted and will never cease to do so. In the end,
all music that has not been composed today could be viewed as Early Music. Normally, Early Music
stands for a combination of the two: music until approximately the second half of the 18" century
and performed in a historically informed manner. In the case of Incipit, its music is Medieval and
the methodology that was chosen is historically informed. Since the standard ecclesiastic chants that
are sung nowadays are not as old as they seem, nor their performance practice, the standard chant
books have been avoided as much as possible for Incipit. Finally, Incipit is an Experimental Music
Theatre work, where various artistic disciplines come together and musical thought underlies the

creative process.

Format of Incipit

Incipit will be a music theatre work of approximately one hour. It will be performed in a black box

theatre and recorded on video.

Methodological and bibliographical limits

Bibliographical study has been done for chapters 1, 2, 3 and 4. Composition and performance form
the basis of Chapter 5, 6 and 7, with a specific focus on historical research of the Medieval chants.
Chapter 6 centres around the creation of an experimental music theatre work. This implied reading
the text of the Commedia, organizing and selecting fragments based on sound, movement, gesture,
light and colour, of which the sonorous fragments formed the essence for Incipit. The bibliography
for this study has been diverse due to the fact that different genres are mixed. The field of Literature

Studies has provided the bibliography on the interpretation of the Commedia's narrative and its
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underlying philosophy. The group of bibliography on Early Music and its theoretical fundamentals
is written by musicologists and musicians specialized in Early Music. The area of contemporary
performance arts has provided the bibliography on the concepts of Experimental Music Theatre,
Composed Theatre, but also on aspects of dramaturgy. Also, a general study about liturgy has been
essential, such as the role of the chants within the services. There has been bibliographical study on
the sonorous world in the Middle Ages. The metaphysics of Dante have been studied, and the
relation between body and soul in the Middle Ages and specifically in Dante's Commedia.
Contemporary mises-en-scene either in relation to the Commedia or in relation to the aesthetics of
Incipit have been studied. Finally, the creation, rehearsals and performance of /ncipit form an
essential research route in which practice itself allows artistic research. They were the means of
investigation of the question how Historically Informed Performance influences an experimental

music theatre work.

Actuality of the research

Experimental music theatre, Composed Theatre or any other term that describes this genre-between-
genres is quite a young research field in itself. Moreover, its combination with Historically
Informed Performance of Early Music probably does not have any existing research yet.
Furthermore, the research and historically informed performance of Medieval versions of the chants
mentioned in the Commedia — including the composition and performance of organum — within its

mise-en-scene has not been done either, as far as the author of this study is aware.

HYPOTHESIS

Through a mise-en-scene of the Divina Commedia, the work methods taken from Historically
Informed Performance will contribute to a music theatre performance and influence both its work
process and dramatical language.

The research question is: How do the work methods taken from Historically Informed Performance
practice contribute to the creation of a contemporary Music Theatre performance in a mise-en-scene

of the Divina Commedia?
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AIMS

Our general aim is to merge a musical historicist rigour with contemporary experimental music
theatre through a mise-en-scene based on the Commedia. Following this aim, specific aims were
formulated:

* Location, transcription and performance of the chants mentioned in the Commedia.

* Creation of an overview of all its sonorous and visual elements.

* Analysis of its main concepts.

* Analysis of the role of musical and non-musical sounds in the Commedia.

* Procedure of applying sonorous and visual elements as compositional elements.

* Approach of the Medieval conceptual and sonorous world.

* Extension of Medieval chants performed historically informed to a non-specialist audience.

* Introduction of the Commedia to a wider audience, conveying its concepts.

METHODOLOGY

The methodology has included the following research areas :
*  Musicology and Early Music Studies
* Medieval Literature Studies

* Contemporary Music Theatre Studies

The means in order to reach the aims have been:

* Search of musical sources and their study.

* Study of the principal text and glossary.

* Reading of bibliography on the Middle Ages, Medieval music and performance practice,
Contemporary Music Theatre Studies, the Sonorous Medieval world, Classical and
Medieval Philosophy, the relation between body and soul in Medieval life and afterlife,
Medieval Aesthetics, projects of the Divina Commedia until now, Dramaturgy.

* Quantitative analysis of the text: isolation of fragments of sound, movement, gesture, color
and light.

* Selection of pre-recorded sounds.

* Recording of noises, phrases and chants.

* Creation of a storyboard or timeline.
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* Theatrical and musical composition.

* Rehearsal and investigation through practice.

RESEARCH STRATEGY

The Commedia has served as the narrative framework for the combination of Early Music with
Experimental Music Theatre. Therefore, thorough knowledge of the Commedia has been essential
to this research. The Commedia itself and ample bibliography on its contents have been studied. The
work has been scanned for all references to sound, movement, gestures, color and light, which were
combined in a table. There was also a selection of specific phrases and events within the text.

Subsequently, a basic outline for the dramaturgy was written.

The Medieval chants were found online in digital databases containing 14™ century manuscripts.
First the type of chant was determined (such as hymn, psalm or Marian antiphon). Sometimes,
psalms were performed in a special way, by two groups or by a soloist and a choir. These versions
are existent in the surviving manuscripts. On the contrary, if a psalm was sung normally, it was set
to music on a psalm tone, a fixed musical formula. There are eight psalm tones, one for each church
mode. There is also the tonus peregrinus or “wandering tone”, beginning on an A and ending on a
G. The Medieval psalm tones were probably not the same as the present ones, but their melodies
have not survived because they were known by heart. It was believed that each church mode
expressed a different mood. For those psalms that have no version in a digitalized musical
document, a modern psalm tone was chosen according to the mood of the particular scene in

Dante's Commedia.

The selected digital sources were transcribed and additional voices were composed according to the
late-Medieval rules of organum. The bibliographic reading was continued about Medieval
aesthetics, the role of music in the Commedia, the Classical Greek and Roman authors, Medieval
daily life and sounds, Medieval music theory, the Medieval voice, soul and body in the Commedia,
Dante's metaphysics and Multidisciplinary Theatre. The writing process developed simultaneaously
with the advances in the creation of /ncipit. Non-musical sounds were selected at
www.freesound.org, while other sounds, phrases and chants were recorded. The selected recordings
were edited and combined into three sound files with the software Audacity. Inferno, Purgatory and

Paradise each take between 15 and 25 minutes in this digital track, adding up to about an hour for
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the performance. Once the basic dramaturgy was fixed and the sound files were ready to be used,
the physical rehearsals started. In combination with the soundtrack there was experimentation

through live sounds and chants, the body, the space and the lighting.

This creative process — from the composition to the performance — set into work the essential
research process centred around the question how the methodology of Early Music influenced the
creation of an experimental music theatre work. It was thus much more than a result or side-product
of the research: it was the origin of the research question. This concords with several other
contributions on practice-based research, such as the one by philosopher and pianist Marcel
Cobussen, who states that “the art work is not a practical aid which rushes in to help the
discursively presented conclusions; it is itself the statement and the conclusion™'. Ostersjo in his
PhD thesis argues that in the case of his own practice-based project, “the research takes its deepest
motivation from the artistic quest, rather than from a theoretical discussion.”” He continues noting
that his artistic practice “should function as a primary methodological tool, with the characteristic
ambition of action research to not only study a certain process but also to attempt at achieving
change in the existing practice.” (Ostersjo 2008, 11). Also Falk Hiibner observes that his artistic
questions form the basis of his research. He presents the relation between the artistic practice and
the theory around it as a feedback loop, where both influence, reinforce and inspire each other: “my
artistic practice builds the foundation and motivation for the research questions and theoretical
studies, which in turn feed back into the artistic work.” Indeed, for our practice-based research, the
concept of Incipit also formed the motivation and orientation for the research question. However,
since Incipit departs from historical versions of the chants mentioned in Dante's Commedia, as well
as all the other sounds, movements, gestures, colours and light, it was first necessary to do a
thorough analysis of the Commedia as well as a thorough search of historical musical scores. In this
sense, the combination of the methodological of Historical Informed Performance with
Experimental Music Theatre shows that the creative act is not the start of the research, because it
necessarily has to be preceded by documental research. The interaction of practice and theory is set
into motion once the creative act takes place in the form of composition, recording and rehearsal.
The art work supplies an other type of knowledge than theory does, as Marcel Cobussen well
explains. He argues that art does not only provide a metaphysical experience, but also makes us

“wonder at the inexhaustibility of reality”. It gives us other perspectives on the world in which we

live: “in or through art we can perhaps arrive at another kind of knowledge, another kind of

1 Cobussen, M., “The Trojan Horse. Epistemological Explorations Concerning Practice Based Research.” Dutch
Journal of Music Theory 12/1 (2007), p.18

2 Ostersjé, S., “SHUT UP N' PLAY! Negotiating the Musical Work”, PhD Thesis, (Lund University, 2008)

3 Hiibner, F.,, Shifting Identities: the Musician as Theatrical Performer, PhD thesis (University of Leiden, 2013)
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thinking, a thinking beyond opining, representing, reasoning, and conceiving, that is, beyond
‘ordinary’ thinking.” (Cobussen 2008, 26). Thus, if art provides new ways of unconcealing
knowledge about the world we live in, then artistic research opens up a new ways of obtaining

knowledge, questioning the traditional meaning of truth in the academic world until recently.

(Cobussen 2008, 32).

Ostersjo in his thesis distinguished two types of research: one in which the researcher takes part as
researcher and the participators are the research objects, called “emancipatory action research”, and
one in which the researcher is also the practicioner, called “practicioner research” (Ostersjd 2008,
12). The research through and around Incipit was clearly “practicioner research”, where the
researcher took on composition, recording, direction and performance. In this way, control over the
entire creative process was maintained by one and the same person. The term “action research” was
coined in 1944 by social-psychologist Kurt Lewin. It is a strategy in which there is an eternal circle
of planning, action, reflexion and observation of the result in order to adapt the original plan and go
through the entire process again. In practice-based research there is indeed an ongoing chain of
these circles, just as Falk Hiibner also made clear. Theoretical concepts are brought into practice,
where some do not function the way they were thought to do, leading to a reformulation of some of

these concepts, which again can provoke changes in the practice.
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CHAPTER 1 - EARLY MUSIC AND MEDIEVAL MUSIC THEORY

1.1 Early Music Research and its Problematics

Within the creation of the music theatre work Incipit, we shall make use of Historically Informed
Performance for the Medieval chants referred to in the Divina Commedia. This working method,
often abbreviated to HIP, is used for historical music with which we have lost a direct relationship
because of the passing of time. Even tradition represents a fluid timeline of ever-changing
perspectives and does not guarantee an unchanged performance practice. HIP consists of studying
not only the historical musical sources themselves but also treatises, surviving musical instruments,
archival documents, iconography, etc. The wish to approach historical music through knowledge of
its context and practice came about at the end of the 19" and beginning of the 20" century, known as
the Early Music movement. In this chapter we will discuss the development of the Early Music
movement and its problematics, so that we can come to a better understanding about what Early
Music actually is, why we should use a special approach for it and which specific problematics we
encounter. We will also observe that the performance of liturgical chants has its own specific

history, with its own obstacles.

Until the last decades of the 20™ century, the term “Early Music” referred only to the study of
Baroque music and earlier styles, but by then it was extended toward Romantic music as well.
Nowadays, it applies rather to “any music for which a historically appropriate style of performance
must be reconstructed on the basis of surviving scores, treatises, instruments and other
contemporary evidence”.* The discussion has revolved around the question of what would be
exactly “historically appropriate”, but the existence of the Early Music movement clearly reflects
the wish to come closer to the historical composition and to its possible historical sound. Such an
interest has not always existed. In fact, until the end of the 19™ century, it was more common to
perform contemporary music, while older music was generally seen as “outdated”. As a
consequence, earlier music was substituted or fell into oblivion, while the newly composed music
had a living contact with its audience; a situation similar to pop music culture nowadays. Music
until the end of the 18" century was generally composed for a specific occasion, mostly on a
benefactor's demand, making it a functional art form rather than an independent art work. Only at
the end of the 19" century, when the figure of the composer was well established as an inspired and
special artist, the idea of a composition being an independent work of art definitively replaced the

idea of music as a functional product without any individual value.

4 Harry Haskell. "Early music." Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online. Oxford University Press
http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/46003 [accessed 19-10-2014]
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Nonetheless, already from the early 18" century, in England, France and Prussia there were in fact
initiatives to perform what was Early Music for them, but it would be with the musical language
and instrumentation of their own time. The Academy of Ancient Music in London was a first
initiative. It was founded in 1726 with the aim of studying and performing music of more than 100
years old, but later it began to include more contemporary composers. Moreover, in the 19" century
the so-called Bach Revival took place, first in Germany but soon also in other countries. In fact,
Mendelssohn got a copy of by then forgotten Bach's St Matthew Passion and would direct it in
Berlin in 1829.
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Early music became more and more popular among the European aristocracy and rich bourgeoisie.
From 1890 onward, the “Early Music Movement” became more independent and stronger. Despite
of being mainly an amateur movement, it brought a new development to musical culture by

focussing on the possible intentions of the composer and the historical instruments he used for this.
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For this reason, historical research became an essential tool for the movement. The musician and
instrument maker Arnold Dolmetsch was one of its main contributors, since the historical copies of
instruments he built were much closer to the original ones and he was one of the first to use the term
“authenticity”. This term became important for the defense of the Early Music movement, but it
would cause a considerable amount of discussion within the Early Music movement in the later half
of the 20™ century. Dolmetsch himself argued that “we can no longer allow anyone to stand between
us and the composer”, which according to Haskell became a credo for the beginning historical
performance movement”.” Beside instrumental music, there were also many initiatives in reviving

the choral music and the baroque operas.

Fig. 3. Dolmetsch family and assistants, 1932. Arnold Dolmetsch is sitting in the centre.

After World War II, the Early Music movement grew especially strong in The Netherlands,
England, Austria and the USA. Musicians like Nikolaus Harnoncourt, Gustav Leonhardt, René
Clemencic, Alfred Deller and Paul Hindemith were important figures in this field. Although the
1920s had already witnessed the first recordings of Early Music performances, the 1940s brought

the vinyl long-playing record and with it a broader distribution of historicist performances. This

5 Harry Haskell. "Early music." Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online. Oxford University Press
http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/46003 [accessed 19-10-2014]
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larger distribution was not only due to the fact that the vinyl record became a popular medium but
also, as Bernard D. Sherman states in his book Inside Early Music, because it “allowed period
instruments, which often produce less volume than modern ones and can be harder to keep in tune,
to come across more effectively to listeners than they might in a modern concert hall”. In the
1960s, when the movement became more commercial, the leading performers in the early styles
were, amongst others, Nikolaus Harnoncourt, Frans Briiggen and David Munrow. With these
musicians, the movement became definitely a professional one, on the same virtuosic level as the
“mainstream” tradition, the common performance practice of classical and romantic music. From
this time on, Early Music instruments would be taught more and more at conservatories, causing an
extensive growth of knowledge of the historic styles and virtuosity in their performance. While the
1960s still witnessed a considerable amount of experimentation, especially in medieval and
renaissance music, in the 1980s and 1990s there was an increasing historically informed approach
to this music. Since the 1970s, the impact of historicist performance on “mainstream” performance
has been visible in the sense that it raised a certain awareness of historical performance aspects,
such as ornaments, tone and articulation. Moreover, the Early Music area began to extend its
borders toward the 19" century — now also Romantic music was performed on period instruments
by musicians trained in Early music — but not without critique from outside.” Christopher Hogwood,
Reinhard Goebel, William Christie, Jordi Savall, the Kuijken brothers, and Nikolaus Harnoncourt

were among the main musicians from this time on.

The movement has experienced many points of discussion between the 1960s and 1990s, especially
about the term “authenticity”, which was gradually abandoned for others such as “historicist” or
“historically informed practice”.® The issue of authenticity is directly connected to the idea of the
composition as an autonomous musical work of art. In the 19" century the so-called Werktreue
arose, the “fidelity” to the Work, as if it were an Object standing on its own (like a painting or
stature) irregardless of the musical performer.” However, in time it was discovered how a written
musical composition on paper can never be a finished, independent work. Lydia Goehr, Professor of
Philosophy at Columbia University and specialized in philosophy of music, aesthetics and

philosophy of history, explains the reason behind this impossibility:

6 And adds the remark in parentheses: “That modern technology has been crucial to a historically oriented movement
has often been called ironic.” Sherman, B. D., “Authenticity in Musical Performance”, Pos. 49

7 Bernard D. Sherman borrows the term “disputes over turf” from Kerman, and says that recently the turf wars “have
softened, giving rise increasingly to what Alfred Brendel calls “true cross-fertilization””. Sherman, B.D., Inside
Early Music: Conversations with Performers (Oxford, 1997), p. 4-7

8 As Bernard D. Sherman states, also the aesthetic basis for the Early Music movement. Sherman, B.D., Inside Early
Music: Conversations with Performers (Oxford, 1997), p. 10

9 Goehr, L. The Imaginary Museum of Musical Works: An Essay in the Philosophy of Music (New York, 1992). She
calls it the Werktreue ideal, regarding musical compositions as independent 'works'., Introduction.
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“Works cannot, in any straightforward sense, be physical, mental, or ideal objects. They do not exist as
concrete, physical objects; they do not exist as private ideas existing in the mind of a composer, a
performer, or a listener; neither do they exist in the eternally existing world of ideal, uncreated forms.
They are not identical, furthermore, to any one of their performances. Performances take place in real
time; their parts succeed one another. The temporal dimension of works is different; their parts exist
simultaneously. Neither are works identical to their scores. There are properties of the former, say,

expressive properties, that are not attributable to the latter. And if all copies of the score of a Beethoven

Symphony are destroyed, the symphony itself does not thereby cease to exist, or so it has been argued.”
(Goehr 1992, pos. 70).

She continues stating that there is a close relationship between the written musical score, its
performance and the identity of that work, and that it is not an easy question to tell what kind of
existence or identity the compositions do have (Goehr 1992, pos 71). The fact is that there were
times in which a composition was made for the occasion and performed once or a few times before
being replaced by a newer composition. From the moment that a composition is seen as autonomous
and integral, the question arises if the performer is being faithful to the composition or to the
performance in its original context. Recently composed music does not present that much of a
problem since it forms part of the current audible culture, but historical music does so, since it does
not belong to the performer’s tradition and culture in the same way. Some aspects are definitely
recoverable through study of original instruments, historical treatises, documents, iconography etc.,
but other aspects are impossible to revive, simply because we will never know or because we
cannot recreate the exact circumstances. There are even undesirable aspects within our culture, such
as castrato singers. Most historical music was performed within a context that was completely
different. How can the original meaning of a musical work be respected? What is that original
meaning actually, can we ever know it? And if so, do we actually want to respect that original
meaning? When the Early Music movement was still arising, the question of authenticity was used
as a motivation for getting closer to the original sound of the historical music or the original
intention of the composer. However, soon it became a defence against “mainstream” musicians and
critics, advocating its own “superiority” in the performance of ancient music. As the movement
grew, it became less necessary to defend itself. This was when the idea of authenticity became an

interior dispute within the Early Music movement.

The term “authenticity” was taken from musicologists who applied it to describe the authorship of a
manuscript. The word was used by the Early Music movement in order to claim that a performance
was as the composer wanted it or heard it, unlike a “false” performance in the sense that it was

modernized or changed and was not anymore the original work. Different kinds of problems arose
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with these statements, and through the years they were articulated stronger in the form of critiques
within the Early Music movement itself. Bernard D. Sherman recognized in these critics
fundamental doubts about three issues: the possibility of historical authenticity, its desirability and

the performers' motivations.'

The first doubt is about the question if it is really possible to perform music exactly the way it was
performed in its own time. Sherman comes with the example of the castrati but he states that in
general the historical information we have at our disposal will never cover every aspect of its
performance, there will always be something that has to be imagined. He refers to Richard Taruskin,
an American musicologist who wrote the book 7ext and Act, where he analysed the premises of the
concept of authenticity. Taruskin stated that modern musical imaginations by definition will be
different from the historical ones.!' Furthermore, between the moment that a determined historical
work was composed and now, many things have changed, such as the audience, the circumstances
within which the work is performed and its function. Sherman bases himself on the book Early
Recordings and Musical Style by Robert Philip when he argues that the era of the music recording
has brought with it a high technical demand and precision in the performance of what is written.'?
Taruskin wrote an interesting article about the historical audience for the opera seria, that was not
being attentive at all to the performance, because the occasion was a social one and the music was
performed during various nights. He compares it with the TV in our living room, which can be

attended from time to time but for the rest it is just a background noise."

The second doubt was about the desirability of historical accuracy. Much music was composed for
next day's performance, the music was almost played at first sight and the musicians were not all as
good as we expect them to be nowadays. As Sherman continues: “these critics argue that period
performance cannot be assumed to have been better in any meaningful way than modern,
unhistorical ones”." Focussing not only on how it might have sounded originally but also at the
intentions of the composer, we encounter even more problems because it might just be possible that
a modern performance could serve the composer's intentions better (although we can never exactly
know what his intentions were). In this group also falls the question if the performer should honour

the historical accuracy or the audience's needs. Without the audience there is no performance but,

10 Sherman, B.D., Inside Early Music: Conversations with Performers (Oxford, 1997), p.8-20

11 Taruskin, Text and Act (New York, 1995), p.74

12 Philip, R. Early Recordings and Musical Style, Cambridge, 1991

13 Taruskin, R., “Performance Practice”, The Oxford History of Western Music, Vol. 2 (Oxford, 2005)

14 Sherman, B.D.," Authenticity in Musical Performance" from The Encyclopedia of Aesthetics, ed. Michael J. Kelly
(New York, 1998), pos. 94
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on the other hand, it would not be good for such an art form to depend only on demand. Sherman
also refers to the idea — commented by the philosopher and musicologist Peter Kivy in his book
Authenticities — that, within our culture of posing the figure of the composer on a pedestal,
performers are expected to take into account the composer's intentions but they can end up rejecting
them if there are other options that work better for them (Sherman 1998, post 123). He mentions
Taruskin's idea that many musicians, even if they think they are using all the relevant historical
material, they are unconsciously selective anyway, being lead by their own taste within
contemporary culture. In a way, historicist performance is in fact a contemporary form of
expression. Over the majority of the historical repertoire there is no consensus about the desirability
of its precise historical interpretation which, according to Sherman, suggests that this decision is not
objective but rather dependent on the performer himself and the era in which he lives. The
musicologist Howard Mayer Brown, one of the most influential analysts on historically
performance practice, gives the example of the early recordings of singers at the beginning of the
20™ century, such as the recording of the last castrato singer. They do not fit our taste anymore, in

spite of being historically very close to us."”

Concerning the performers' motivations, the most important one is the conviction that historicist
performance will improve the interpretation of specific works, but there are also other motivations
that can be simultaneously present within a performer, among which Bernard D. Sherman mentions
the possibility of innovation or simply being distinct in the musical world where there is a lot of
competition and a limited repertoire. Although contemporary music offers this possibility as well, it
attracts only a small audience, while early music is more accessible to a wider audience. Therefore
historicist performance and its music were an alternative to the already existing repertoire. A third
motivation could be a wish for more personal freedom within performance which early music seems
to give us but, on the other hand, a considerable amount of historical rules have to be studied and

applied in order to call a performance a historicist one, so in a way it is only an apparent freedom.'®

As we have seen, in historicist performance the perspective of the performer is the determining
factor. No matter how historically precise we would like to be, unconsciously or consciously we
always make selections, highlighting the aspects of the music that fit into our own world view and
aesthetics. The issue here is that a written composition, unlike fine arts, is an unfinished work. It

can only be completed when it is performed and consequently every time it will be a different work.

15 Howard Mayer Brown, et al. "Performing practice." Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online. Oxford University
Press, http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/40272pgl . [accessed 3-11 2014]

16 Sherman refers to Perlman and Dreyfus about this point. Sherman, B.D., Inside Early Music: Conversations with
Performers (Oxford, 1997), p. 19
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We could assume that the composer has the largest part in the creation of the work but, in cases
such as Cage's aleatory works, the performer's role in creation is perhaps even larger than the

composer's role.

Nowadays the discussion about authenticity has grown to an understanding that it is not a realistic
value in performance because the composition is not a finished product and mostly there is no
possibility or desirability of perfect reproductions of a historical product. The argument has moved
toward the term Historical Informed Practice (HIP) which indicates that a musician is informed
about the historical composition and its context. It does not indicate anything about the performance
itself, only about the process. Nevertheless, as Howard Mayer Brown argues: “the means and style
of performance imagined by a composer are so indissolubly bound up with the whole musical fabric
that he or she has set down, that the communication and impact of the composition are seriously
impaired if the sounds imagined are not at least kept in mind when preparing modern

performances.”"”

Which are the aspects to be studied in order to reconstruct knowledge about a historical
composition? Howard Mayer Brown names notation (including improvisation and ornaments),
instruments, the way they were played, voice production, tuning (including pitch and temperament)
and ensembles (including size, disposition and the manner in which they are directed). The path
towards a comprehension of them is not only through study of the musical composition itself but
also of treatises, critical writings, iconography, organology (the study of the historical instruments)
and archival documents." Thus, in order to understand historical music, we must investigate further
than the mere musical score. We need to include social history and examine extra-musical
documents in order to come to an idea of how this music might have sounded and what could have
been its meaning and function. The further we go back in history, the less information we can
retrieve from the notation itself because there was no need to write down performance aspects that
were part of the conventions. Through history there has been a growing wish to captivate all the
performance elements within the musical score instead of the earlier “musical skeleton™.
Furthermore, there are less surviving documents and instruments as we go back in time. Until the
invention of the art of book print, musical copies were much scarcer and mostly copied for and in
the Church. Many documents have been destroyed in the meantime or they have become

unreadable, although modern instruments can recover much of what the bare eye cannot perceive

17 Howard Mayer Brown, et al. "Performing practice." Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online. Oxford University

Press, http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/40272pgl. [accessed 3-11 2014]
18 Ibid.
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anymore, even notes that were erased in palimpsests". Also the indications about the way a musical

composition was performed are scarcer or more difficult to understand for us.

Before the mensural system, there was the rhythmic modal system which is often ambiguous and
complex. Before the tonal system, there was the modal system with its own logic of musica recta
and musica ficta, the sharps and flats either entering the modal system (recta) or not (ficta), and
many of them not notated but supposed at that time. Before the notes and their pentagram there
were neumes, signs to mark the musical movement of a work. The earliest neumes were not even
meant to indicate the intervals, only later they came closer to the concept of notes. The few
surviving treatises were written in a culture whose conventions were lost through time, and some of
them do not seem logical to us anymore. In some case a vocabulary for specific techniques did not
exist yet, for example the way the voice should be used. These are the main reasons why we are

without almost any information about major aspects of historical music we are performing today.
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Taking into account all these considerations, we can make the following observations:

1. Historicist performance will never be exactly how it was originally due to the mere
impossibility of reproducing the historical performance, the undesirability of reproducing
certain aspects of the original practice, and the necessity of fitting the performance into
today's taste. In this sense, the question would arise as follows: why should we strive for a
historicist interpretation of the music?

2. On the other hand, as Howard Mayer Brown argues, “the means and style of performance
imagined by a composer are so indissolubly bound up with the whole musical fabric that he
or she has set down, that the communication and impact of the composition are seriously
impaired if the sounds imagined are not at least kept in mind when preparing modern

performances.””

19 Palimpsest is the practice of scraping off or washing off a layer of a parchment, so whatever was written on it is
erased and it can be used again. With modern ultraviolet light techniques the contents of the layers that were scraped
away can be recovered.

20 Ibid.
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3. The synthesis of all these aspects is a performance which opens a small window to the
perception by people who lived long ago of the world surrounding them, even though the
performance is adapted to our habits and tastes. We can learn from it and it can form a

musical language which can still surprise us.

In the music theatre work Incipit, the performance of the medieval liturgical chants will be the
result of Historically Informed Performance but they will be taken out of their original context, into
the theatre and through modern means like recorded sections on a computer which will be
reproduced digitally. It is true that Dante's book can be considered as not being the original context
either of these chants, but rather an imaginary world within a medieval man's mind. In Incipit,
deliberate decisions have led to a partly non-historical treatment of these medieval chants, mixing
historically informed practice with music theatre. Still, taking into account the earlier observations,
the fact that these chants are Medieval versions interpreted on a basis of historical knowledge of
their performance, they will provide us with a different perspective on Dante's world, in particular

his sonorous world.
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1.2 The Plainchant Repertoire and its “Restoration” History

Why would we not use the standard versions of the liturgical chants mentioned in the Divina
Commedia? Why go through such effort if we have the Graduale Triplex at hand? The answer lies
in the fact that the standard chant repertoire is not as historical as it appears to be. The history of
plainchant melodies is not quite the same as the history of Early Music, although there are certainly
some similarities. First of all, the function of plainchant has always been different: in contrast to
other music, the chant repertoire was not meant to be momentary, to be performed on one
determined moment in time, but rather to be chanted every year, every week, or every day,
depending on the type of chant. It was evolving within an ambience of “recycling” instead of
substituting the old with the new: a circular way of thinking where everything returns periodically.
This does not mean that chants have not undergone any change, on the contrary. Like within any
other tradition, the chant repertory was organic, a living material that could be used as a basis for
tropes®' or that could be adapted to other liturgical texts. Some chants were eliminated while new
ones were composed and others received a new treatment in the form of polyphony. Moreover,
because of its geographical situation, a monastery or church would dedicate its worship to a certain
(local) saint, so it could have a slightly different tradition than in other areas. At some points in
history, for example in the Council of Trent (1545-63), which was a reaction on the activities of
Luther, there was an initiative to reform or “purify” the chant repertoire. But, as musicologist John

A. Emerson writes,

“the process of standardization that began at Trent has, unfortunately, often been misunderstood. The
Council was, in fact, a truly conservative movement. No new liturgy was set forth (the terms ‘Tridentine
Mass’ and ‘Tridentine Office’ are misleading); religious establishments throughout Europe were
required to follow prescribed customs and normative usage as well as to use ‘corrected’ liturgical books.
Furthermore, the intended musical reforms were not realized, for despite the official imprimatur affixed
to most chant books — Ex decreto Sacrosancti Concilii Tridentini restituti — a bewildering variety of

chant melodies continued to flourish for another 300 years.”*

At the beginning of the 19" century after the French Revolution, starting with the Concordat of
1801 between Napoleon and Pius VII, the Church regained civil status and it witnessed a thriving of
theological study. Especially towards the half of the century there was a growing need to return to

“original” practices: for some this meant focussing on Renaissance practices, for others it implied

21 Additions of new music or text to pre-existing chants
22 Emerson, J.A., “10. Developments between 1500 and 18007, of Kenneth Levy, et al. "Plainchant." Grove Music
Online. Oxford Music Online. Oxford University Press,

http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/40099pg5 [accessed 29-11, 2014]
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going back to the Late-Medieval chants between 1000 and 1300, while a third group wished to
return to the older, neumatic chants, even if at that time they were hardly comprehensible.
Especially the second half of the nineteenth century witnessed various initiatives and, as John A.
Emerson rightfully states, “the fourty years between the publication of Félix Danjou’s De [ état et
de I’avenir du chant ecclésiastique en France (Paris, 1844) and the Liber gradualis (Tournai, 1883)

prepared by Dom Joseph Pothier marked a significant period of chant reform.”*

In 1851 the Reims-Cambrai Graduale romanum complectens missas was “the first serious attempt
to restore medieval chant to modern books™, based on an 11"-century French tonary** discovered in
1847 which contained neumes doubled by alphabetic letters, thus giving a “translation” as to the
pitch of the notes. Also the first important study on medieval notation was published: Histoire de
["harmonie au Moyen-Age by Coussemaker in 1852, which “set a standard for subsequent serious

palaeographical investigations of chant neumes and rhythm”

While the first initiatives were born in France, in Germany there was also an interest in restoring
earlier chant practices, but it was the interest in Renaissance and Baroque styles within the liturgical
repertoire that formalized into the so-called Cecilian movement, an organization with the aim of
returning to the 16™-century polyphonic and vocal styles in all Europe. In 1868 the Vatican granted
the privilege to the German Cecilian edition by Haberl in Regensburg to publish all the official
chant books of the Church according to the editions of around 1600, and in 1871 they were declared

by Pius IX as the “authentic” form of plainchant.?

It is interesting to observe that liturgical circles were already discussing about “authenticity” even
before the “regular” Early Music movement, although they used the word “restoration” instead,
while the term “decadent” referred to interpretations that would not fit into what was supposed to be

authentic by the author.”’ In the words of musicologist Kenneth Levy,

“dispute centered largely on the antiquity of the manuscripts used to prepare the editions. The

‘archaeological school’ (the monks of Solesmes) insisted that the readings be taken from the oldest

23 Emerson, J.A., “11. Restoration and reform in the 19th century”, of Kenneth Levy, et al. "Plainchant." Grove Music
Online. Oxford Music Online. Oxford University Press,
http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/40099pg5 [accessed 29-11, 2014]

24 A tonary is a liturgical book containing various chant incipits, organized according to the eight psalm tones of
plainchant, which are fixed melodies used for the psalms.

25 Ibid.

26 Ibid.

27 “‘restoration’ (Fr. ‘restauration’), used to characterize efforts to restore plainchant to its proper place in the Roman
liturgy.” Emerson, J.A., “11. Restoration and reform in the 19th century”, of Kenneth Levy, et al. "Plainchant."
Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online. Oxford University Press,

http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/40099pg5 [accessed 29-11, 2014]
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accessible sources, whereas the ‘traditionalists’ (such as Pothier, Gastoué¢ and Peter Wagner), considered
it important that the choral tradition of the late Middle Ages also be represented. Since the criteria
adopted by the commission favoured the traditionalist position and inclined more to practical wisdom
than to abstract theory, manuscripts representing various national practices were used, some dating from

as late as the 14™ and 15™ centuries. The diversity allowed in the Vatican edition exposed the

commission to criticism on the most fundamental aesthetic level.”?

In spite of these first intents to restore earlier practices in Germany and France, it was with the work
of the Benedictine monks of Solesmes headed by Abbot Pothier that the first rigorous historical
research was done, resulting in publications between 1883 and the end of World War 1. The origin
of their work lies some decades earlier, when Don Prosper Guéranger, the previous abbot of
Solesmes, intended to restore the monastic tradition in Solesmes and discovered that for the re-
establishment of the Divine Office he needed the proper chant-books for it so the monks of
Solesmes were sent to libraries in all Europe to search for early Chant manuscripts and do research
on them. In 1889, their Paléographie Musicale was published, with the intention of showing the
“authenticity” of their research based on photographies they had made of the 10™ century musical
documents. This was a quite new technical invention that was not available before the late 1850s,
even if it could not yet produce the sharp images of later photography.” Nevertheless, these
photographs added a more serious and “authentic” impression to their research, reinforced by the
title (“paleography”) they had chosen. Their edition was a reaction to the Pustet edition: instead of
16™-century or late-medieval chant, their aim was to restore the earliest chant melodies, directly
from the neume notation. Pothier chose to transform its notation into the perfectly readable 13™ and
14™ century French type of notation while, as Emerson writes, “special ornamental signs
representing the quilisma, cephalicus and epiphonus were adapted from pre-13"-century Guidonian

practice (see Schmidt, U1895-6).”*

At the beginning of the 20™ century the privilege to publish the official chant books was not longer
given to the German firm of Pustet. Moreover, the new pope Pius X enunciated in 1903 his motu
proprio “Tra le sollecitudini” in which the various aspects of church music were defined and the
importance of plainchant was reestablished’', mentioning the restoration practice of “the most
recent studies”, referring to the Solesmes studies. It also gave priority to Renaissance and Baroque

polyphony rather than later music*”. Other instruments than the organ were only allowed if given a

28 Kenneth Levy, et al. "Plainchant."” Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online. Oxford University Press,

http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/40099pgl2 [accessed 1-5 2015]
29 http://www.solesmes.com/GB/gregorien/hist.php [accessed 18-4 2015]

30 Emerson, J.A., Op.cit., http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/40099pg5
31 Pius X, “Tra le sollecitudini” (1903), Rule 3, http://www.adoremus.org/MotuProprio.html [accessed 18-4, 2015]
32 Ibid., Rule 4
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special permission.”> Women were prohibited to sing in mixed choir: “(...) singers in church have a
real liturgical office, and that therefore women, being incapable of exercising such office, cannot be
admitted to form part of the choir. Whenever, then, it is desired to employ the acute voices of
sopranos and contraltos, these parts must be taken by boys, according to the most ancient usage of
the Church.”* It was prohibited to sing in vernacular. Clearly, it was an initiative, just as the

Solesmes studies, to return to earlier forms of music within the Church.

Edition of such early manuscripts with a notation that does not supply any reliable information
about rhythm nor about exact pitch, always involves an inevitable number of personal choices
where there is no objective evidence. Pothier made the choice of not assigning any rhythmic value
to the notes since, according to him, it was not specifically reflected in them. His conclusion was
that performance should be in a natural, freely flowing rhythm, depending on the natural accents
and divisions in the Latin text. Thus, his version ignores the original letter indications for rhythm,
tempo and articulation in his sources, while it adds phrasing marks, episemas (horizontal line above
the note in order to lengthen it) and mora markings (dots which also lengthen the notes they
accompany). The editions of Solesmes were not critical editions, as there are no commentaries in
them and they do not mention the manuscript sources of each melody. There are several problems
that have arisen from the choices of Pothier and the influence of Solesmes on the standardization of
the chant repertoire. First, Pothier's proposition of free rhythm became imbedded into standard
practice and gradually regarded as a historical fact, while in reality it was an invention of Pothier.
Second, it took the repertoire from several sources but did not mention the source of each chant, so
that it gave an image of an authoritative historical and unified repertoire, while in reality there was a
variety in the repertoire all over Europe and through history. Third, it changed the original order of
the chants within the liturgy. And fourth, other historical practices such as singing additive voices
(polyphony) or the use of tropes are also not reflected in the work of Solesmes. The problem with
the work of Solesmes is that it was presented as a historical “restoration”, because it was believed to
be so, but in reality it was not that historical at all. As a consequence, this “restored historical chant”
ended up being a standardized church repertoire and certain traditional and historical knowledge

became lost. As Kenneth Levy wrote,

“Special collections, such as the Solesmes Variae preces (1896) and Carl Ott’s Offertoriale (1935) (see
Steiner, K1966, p.164), provide some clues to the sources. However, the modern chant books are by and

large functional compilations. To the inexperienced student, these books can easily seem to possess an

33 Ibid., Rule 15; Rule 17; Rule 19; Rule 15
34 Ibid., Rule 13
35 Ibid., Rule 7
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absolute authority, both musically and liturgically, and can stand as formidable barriers to a true
understanding and appreciation of the immense diversity of medieval chant. Such an understanding may

be further impeded by the widespread use of textbooks based almost entirely on these publications (for

example, Apel’s Gregorian Chant, C1958).”%

In 1904, the Vatican appointed a commission, lead by Pothier, who did not reside in Solesmes
anymore, to supervise the preparation of official Vatican editions of the Graduale and Antiphonale.
The members of the commission could not agree on several choices that the Solesmes monks had
made in their musical transcriptions. But, according to Levy, “despite repeated clashes within the
commission over editorial policies and the loss of editorship by Solesmes, three major Vatican chant
books were published: the Kyriale seu ordinarium missae (1905), the Graduale sacrosanctae

romanae ecclesiae (1908) and the Antiphonale sacrosanctae romanae ecclesiae (1912).%

The issue of the antiquity of musical sources continued to be a reason for dispute, as well as the

issue of rhythm. According to Levy,

“between 1895 and 1914, just as the Vatican editions were being prepared, argument among scholars on
this matter was at its most intense. The early mensuralists, among whom were Hugo Riemann, Antoine
Dechevrens, Ludwig Bonvin, Georges Houdard, Oskar Fleischer, Eduard Bernoulli and Peter Wagner,
conjectured that chant was sung to notes of unequal value that usually bore a proportional 2:1
relationship. The results of their rhythmic interpretations, however, were widely divergent. In the
editions of Dechevrens, a large number of notes are reduced to the status of rapid ornaments (U1902/R).
Many of the rhythmic interpretations rely to a greater or lesser extent on the sophisticated detail in the
notation of the early manuscripts from St Gallen (CH-SGs 359, 339), Einsiedeln (E 121) and Laon (F-

LA 239), which indicate rhythmic, dynamic or agogic aspects of performance.”**

Later in the 20" century the Solesmes line of research developed with the palaecographic theories of
Dom Eugéene Cardine (1905-88). This so-called Gregorian semiology amplified and revised the
rhythmic aspects of the earlier Solesmes works. Now the original letter indications for rhythm,
tempo and dynamics were included, as well as the original episemata in the St Gallen manuscripts.
They also changed neume shapes in order to indicate certain ways of performance and the grouping
of notes. As Levy writes, “the new investigation of these rhythmic signs is important in two

respects: firstly, it has stimulated considerable interest in close reading of primary sources; second,

36 Kenneth Levy, et al. "Plainchant."” Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online. Oxford University Press,
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and perhaps more fundamentally, it may contribute to a better historical and musicological
understanding of early chant.”*® He continues on the Acta apostolicae sedis, issued by the Second

Vatican Council in 1963:

“Faced with an increasingly secularized society, the Council sought to retain the allegiance of the
faithful by endorsing a new pastoral theology of ‘active participation’ (‘actuosa participatio’; see
Articles 14, 21, 30 etc.). Unlike the reforms brought about by the Council of Trent, which were
conservative in that they sought to standardize and retain existing liturgical practice throughout Europe,
the reforms of the Second Council have been regarded by many as essentially contrary to any form of
liturgical development known in the past. Fundamental changes have taken place that have profoundly
affected the nature and function of traditional Gregorian chant: vernacular languages have largely
replaced Latin (Articles 36, 54), completely new liturgical formularies have been introduced, and the

structures of the Mass, Office and the liturgical year have been revised (Articles 50, 107 etc.).”*

Such a great reform has not put an end to the discussion about the use of music in the church, but
rather added another point of possible disagreement. Not only the discussion about the historical
accuracy of the plainchant books continues, but also a discord has arisen about the question if the
Roman gradual of 1974 and the Graduale triplex of 1979 — both revised visions of the older Vatican
books — should be in the liturgy rather than the new vernacular chants. Thus, the discussion is about
a historical interest versus an interest of modernization. Furthermore, new issues emerged, such as
the type of vernacular chants and texts, the extent of its popularization and simplification. Levy

gives a thought about the possible future development of this movement:

“Given the periodic nature of liturgical reform — approximately every 60 years since the Council of
Trent — one might predict that in about the year 2025 another Council will have to be called to deal with,
among other things, the liturgical and musical chaos resulting from too liberal an interpretation of
‘actuosa participatio’ and from the virtual abandonment by the Church of its traditional musical
patrimony. At that time it might be well to return some semblance of orthodoxy to the celebration of the

liturgy and to restore cantus planus to its central place within the Roman rite.”*!

Summarizing, not only in the Early Music movement but also in the repertoire choices within the
Church we have observed an original idea of “authenticity” or “restoration”, and in both movements
this turned out to be an impossible task: there is not enough historical knowledge, it would

sometimes even be undesirable and we would not know whether to focus on the composer's

39 Ibid.
40 Ibid.
41 TIbid.
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intentions or on how it actually sounded. As Bernard D. Sherman stated already back in 1997, “even
if we embed a Dufay mass in its liturgy, we probably won't feel, as Dufay's listeners did, emotional
associations between the chants and specific religious holidays”.* Additionally, in the case of the
Church, a choice had to be made for a specific historical period as the basis for the newly recovered
standard liturgical repertoire. We have seen that the dispute about choosing between 12" century
neumatic sources, 13™- and 14™-century sources containing more information about exact pitch, or
Renaissance sources, was at its peak in the second half of the 19" century. Then, the Vatican chose
the oldest sources which meant the loss of other trends that based themselves on later periods and
choosing an erroneous interpretation of several aspects of these early neumatic sources. Solesmes'
free interpretation of certain details without any critical apparatus has caused a general believe that
the plainchants and their indications in the Vatican books are according to the “original” sources,
but in reality they are partially a late 19" century invention. Nowadays, musicologists specialized in
plainchant are conscious of this and are working with the original historical sources. Besides,
musicological research has been done on the performance practice throughout the Middle Ages
which has led to new insights. As our discussion on the basics of Medieval music theory will show,
one of these developments is the knowledge that in the later Middle Ages it was common to
improvise polyphony in oblique and counter-movement to the principal voice of plainchant. Such
polyphony changes the sonority of plainchant considerably, especially for the modern listener who
is used to hearing plainchant monophonically or at most with a drone. The basic rules for this
counterpoint are known and musicians, mostly those already trained in Historically Informed
Performance Practice, are beginning to work with them. Some do this in the form of a concert,
others aim to include them in liturgical services. The proposal of Incipit is a third way of working
with this repertoire, which consists of bringing it to a music theatre audience. These three ways are

all examples of initiatives to revive this historical repertoire and performance practice.

42 Sherman, B.D., Inside Early Music: Conversations with Performers (Oxford, 1997), p.9
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1.3 Music around 1300

If we wish to understand the music that is present in the Divina Commedia and the way people
might have experienced and performed that music in their daily life, first of all we should have a
look at its historical context. The Commedia was written in the first decades of the fourteenth
century in Florence, Italy. The musical references are almost all related to liturgical music, while

only two references are about secular music.

The methods of Historically Informed Performance not only include consulting historical musical
sources but also other information about performance, musical theory and circumstances in which
the music was performed. Simply transcribing a piece of medieval music is not enough in order to
call it historically informed. In addition, we should come to a certain idea about how it was
performed, for which reasons and for whom it was performed. Also, the surviving historical
instruments must be studied so that we can get an idea of how the music might have sounded. In the
case of the voice, treatises or other historical documents that mention the voice can provide us with
some clues about its sound in the Middle Ages. Historical treatises about music theory can give us a
comprehension of the tuning, polyphony, tonal structures and interpretations of the musical
notations, both in pitch and in rhythm. Furthermore, getting an idea of the cultural context can
provide information about tastes and conventions. Historically Informed Practice is about
understanding the music and the thought or system behind it, trying to get into that historical

context as much as possible through the study of contextual documents and the music itself.

In the narrative of the Divina Commedia there are liturgical chants well known to Dante and his
contemporaries. Below, we will give an overview of the relevant historical information that is
necessary for at least a partial comprehension of their historical performance and of the Medieval

sonorous world in general.

Dante wrote his Commedia about a century later than the heyday of the Notre Dame School in
Paris, but its influence was so strong that it became the foundation of a main international style until
the 1330s, just including Dante's lifetime.* One of its major musical developments was the
invention of the rhythmic modes, in which for the first time rhythmic values could be deduced
directly from the notes themselves, although still in a complex and ambiguous way. This important
development created the possibility of more complex polyphonic compositions than just note-to-

note or melismatic polyphony in which one voice holds one long note while the other one fills up

43 Wilson, D.F., Music of the Middle Ages: Style and Structure (New York, 1990), p. 192
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with an extended series of notes. One of the consequences was that compositions for three or even
four voices with a certain rhythmic independence could be notated and performed. However, the
notation of plainchant did not take these rhythmic modes into account and assigned the same value
to each note, with the exception of some basic rules for the prolongation of certain notes within the
musical phrases. This means that the modern style did not enter the regular plainchant within
liturgy, but rather that the more ancient techniques of polyphonic improvisation were kept in use,

especially in the areas further away from Paris.

How about rthythm in plainchant? If we have a look at its history, very little historical
documentation about the matter exists, but David Fenwick Wilson in his Music of the Middle Ages
argues that “there is evidence that plainchant was performed in some kind of a measured manner in
the ninth and tenth centuries, although there is disagreement about the specific rhythms. The shift to
chant performance in equal note lengths apparently came about in the eleventh century, probably
becoming general by around 1050. The reason for this shift is unknown, but seems paralleled by a
change in notational style from one emphasizing performance nuance to one giving greater
indication of precise pitch. Both phenomena seem to indicate a definite shift in taste in
performance.” (Wilson 1990, 219). Wilson is referring here to the transition from neumes to notes.
Neumes represented musical gestures and were meant as a support for memorizing the thousands of
chants that had to be learnt by heart. Notes, on the other hand, indicated pitch, which meant that less
melodies had to be memorized and that early polyphony could be developed through its notation. In

the section about rhythm we will discuss the issue of rhythm for plainchant around 1300.

The monophonic troubadour style also reached Italy. After the Albigensian Crusades in the first half
of the thirteenth century, Occitania was only a shadow of the richly coloured culture it used to be.
Many troubadours had fled to Catalonia, Italy or the north of France, and with their art they
influenced poetry and music. It is assumed that the /auda, a sacred genre with vernacular text, was
one of those Italian genres influenced by their music because there are similarities in rhythm,
melodic style and notation. Dante was a great admirer of some troubadours and in the Divina
Commedia a few of them are present. In Inferno, Bertran de Born is placed as a sower of schism
between Henry II and his sons. In Purgatorio we encounter Sordello as an example of patriotic
pride and Arnaut Daniel is doing penance for lust. In Paradiso another soul influenced by lust
resides in the sphere of Venus: Folco, whose name literally means “I shine” or “I burn” is an

example of the word game that Dante uses repeatedly in his choices of characters.

Returning to sacred music, another musical genre was the motet, whose origins were in the Notre
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Dame school. Wilson defines it as following: “the motet consists of one or more texted voices
above a tenor drawn from a melismatic segment of plainchant, all preceding in a measured rhythm.”
(Wilson 1990, 231). Melismas are extended series of notes on one syllable. In the late Middle Ages
there were melismatic, florid and syllabic styles of music. The motet was the leading international
musical form in the 13" and 14" centuries in Western Christianity. Wilson writes about the Italian

motet that,

“although the chief thrust of continental motet composition was in France, Italy played a significant role
as well, although the evidence indicates that most of the repertoire has been lost. French polyphonic
concepts and theory were known in northern Italy and Rome in the 13™ century, but we have no trace of
Italian motet composition until the beginning of the following century. Then the repertoire varies from
re-creations of 13" century idioms to pieces in conservative 14" century style. Of those datable to the
first half of the century on the basis of manuscript transmission, 4 appear in /auda manuscripts along

with a few motets of late 13™ century style.” (Wilson 1990, 314).

In the 1330s most of the new polyphonic national styles began to arise, just after Dante finished his
book. These were the French Virelai, Rondeau, Ballade and Chace, as well as the Italian Madrigal,
Ballata and Caccia. In the 1360s, in Italy, the Ballata would be the last one to become a polyphonic
form and from then on would become more popular than the Madrigal. The 14"-century Madrigal is

not to be confused with the Renaissance Madrigal, even if they bear the same name.

Their more complex rhythms are possible due to the writings of Marchettus of Padua, who wrote
two treatises on music theory between 1315 and 1320; he might even have influenced the
developments within the French Ars Nova. His Lucidarium is about plainchant and his slightly later
Pomerium deals with rthythmic notation. As a major innovation he offered the addition of various
new binary rhythmical modes to the already ternary existing ones, forming the base for the new
binary Italian music.* These new developments were just taking place when the Divina Commedia
was already finished but, even so, plainchant continued to be written in its own way which did not

include the indication of any specific rhythm.

How about instrumental music? Definitely, instrumental music has always existed, mostly dances or
popular songs, both of which were not notated. Until the 13" century, book production was a costly
and time-consuming procedure, and consisted solely of handmade copies produced by monks.

When the Christian universities arose in the 13™ century, an increasing number of books were

44 Herlinger, J. "Marchetto da Padova." Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online. Oxford University Press,
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needed and the copying process was divided into different stages, each executed by different
copyists, but books were still relatively rare and expensive. This is the reason why notated music
would not just be any music, but mainly the so highly esteemed liturgical repertoire. Until 1250 all
surviving music is vocal and there is very little secular music from 1100 on where instruments are
being specified. Still, in Medieval literature and iconography there are many references to
instruments, which does suggest the importance of instruments in musical culture. As to their use,

Wilson writes the following:

“It seems that all were considered instruments of the professional music-making class, the minstrels and
jongleurs, the trumpet alone standing apart as a signalling instrument. Certainly, they were also played
by amateurs, but no amateur is spoken of as excelling at instrument playing. The art of the noble
amateur, lord or lady, was singing. Instrumental skill was a pleasant but unnecessary adjunct. For those
nobles who did play, the bowed and plucked strings are most named. Winds and simpler instruments
were for peasants: bagpipe, flute, pipe and tabor, hurdy-gurdy. Important was the division of instruments
into the categories saut and bas, loud and soft, those suitable for indoor playing and those for outdoor.”

(Wilson 1990, 380).

The music played by these minstrels and jongleurs was certainly dance music that was mostly

improvised.

Despite the fact that there are two references to secular music in the Divina Commedia — a
troubadour song by his friend Casella on a text by Dante himself and the singing siren in Dante's
dream — only the references to liturgical chant have been used in this research. The reason for this is
the fact that /ncipit is not a re-enactment of Dante's visit to his Afterworld but instead a journey on a
more abstract level, which takes place on a more general time level where all the characters with a
specific significance for Dante are not present. Thus, we will not meet the character Casella, and we
will not experience any personal dreams Dante the pilgrim had at that moment. Since we only focus

on the liturgical chants, we will now explain what plainchant is, as well as its relation to liturgy.
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1.4 The Role of Plainchant in Liturgy

In the words of conductor and researcher Jeremy Summerly, “plainchant is the backbone of
medieval music. Like cantillation (its Jewish precursor), plainchant is a singularly vocal medium,
which exists to lend gravitas and audibility to the texts that it decorates.”® Plainchant is not an
independent musical genre, in the sense that chant and Catholic liturgy are two sides of the same

coin. Wilson argues that

“plainchant, the music of the medieval church, is thus music for worship. Shorn of its liturgical

ambience, it loses much of its inner meaning. Performed in isolation it may have great beauty, as an
isolated opera aria may have great beauty, but neither, in isolation, can adequately convey the larger
totality from which it was removed. It was the intimacy of plainchant to the lives of the Carolingian

clergy in fact that made them so concerned with its development and preservation.” (Wilson 1990, 11).

Maintaining such a huge repertoire intact that is learnt completely by memory is an impossible task
and some of the exact melodies mutated to slightly different versions. The aim of the Church,
however, has always been to maintain a unified repertoire in all its settlements. It is “the public
expression of spirituality that drives a group”, as written by Medieval chant specialist Marcel Péres,
and the Church was well aware of this.*® The unification of the Christian plainchant repertoire was
facilitated by notation. The notation of neumes served only as a mnemonic for singers, but notes
indicated exact pitch and thus were a more reliable means of transmission and conservation of the

exact repertoire.

In the Middle Ages, Christianity was central to daily life and so were the rituals of offering praise to
God. These rituals consisted on the one hand of public Masses which focused on the celebration of
the Lord's Supper, and on the other hand of the Divine Offices or Canonical Hours only for the
ecclesiastical clerics. The Divine Offices consisted of eight daily services: Matins, Lauds, Prime,
Terce, Sext, None, Vespers and Compline. Their musical repertoire consisted mainly of Psalms,
although many other chants were also being sung. Vespers and Matins were musically the most
interesting because they were the longest and most complex of the Offices and thus had some space
for complex musical settings of the chants. The Mass consisted of two types of chants: the recurring
texts in each service (the Ordinary) and texts that change every day (the Proper). Wilson notes that

Medieval composers focussed rather on the chants of the Proper, like the Introit, Gradual, Alleluya

45 Summerly, J. “Vocal Performance before c. 1430”, The Cambridge History of Musical Performance, ed. Lawson, C.
and Stowell, R. (Cambridge, 2012), p. 248
46 Péres, M., Les Voix du Plain-chant (Paris, 2001), p. 58



37

or Offertory, while Renaissance composers concentrated more on the Ordinary, like the Kyrie,

Gloria, Credo, Sanctus or Agnus Dei (Wilson 1990, 40).

The Divine Office or Canonical Hours
1

1

Fig. 5. The Divine Office or Canonical Hours by Brian Jones
(http.//'www.thebeckoning.com/art/limbourg/divine-office.html)

The chants in the Office and Mass can be divided musically into different types: Psalmody,
Antiphonal Chants, Responsorial Chants, special Antiphons (Marian Antiphons, processional

Antiphons), Hymns, and chants of the Ordinary.

The psalms were recited or chanted in psalm tones, fixed melodic formulas in each of the church
modes.*” Additionally, there was a ninth psalm tone called tonus peregrinus, “wandering tone”,
because of its changing final from the first half of the verse to the second. Mostly, the psalm settings
end with a so-called Doxology: Gloria Patri et Filio, et Spiritui Sancto. Sicut erat in principio, et

nunc et semper, et in saecula seculorum, Amen.*

47 The church modes were the tonalities used by then, instead of our major and minor tonalities: Dorian, Phrygian,
Lydian, Mixolydian, their authentic and plagal versions, the latter with a lower range from a fourth below to a fifth
above the final. These were the eight modes used for the psalm tones.

48 Translation: “Glory to the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit. As it was in the beginning, is now and ever shall
be, world without end, Amen.”
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There are different ways of singing the psalms. They can either be sung throughout or by two choirs
in alternation. The latter is called an antiphonal chant. The antiphon is a free melodic refrain which
precedes and concludes the psalm. An antiphonal chant thus can be the alternating of two choirs or
between antiphon and psalm verses. It was used for the Introit and the Communion in the Mass
(Wilson 1990, 45). In the Offices, the cycle of psalms is repeated every week but the antiphons
change as the year progresses, so every week a psalm had another antiphon. The text of the
antiphon emphasizes a specific aspect of the psalm. As Wilson states, “musically, the connection
between antiphon and psalm tone is made by letting the antiphon determine that of the psalm.”
(Wilson 1990, 46). Another way of singing the psalms would be as a responsorial chant. This
consists of a soloist singing the psalm verses and a choir that responds. In the Mass, it was used for
the Gradual and Alleluia, while in the Office it was applied in the Great Responsories (Matins) and

Short Responsories (Prime, Terce, Sext, None, and Compline).

Special Antiphons include the Marian Antiphons and processional Antiphons. According to Wilson,
“the Marian antiphons, in honour of the Virgin Mary, [were] added in the thirteenth century to the
office of Compline. Some, such as Salve regina, Alma redemptoris mater, Ave regina coelorum, and
Regina coeli became favourite texts throughout the Renaissance and later.” (Wilson 1990, 54). As
we will see, the Divina Commedia contains references to both Salve regina and Regina coeli. As for
the processional antiphons, they could be regular office chants for simpler marches from and to the

church but they could also be specific antiphons for major processions on special feast days.

Hymns were of common use from the ninth century on. In the Offices they were sung by all
attendants. A hymn uses a non-biblical poetic text, and each stanza is sung to the same melody.
Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274) has nothing but praise for this genre: “Hymnus est laus Dei cum
cantico; canticum autem exultatio mentis de aeternis habita, prorumpens in vocem.” (“A hymn is
the praise of God with song; a song is the exultation of the mind dwelling on eternal things, bursting
forth in the voice.”)* Hymns could be for a specific occasion within each year or for a specific

saint.

The last genre here are the chants of the Ordinary. Their musical style is newer than the other chants
because the old congregational ones were replaced by these choral chants during the Carolingian

period, when the chants of the Proper were already formalized (Wilson 1990, 55).

49 Thomas Aquinas, Introduction to his Exposition of the Psalms of David,
http://www4.desales.edu/~philtheo/loughlin/ATP/Proemium.html [accessed 13-6 2015]
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The following is a list of all the references to chants in the Divina Commedia and their
categorization. Some of the psalms were simply sung in a psalm tone, while others existed in
special settings for an antiphon. For this research only digitalized scores have been used, which
means that existing settings that have not been digitalized are not included. This is the case of Beati

quorum in Purgatory, for which a psalm tone has been chosen, even if we know that antiphon

settings for it exist.

Purgatory:
— Purg. 2.46:  In exitu israel Psalm, Tonus Peregrinus
— Purg. 5.24:  Miserere Psalm Antiphon
— Purg. 7.82:  Salve Regina Marian Antiphon
— Purg. 8.13:  Te lucis ante Hymn
— Purg. 9.140: Te Deum Hymn
— Purg. 12.110: Beati pauperes spiritu Antiphon (Beatitude)
— Purg. 13.51: Litany of all saints Miscellaneous
— Purg. 15.39: Beati misericordi Antiphon (Beatitude)
— Purg. 15.40: Gaudate et Exsultate Antiphon (Beatitude)
— Purg. 16.19: Agnus Dei Agnus Dei (Mass Ordinary)
— Purg. 17.68: Beati pacifici Antiphon (Beatitude)
— Purg. 19.50: Beati qui lugent Antiphon (Beatitude)
— Purg. 19.73:  Adhaesit pavimento anima mea Psalm
— Purg. 20.136: Gloria in excelsis Deo Gloria (Mass Ordinary)
— Purg. 22.6:  Beati qui sitiunt Antiphon (Beatitude)
— Purg. 23.10: Labia mea, Domine Psalm Antiphon / Responsory verse
— Purg. 23.64: Beati qui esuriunt Antiphon (Beatitude)
— Purg. 25.121: Summae Deus Clementiae Hymn
— Purg. 27.8:  Beati mundo corde Antiphon/Responsorial verse (Beatitude)
— Purg. 27.58: Venite, benedicti Patris mei Introit (Antiphonal chant)
— Purg. 28.80: Delectasti Psalm Antiphon / Responsory verse
— Purg. 29.3:  Beati quorum Psalm (Beatitude)
— Purg. 29.51: Hosanna Antiphon
— Purg. 29.85: Ave Maria gratia plena dominus Marian Antiphon
— Purg. 30.11:  Veni, sponsa Psalm Antiphon
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— Purg. 30.83: In te Domine speravi Psalm
— Purg. 31.98: Asperges me Psalm Antiphon (Mass Ordinary)
— Purg. 33.1:  Deus venerunt gentes Psalm
Paradise:
— Par. 3.121:  Ave Maria Responsory Verse (Marian Antiphon)
- Par. 7, 1: Sanctus Sanctus (Mass Ordinary)
— Par. 8.29: Hosanna Antiphon
— Par. 23.103: Regina caeli Marian Antiphon
— Par. 24.113: Te Deum Hymn
— Par. 25.73-98: Sperent in te Psalm
— Par. 26.69:  Sanctus sanctus sanctus Antiphon
— Par. 27.1: Gloria Patri Doxology
— Par. 28.118: Hosanna Antiphon
— Par. 32.95:  Ave Maria Marian Antiphon

In Chapter 5 we will come back on these chants and their categorization, on the choices made for a
particular historical version of them and finally on the motivation behind the selection of the chants

for the music theatre work Incipit.

If the chants are not independent from the liturgy, why remove them from their context? Indeed, a
part of their identity and meaning are being taken away, and they are placed in another context (a
music theatre work) which gives them another identity. To use Wilson's analogy with an isolated
opera aria, if you take it out of its opera and insert it in another narrative, it could take on a different
meaning or perspective. Even if we would leave them in their liturgical context, solely the fact that
we are 21¥-century performers and listeners implies a modification in the meaning of these chants.
We must also keep in mind that the chants themselves in the narrative of the Divina Commedia do
not appear within a liturgical context either. The music theatre work Incipit is based upon this
narrative and not upon a specific type of liturgical service. The interest of taking these chants out of
their original context is based upon minimum three reasons. First of all, these historical chants and
their performance practice are conveyed to a different audience than the attendants of a Mass or
other services. Secondly, together with the anti-music of Inferno and the “unearthly” music of
Paradise, they form a sonorous world which approaches Dante's musical world and thus opens a

window to an aspect of the Medieval inner world in Dante's time and place. And thirdly, their
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combination with a modern mise-en-scene gives way to a compound language in which — with the
words of Gestalt psychologist Kurt Koftka (1886-1941) — the whole is other than the sum of the
parts (“das Ganze ist anders als die Summe seiner Teile”).”” The contribution of these historical
chants through historically informed performance to a mise-en-scene of Dante can be indeed very

interesting and may lead to a different musical-theatrical language.

50 Later on he commented on the common mistranslation of anders (different) into more. “It has been said: The whole
is more than the sum of its parts. It is more correct to say that the whole is something else than the sum of its parts,
because summing up is a meaningless procedure, whereas the whole-part relationship is meaningful." Koffka, K.,
Principles of Gestalt Psychology (New York, 1935), p. 176
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1.5 The Harmony of the Spheres and Pythagorean Tuning

If we wish to understand the harmonic dissonances and consonances of the music in the Middle
Ages, which operated differently from what our 21* century ears are used to, we must understand
the tuning system they are embedded in. In the equal temperament that is commonly used
nowadays, an octave is divided into 12 equal parts, the 12 semitones of the octave. Although the
human hearing grows accustomed to it, none of the intervals within the octave are perfect intervals.
In other words, all intervals in the equal temperament are slightly out of tune. Western music has
not always been in equal temperament. In the Baroque era, temperaments were still unequal but
there was certainly a search for a temperament that could host modulations to keys with more
sharps or flats. A famous example is The Well-Tempered Clavier of Johann Sebastian Bach (1685-
1750), where he applied such a temperament in order to show that one can modulate to almost any
tonality. In the Renaissance, the temperament was meantone. It was based on perfect major thirds,
which are smaller than in equal temperament but the fifths were slightly too small. These perfect
major thirds give the major chords in Renaissance work their beautiful sound. Even further back in
time, the Middle Ages saw the Pythagorean temperament, in which the fifths and fourths are perfect
but the major thirds are too wide. In a C-scale, both E and B are very high, transmitting an urgency
to resolve into F and C respectively. Within a chord, they normally sound dissonant. Thus, listening
to a Medieval work in Pythagorean temperament reveals the dissonants which equal temperament

brings forth as consonants.

The basis of Pythagorean temperament is based on the mathematically elegant division of a
monochord, with simple ratios. The monochord already existed in the 5™ century BC and was
supposed to be an invention of Pythagoras. It was used for teaching and tuning.’' Dividing the string
into two parts and playing it, would give exactly an octave higher than the original note, with a ratio
of 2:1. The ratio 3:2 gives the fifth, while 4:3 stands for the fourth. Tuning fifths upward will lead to
complex ratios for thirds: by the time we have tuned fifth on fifth beginning on C (C-G-D-A-E) we
arrive at a ratio of 81:64 for a major third, while tuning fifths downward (C-F-Bb-Eb) will result in
32:27 for a minor third, two complex ratios.> While the major seconds and thirds were larger than
perfect intervals, pulling toward the note above them, the minor seconds and thirds are smaller and
pulling toward the note below. Probably, the major third was gradually being adapted in the 15"

century to a smaller one, and in the Renaissance it was standard with a ratio of 5:4.

51 Cecil Adkins. "Monochord." Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online. Oxford University Press,

http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/18973 [accessed June 14, 2015]
52 Mark Lindley. "Pythagorean intonation." Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online. Oxford University Press,

http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/22604 [accessed June 14, 2015]


http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/22604
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In the Middle Ages and Renaissance, these numbers were not just some mathematical aesthetics.
They were embedded within a philosophical system called Musica universalis (“Harmony of the
Spheres”), a theory about the perfect proportions of the circling speed of the planets and their
distance from the Earth. These perfect proportions can be expressed in numbers and, in Medieval
Christian interpretation, express the perfection of God, the Creator of this universe. Instead of being
audible music, musica is a mathematical-spiritual concept of perfect proportions. Claudius Ptolemy
(ca.90-ca.168) had already made a distinction between cosmic and psychic harmony in his
Harmonics.* In addition, in the 6" century, the philosopher Boethius in his De musica distinguished
three categories: not only Musica mundana and Musica humana, the Latin versions of Ptolemy's
categories, but also Musica instrumentalis, the only type of musica that the human ear can perceive.
Boethius explains that the first type is referring to the planets, the second to the human being and
the third to audible music, in which instrumental music is inferior to vocal music.>* Thus, musica
mundana comprises the perfect proportions among the planets, musica humana is about the perfect
proportions in the human soul and body, and musica instrumentalis is the expression of the perfect
proportions through audible music. The latter term refers to the music the human being can produce
and discern with his imperfect hearing. In the first place it is about vocal music because musical
instruments were made by humans while the voice was made by God. The concept of the musician
was different to ours: the musicus was the music theorist, while the cantor was the composer or
interpreter who translated the perfection of the proportions into a less perfect form which is the
music that humans can hear. In the words of Umberto Eco, “the name of musician belonged
primarily to people who judged music in the light of reason.” In Medieval theory all creation by
God, according to the orderly principles of measure, number and weight, is connected through

proportions, from macro-cosmos to micro-cosmos.

For these reasons, music had its place among the numerical sciences instead of the rhetorical
sciences within the seven liberal arts. These were called liberal because only a free man could study
them, as opposed to the working class and slaves that had to do work craft. These artes liberales
were divided into the rhetorical sciences (the trivium) and the numerical ones (the quadrivium). The
trivium contained Grammatica, Rhetorica and Dialectica. The quadrivium comprised Aritmetica,
Geometria, Astronomia and Musica. Only toward the Baroque era, music gradually became

considered as a rhetorical art. In musica instrumentalis, proportions really start to play a role when

53 James Haar. "Music of the spheres." Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online. Oxford University Press,
http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/1944 [accessed June 14, 2015]

54 “II. Principio igitur de musica disserenti illud interim dicendum videtur, quot musicae genera ab eius studiosis
conprehensa esse noverimus. Sunt autem tria. Et prima quidem mundana est, secunda vero humana, tertia, quae in
quibusdam constituta est instrumentis, ut in cithara vel tibiis ceterisque, quae cantilenae famulantur.”, Boethius, De
institutione musica, http://www.chmtl.indiana.edu/tml/6th-8th/ BOEMUS1_TEXT.html [accessed June 14, 2015]

55 Eco, U., Art and Beauty in the Middle Ages (Yale University, 1986), p. 30
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there are at least two different voices sounding simultaneously. Final harmonies consist of
consonant intervals: octaves, fifths and in a minor degree fourths. We also have to bear in mind that
for the Medieval mind, the concept of inverted harmonies did not exist. Sixths were not seen as
inverted thirds, fourths were not thought of as inverted fifths. In general, unisons and octaves were
perfect consonances, fifths and fourth intermediate consonances (although the fourth has moved in
and out of this category). The third was accepted in English music as an imperfect consonant, while
on the continent it was often regarded, together with the sixth, as an imperfect dissonance. Perfect
dissonances were the second, the seventh and the tritone (augmented fourth or diminished fifth).
Imperfect dissonances were often used to resolve into a final chord, like the sixth to the octave. The
seventh became regarded as an imperfect dissonance after 1250, when a minor seventh was

commonly resolved into a fifth.

Thus, perfection for a Medieval ear is completely different from what it is for ours. Our tonal
perception is much stronger based on thirds than on the open-sounding fifths. As one of the
consequences, our cadential hearing is different: we are accustomed to hearing a tritone like f-b
resolving into the sixth e-c and understand this progression as a progression of the dominant-
seventh G7 (g-b-d-f) to the tonic C (c-e-g-c). For Medieval ears this would be full of dissonance and
would not feel as a resolution at all. They would rather have the sixth d-b (with the Pythagorean b
higher than a b in equal temperament) resolving into c-c, or after 1250, the minor seventh b-a
resolving into c-g. This is a great change in our listening attitude, but once the ear is used to
Pythagorean tuning and these progressions, it is a musical experience that is quite different from our
usual one in “classical” music. The b in Pythagorean tuning, due to being higher than the b we are
used to, has a much stronger pulling force toward the c, and makes obvious why these cadences

function much more naturally than in equal temperament.
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sounds natural to us. with the heightened b in
Pythagorean tuning.
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1.6 Church Modes

In the Carolingian era, for the first time, liturgical chants were being combined with a modal system
based on Byzantine practice, but it would only be from about 900 on that it was attempted to
recover the ancient Greek modes, according to their description in Boethius' De institutione musica.
Exact knowledge of these modes had been lost, so the new Medieval modes had little similarity
with the original modes, except for their names. While the Carolingian modes were still melodic
formulas, these later liturgical modes had become scale structures, which was a crucial development
in Western music. It is important to understand, though, that our concept of the scale as a series of
seven notes plus the octave (c-d-e-f-g-a-b-c, for example) did not exist in the Middle Ages. Rather,
they thought in structures of pentachords (series of 5 notes) and tetrachords (series of 4 notes) and
their combination. In the 11" century, the final form of modal theory was created, due to the

additions to the existing theories by authors like Guido of Arezzo and John of Affleghem.

In modal theory, the pentachord is the nucleus of the mode. There are four modes:
1. In mode I, also called dorian, it would consist of the notes d-e-f-g-a.
2. Inmode II, phrygian, it would be e-f-g-a-b.
3. Mode 111, lydian, would consist of f-g-a-b-c.
4. Mode 1V, mixolydian, has g-a-b-c-d.

It is the placement of the tetrachord above or below the pentachord that determines if it is an
authentic or a plagal mode. The plagal modes have the preposition hypo-: hypodorian,
hypophrygian, hypolydian and hypomixolydian. The result are the following modes:

— Mode I authentic, dorian, d-e-f-g-a + a-b-c-d

— Mode I plagal, hypodorian, a-b-c-d + d-e-f-g-a

— Mode II authentic, phrygian, e-f-g-a-b + b-c-d-e

— Mode II plagal, hypophrygian, b-c-d-e + e-f-g-a-b

— Mode III authentic, lydian, f-g-a-b-c + c-d-e-f

— Mode III plagal, hypolydian, c-d-e-f + f-g-a-b-c

— Mode IV authentic, mixolydian, g-a-b-c-d + d-e-f-g

— Mode IV plagal, hypomixolydian, d-e-f-g + g-a-b-c-d

As we see, there is always one overlapping tone, whose importance indicates the exact church

mode. It is sometimes called the reciting tone. These modes could also be transposed. Although they
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are an comprehensive framework for the melodic organization, Wilson comments that “there is
some evidence to suggest that medieval musicians tended to organize and hear music in relatively
short segments without the long-term tonal awareness we take for granted.” (Wilson 1990, 55). This

is especially notable in earlier Medieval works.

Apart from the modes as a theoretical framework, Guido of Arezzo also invented a teaching aid
which became a very influential system. For the learning and memorizing of melodies, he used a
hymn to Saint John, ut queant laxis, in which each phrase starts on the next note in an ascending

scale:

Ut queant laxis

Guido d’Arezzo
(992 — 1050)
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Fig. 8. Ut queant laxis

The first syllables of every phrase became the names of the notes of what was called a hexachord, a
scale of six notes: ut, re, mi, fa, sol, la. Ut would be converted into Do in the 17" century by the
musicologist Giovanni Baptista Doni, using the first syllable of his own surname for it. The seventh
note, si, did not form part of the hexachord but would later on be added from the initials of “Sancte
Ioannes”. In Guido's system, the natural hexachord starting on C could be transposed into two
different hexachords: the “soft” hexachord called hexacordium mollum on F with a b flat, and the
“hard” hexachord called hexacordium durum on G. Thus, in his system the only possible note
alteration could be a b flat, and the larger part of the Middle Ages only knew this accidental in
notation. All that did not enter the Guidonian system, named musica recta, including written or

unwritten e flat or f sharp, would be called musica ficta or “false music”.

Guido's system covers two octaves and a sixth. He called its lowest note Gamma ut, and as a
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consequence the entire span was called the Gamut. To each note, he gave the same fixed alphabet
letter names as the one we still use nowadays, and its possible position within one of the three types
of hexachords. The low G, Gamma ut, could only be ut because there was no lower note. Then A re,
and B mi would follow. C could both be the fourth note in the G hexachord (fa) and the first note of
the C hexachord (ut): C fa ut. Then D sol re and E la mi would follow. F would extend beyond the
six notes of the G hexachord. F would be fa, as well as ut of its own hexachord, and would thus be
called Fa fa ut. Now g would fall into all three hexachords and thus would be g sol re ut, followed
by a la mi re. If the next note were to be a b flat, this would be fa; but in case of being a b, it would
be mi. Thus, it is important to know in which hexachord one would like to continue: in the
hexacordium mollum it would be with b flat, in a hexacordium durum it would be with b natural. It
seems like a difficult system, but personal experience with this solmization method has led to the
conclusion that it can even result a more practical tool than our regular system to understand and
perform Medieval and Renaissance music. A major difference is that in Guido's system, the names
ut, re, mi, fa, sol and la refer to functions within hexachords and not to absolute notes. Also, the
mutation to another hexachord requires practice.

The Guidonian hand is a system of solmization with the visual aid of specific areas on the hand,

where every note of the Gamut has its own spot, as shown in the illustration below.

naturale
durum

Fig. 9. The Guidonian hand
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1.7 The Medieval Voice and Instruments

Within the concept of the Harmony of the Spheres, the human voice is superior to musical
instruments, because the former is created by God while the latter is created by human beings. The
human voice can sing praises to God while the musical instrument only brings pleasure with its
sound. There is a duality between body and soul, as noted by Medieval music historian Eduardo
Aubert™. In this duality, the body is being seduced by the pleasure of the sounds and the soul is
being saved by the transcending aspect of the combination of liturgical music and text. This may be
one of the reasons why liturgical chant had to be performed entirely vocally; musical instruments
were prohibited in liturgy. The church organ was an exception, but in the time of Dante there were
very few church organs and they were still in a primitive state. If we wish to perform the chants in a

historically informed manner, we must thus sing them without using any musical instruments.

The idea that music could have a great influence on human beings had already been expressed by

Augustine (354-430), one of the so-called “Church Fathers”.”” In Book 9, Chapter 6, he exclaims:

“How freely did I weep in thy hymns and canticles; how deeply was I moved by the voices of thy
sweet-speaking Church! The voices flowed into my ears; and the truth was poured forth into my heart,

where the tide of my devotion overflowed, and my tears ran down, and I was happy in all these

things.”®

In Book 10, Chapter 33, he ponders about the benefits and dangers of the music sung in church:

“In those melodies which thy words inspire when sung with a sweet and trained voice, I still find
repose; yet not so as to cling to them, but always so as to be able to free myself as I wish. (...)
Sometimes, I seem to myself to give them more respect than is fitting, when I see that our minds are
more devoutly and earnestly inflamed in piety by the holy words when they are sung than when they are
not. And I recognize that all the diverse affections of our spirits have their appropriate measures in the
voice and song, to which they are stimulated by I know not what secret correlation. (...) Thus I vacillate

between dangerous pleasure and healthful exercise. I am inclined - though I pronounce no irrevocable

56 Aubert, E., “Locating the Sound of the Medieval Voice — an Analytical Framework”, In Search of the Medieval
Voice: Expressions of Identity in the Middle Ages, ed. Bleach, L; Néri, K.; Prosser, S. (Newcastle, 2009) p. 23

57 The Church Fathers were “early Christian theologians (in particular of the first five centuries) whose writings are
regarded as especially authoritative.”, http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/father?
g=church+father#father__16 [accessed 12-7 2015]

58 “Quantum flevi in hymnis et canticis tuis, suave sonantis ecclesiae tuae vocibus commotus acriter! voces illae
influebant auribus meis, et eliquabatur veritas in cor meum, et exaestuabat inde affectus pietatis, et currebant
lacrimae, et bene mihi erat cum eis.”, Augustine of Hippo, Confessions, Book 9, Chapter 6.

http://faculty.georgetown.edu/jod/latinconf/latinconf.html and English translation:
http://faculty.georgetown.edu/jod/augustine/conf.pdf
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opinion on the subject - to approve of the use of singing in the church, so that by the delights of the ear
the weaker minds may be stimulated to a devotional mood. Yet when it happens that I am more moved

by the singing than by what is sung, I confess myself to have sinned wickedly, and then I would rather

not have heard the singing.”*

Through history, elaboration and ornamentation of the existing plainchant has always been sought,
making the text less comprehensible and shifting the attention from the meaning to the beauty of the
music. This was not always appreciated by the leaders of the Church. An example is the papal bull
Docta Sanctorum Patrum (1324) by Pope John XXII in which he warns against the seduction and
distraction of polyphonic music in church. His warning did not achieve its aim: polyphony kept on

developing within liturgy.

So how did the Medieval voice sound? This is a very difficult question to answer because the
Medieval treatises that mention something about it are vague enough to leave room for many
different vocal sounds. Jeremy Summerly in his article “Vocal Performance before ¢.1430”
summarizes the more comprehensible Medieval indications: “Do not force the high notes. Sing
sweetly, elegantly, and with fluidity — neither harshly nor nasally. Be rhythmically flexible where
appropriate. Tune chords from the lowest voice upwards. Avoid singing wrong notes, respect natural
word stress, and make the text clearly audible.” (Summerly 2012, 248). This has not changed so
much for us and they still do not give a clue about the actual sound but rather about the way how to
perform the musical material. He continues: “The organisation of a fluid melody and attention to
appropriate word stress were evidently the most important features of correct performance practice
— these were the two areas in which a novice needed most guidance.” (Summerly 2012, 249). The
novices learnt the Latin texts of the 150 psalms by heart and only later they would completely
comprehend their meaning. Summerly also recommends reading the words aloud before singing
them, “not least because reading aloud was more common in the Middle Ages than it is now.”

(Summerly 2012, 249).

59 “Nunc in sonis, quos animant eloquia tua, cum suavi et artificosa voce cantantur, fateor, aliquantulum adquiesco,
non quidem ut haeream, sed ut surgam, cum volo. (...) aliquando enim plus mihi videor honoris eis tribuere, quam
decet, dum ipsis sanctis dictis religiosius et ardentius sentio moveri animos nostros in flammam pietatis, cum ita
cantantur, quam si non ita cantarentur, et omnes affectus spiritus nostri pro sui diversitate habere proprios modos in
voce atque cantu, quorum nescio qua occulta familiaritate excitentur. (...) ita fluctuo inter periculum voluptatis et
experimentum salubritatis magisque, adducor; non quidem inretractabilem sententiam proferens, cantandi
consuetudinem approbare in ecclesia, ut per oblectamenta aurium infirmior animus in affectum pietatis adsurgat.
tamen cum mihi accidit, ut me amplius cantus quam res, quae canitur, moveat, poenaliter me peccare confiteor, et
tunc mallem non audire cantantem.”, Augustine of Hippo, Confessions, Book 10, Chapter 33.

http://faculty.georgetown.edu/jod/latinconf/latinconf.html and English translation:
http://faculty.georgetown.edu/jod/augustine/conf.pdf
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Another clue for performance of these chants lies in the fact that on solemn occasions the music
would be sung slower. In fact, this is exactly the liturgical context of the first Parisian polyphonic
compositions in which faster voices were written against the longer notes of the original chant. The
repertoire was not always sung the same way: “the liturgical day, week and year revolved around
lightness and darkness, high and low, ferial and festal; singing that did not reflect the perennially
changing liturgical colours would have been as inappropriate as an immutably well-mannered vocal

style.” (Summerly 2012, 251).

Somewhere in between speaking and singing, there was a kind of “song-speech”, called
cantillation. Aubert argues that the verbs mentioned in liturgical contexts indicate different uses of
the voice:

— dicere (to speak)

— decante (to praise), psallere (to chant), recitare (to recite)

— cantare or canere (to sing)®
He also states that, in order to have an idea of how the singing voice sounded, it is fundamental to
have some knowledge about the sound of the spoken voice (Aubert 2009, 19). We are not aware of
the fact that our sound system could be completely different from the one in 1300, but “if upon
hearing a recording made even half a century ago, we are often struck by how differently people
spoke or sung, what scale of difference should we expect to encounter when placing ourselves a
millennium in the past?” (Aubert 2009, 21). Aubert refers to the concept of the “soundscape”
invented by musicologist Raymond Murray Schafer in 1977 for his book The Tuning of the World,
as a broader sonorous context including all sounds in daily life. Jean-Pierre Gutton in his book
Bruits et sons dans notre histoire (2000) applied this concept to a more historical context. Here, he
contrasts the noisy street life with the silent monastic context. “From the Middle Ages on (...), noise
is everywhere and foremost in the cities.”®" After having mentioned the loud festivities on special

days, he comments:

“On more ordinary days, the city is still very sonorous. Its many towers, churches or convents, change it
into a 'ringing' city. (...) However, it is the small street traders who work without shop (...) that mostly

animate the streets. (...) The seasonal merchants, the water carriers, milkmen, 'waferers' selling cakes,

many more mingle their cries. The rurals also bring into town loaves of bread, butter, cheese.”*

60 Aubert, E., “Locating the Sound of the Medieval Voice — an Analytical Framework™, In Search of the Medieval
Voice: Expressions of Identity in the Middle Ages, ed. Bleach, L; Nari, K.; Prosser, S. (Newcastle, 2009), p. 23

61 Original: “Des le Moyen Age (...), le bruit est partout et d'abord dans les villes.” Gutton, J.-P., Bruits et sons dans
notre histoire (Paris, 2000), p. 19

62 “Dans des jours plus ordinaires, la ville demeure encore trés sonore. Ses multiples clochers, d'églises ou de couvents,

en font une ville “sonnante”. (...) Ce sont cependant les petits métiers de la rue qui travaillent sans boutique (...) qui

animent surtout les rues. (...) Les marchands des quatre saisons, les porteurs d'eau, les laitiers, les "oublieurs" qui
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The town criers announced important novelties, like proclamations, local decrees, royal births, but
also the names of the deceased that day. Also the mourning expressed themselves loudly, not always
welcomed, as this peculiar example demonstrates: “In the late thirteenth century, the statutes of
Valréas prohibit those who follow the (dead) body in the street, the church or the cemetery
screaming and whining because they "terrify the people", hinder the service and "are not useful in

any way."®

Which role did the Church play in this? Gutton proposes the idea that the Church substitutes the
cries of mourning with psalms, little procession bells and the tower bells. These same bells also are
a call to prayer. “The bell covers thus disorderly manifestations that the Church condemns.”® The
claims in favor of silence reside in the Church, and before anything else are expressed through the
monastic rules. The rules that St. Benedict had set up recommend taciturnity or “restraint in
words.”® While speech can be done with moderation, laughter was more conflictive, not only
because it could be an expression of mockery or frivolity, but also because it “is a phenomenon that
is expressed through the body and expressing the body. This is for monks, and clerics in general, a
dangerous /liaison.(...) It is presented as the most virulent and most vulgar to break the silence.”*

Of course, singing is the only expression of the voice that is really valued by the Church, as a way

of offering praise to God.

Within this sonorous historical context, we can imagine that the voices of monks and nuns were
more polished than the voices of most common people. They spoke little and shouted less, while
their voices were trained by daily singing. We do not have any certain knowledge about their
singing technique and their ideal vocal sound, so this will be subject to our own imagination. For
example, singing with our speaking voice or “chest voice” is not the same as singing with a more

“classical” head-projected voice, the type of voice that professional classical singers use nowadays.

The American musicologist Timothee McGee has some specific thoughts on the subject. He departs

from what is stated in the surviving treatises but also from the Medieval music and its demands on

vendent des gateaux, beaucoup d'autres encore mélent leurs cris. Les ruraux apportent aussi en ville miches de pain,

beurre, fromage.” Gutton, J.-P., Bruits et sons dans notre histoire (Paris, 2000), p. 20-21

63 “A la fin du XllIle siccle, les statuts de Valréas interdisent a ceux qui suivent le corps dans la rue, 1'église ou au
cimetiére de crier et de se lamenter car ils “terrifient le peuple”, génent l'office et “ne sont utiles en aucune facon.”
Gutton, J.-P., Bruits et sons dans notre histoire (Paris, 2000), p. 22

64 “Le glas couvre ainsi les manifestations désordonnées que 1'Eglise réprouve.”, Gutton, J.-P., Bruits et sons dans
notre histoire (Paris, 2000), p. 23

65 “Celle de saint Benoit recommande la taciturnité ou «retenue dans les paroles».” Gutton, J.-P., Bruits et sons dans
notre histoire (Paris, 2000), p. 23

66 “C'est que le rire est un phénomeéne qui s'exprime par le corps et qui exprime le corps. C'est pour les moines, les
clercs plus généralement, une liaison dangereuse. (...) Il est alors présenté comme la manicre la plus virulente et la
plus vulgaire de rompre le silence.”, Gutton, J.-P., Bruits et sons dans notre histoire (Paris, 2000), p. 26
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the voice. He comes to the conclusion that “the rapid articulation, pulsating notes, sliding pitches,
and non-diatonic tones were a part of the basic technique, and not just unusual and colourful sounds
that were introduced into a vocal style that was otherwise similar to the modern practice.”®’

However, some of his statements are more based upon generalizing speculation than facts:

“the obvious conclusion is that the entire medieval singing practice was a unified style in which flexible
sounds and pitches had a basic and constant presence even outside the specific ornaments discussed in
the treatises” and “a small amount of help can be found by investigating the vocal practices of later
centuries, where some techniques are clearly related to the earlier practices and probably descended
from them. In this regard it is surprising to note that a number of medieval techniques were still a part of
the vocal practices as late as the Baroque period. (...) These later vocal practices probably can be
accepted as evidence that once the Roman vocal style was learned, certain components of the
performance technique were retained in all regions of Europe throughout the Renaissance and beyond”

(McGee 1998, 118 and 126).

Both geographically and temporally, McGee overgeneralises vocal style and sound. If sound
recording of classical singers from the beginning of the 20" century are so alien to us, how can we
expect that there was so much unity over more than a thousand years in the Middle Ages? The idea
of a continuum of vocal practices from the Middle Ages to the Baroque is not very realistic. We can
imagine that, with the slow connections within Europe, even local styles varied greatly. In fact,
McGee himself quotes two Medieval sources which speak of the northerners having difficulty in
performing nuances that formed part of the Roman practice: John the Deacon (9" century) and
Adhémar de Chabannes (11" century). Both seem to express differences in the performance of the
same repertoire by the people that lived more to the north than they did, although McGee's opinion
is that, despite the adaption to the local practices, “the notation in the manuscripts and the
theoretical treatises reflect the European-wide adoption of a common basic vocal style, whatever the
local variants may have been” (McGee 1998, 122). However, neumatic notation changed into
square notation in the 13™ century, and this notation did not convey any information anymore about

vocal style, only about the specific notes of chant melodies.

67 McGee, T. J. The Sound of Medieval Song. Ornamentation and vocal style according to the treatises (Oxford, 1998),
p.118
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McGee continues:

“The treatises demonstrate that the Roman technique was still being taught in the early fourteenth
century. Perhaps, however, the relatively large number of treatises treating the matter from ¢.1300 are
evidence of decline rather than strength — of a need to reinforce a tradition that was no longer as well
known or well observed as it had been. It is at the turn of the fourteenth century that we find
contradictory opinions in France concerning the suitability of applying the chromatic and enharmonic
genera to ecclesiastical music: Jerome [de Moravia, died after 1271] and [John de] Garlandia [c.1190 to
¢.1270] in favour, [Johannes] de Muris [c.1290 - c.1355] against. This may well be a sign of the decline
of one aspect of the older practice in that region [Paris]” (McGee 1998, 126).

Paris was one of the more innovating European centres, so that would imply that in Tuscany, where
Dante lived, the Roman vocal style could certainly still be active. So what is this Roman style

exactly? McGee describes it as such:

“The technique involves the ability to sing with a clear (vibratoless) voice, rapid throat articulation and
pulsation, slow, fast, and accelerating vibrato at variable intervals, and voice placement that alternates
between a bright sound made in the front of the mouth and a dark tone from the throat. The sounds
include fixed and sliding tones, diatonic and non-diatonic pitches, aspirated, gargled, and sibilant

sounds, and both clear and covered tone qualities” (McGee 1998, 120).

He encounters these same voice qualities in the music of Eastern Mediterranean countries and India
and adds that “in the absence of a better model, therefore, any and all of the Eastern vocal practices
can be used to assist the modern reader to conceptualize the kind of sound that would have resulted
from applying what is described in the theoretical treatises and required by the ornaments” (McGee
1998, 120). It is indeed an interesting thought, at least for artistic purposes rather than for

musicological ones.
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Another musicologist and musician, Marcel Péres, found his examples closer to Europe: in

Byzantine and in Corsican catholic chant.

“Sometimes, focussing on some still living liturgical traditions can be profoundly beneficial. The study
of Corsican religious chant, preserved by oral tradition, is valuable because it is one of the best
preserved remains of the chant traditions of Post-Tridentine Catholicism. Byzantine chant can also

enlighten us in a fruitful way to understand the vocal manners referred to by the first notations of Roman

chant and some medieval theorists.”®®

Still, we must bear in mind that traditions are organic developments in which practices gradually
keep on changing. The performance practice within a tradition will not be the same in the 20"
century as it was in the 13™ century, most probably not even as it was in the 19" century. However,
just as the Indian and Persian techniques can give us artistic ideas, so can Corsican, Byzantine and
Mozarabic chant, and it must be said that, at least geographically, they are closer. As to the voice
projection, he argues that “the spiritual can not be considered solely as a combination of a text and a
melody. The act of liturgical chant is primarily a vocal conduct, that is to say, a particular manner of
conducting the voice, to enter the sound and inhabit the space and time of celebration. The melodic
contours are only the result of this attitude.”® He believes that the singers sang with a deeper voice
than nowadays, with “a strong, resonant voice extensively using all the resources of art of the
ornamentation”. It is quite the opposite of the ideal that Solesmes sought in their “restoration” of
Medieval chant, a voice “characterized by its high-implied-height angelic softness, lack of tone
colour and its rejection of any ornamentation seen as futile and superfluous”.” His assumption that
voices were lower, because “the pitch of ecclesiastical chant was, in France, one tone lower than the
current pitch™”!, might not be correct: historically, almost each location had its own pitch, witnessed
by the historical instruments that have survived. Indeed, French courtly instruments from the 18"
century are in a=Hz392, one tone lower than our a=Hz440, but that was just one place at one

moment in time. Many instruments from the earlier centuries are even in a higher pitch than

68 “Parfois, 1'attention portée a certaines traditions liturgiques encore vivantes peut étre profondément bénéfique.
L'étude du chant religieux corse, conservé par la tradition orale, est précieuse car il représente ['un des vestiges les
mieux conservés des traditions cantorales du catholicisme posttridentin. Le chant byzantin peut également nous
éclairer de maniére féconde pour comprendre les maniéres vocales auxquelles font référence les premiéres notations
du chant romain et certains théoriciens médiévaux.”, Péreés, M., Les Voix du Plain-chant (Paris, 2001), p. 162

69 “Le chant religieux ne peut étre considéré uniquement comme l'association d'un texte et d'une mélodie. L'acte du
chant liturgique est d'abord une conduite vocale, c'est-a-dire une maniere particuliére de conduire la voix, d'entrer
dans le son et d'habiter l'espace et le temps de la célébration. Les contours mélodiques ne sont que la résultante de
cette attitude.”, Pérés, M., Les Voix du Plain-chant (Paris, 2001), p. 163

70 “(...) une voix forte et timbrée utilisant abondamment toutes les ressources de l'art de I'ornementation.”, “Dans la
pensée de Solesmes, la voix parfaite se caractérise par sa hauteur élevée-sous-entendu angélique-sa douceur, son
absence de timbre et son refus de toute ornementation considérée comme futile et superfétatoire.”, Pérés, M., Les
Voix du Plain-chant (Paris, 2001), p. 163

71 “le diapason du chant ecclésiastique était, en France, un ton plus bas que le diapason actuel”, Pérés, M., Les Voix du
Plain-chant (Paris, 2001), p. 163
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a=Hz440. Thus, we do not know if chant was lower or higher in the Middle Ages, at any specific
time or place. We must also keep in mind that Medieval notation only shows relative pitch, not
absolute pitch, so any chant can be sung at a pitch that is comfortable for the singers (Wilson 1990,

88).

Why did the Solesmes monks search for this high-pitched, non-ornamented sound ideal that is still
in vigour today? It was not the sound they were used to, in fact, their own living tradition was one

of adding ornaments:

“It must be said that in the 19" century the traditional chant was still very ornamented, the singers had
preserved this knowledge. But it was considered that these ornaments were superfluous additions of the
17™ and 18™ centuries, which were considered the worst periods of the decadence of liturgical chant.
How to explain then that the Roman manuscripts of the 11" century offered an even more developed
ornamentation? (...) These scholars of the late 19" century could not understand how a repertoire being
unanimous in its written versions could present differences in their interpretations. Because in their
mind, formed by the theory of their time, everything that is written corresponds to a sound event. This
was the basic principle of the theory of the 19" century. But when we go back in time, from the 18"
century, it appears that the use was common among musicians to consider the written word as a frame

around which all kinds of fireworks could be developed, designed to enhance the melodies.”’

Indeed, from the 19" century on, musical scores have been perceived as performance scores, in
which indications on dynamics, speed, pitch and articulation are precisely annotated, while early
scores were frameworks or skeleton scores which only gave the basics of the musical piece,
supposing that the performer knew the stylistic and conceptual conventions, such as ornamentation,

added sharps or flats, articulation, and so on.

We are not sure about the specific ornaments that might have been applied to plainchant in Florence
around 1300 but according to the findings of McGee, “we can be fairly sure that the neumes that
were retained in graphic style in the later manuscripts (quilisma, oriscus, plica) were still performed

in the earlier ornamental style. For those ornamental neumes that were translated into stable pitches

72 “Il faut dire qu'au XIX' siecle le plain-chant traditionnel était encore trés orné, les chantres avaient conservé ce
savoir-faire. Mais on considérait que ces ornements étaient des ajouts superfétatoires des XVII' et XVIII' siecles,
alors considérés comme les pires moments de la décadence du chant liturgique. Comment alors expliquer que les
manuscrits romains du XI' siécle offraient une ornementation encore plus développée? (...) Ces chercheurs de la fin
du XIX' siecle ne pouvaient comprendre comment un répertoire unanime dans ses versions écrites pouvait présenter
des divergences dans l'interprétation. Car dans leur esprit, formé par le solfege de 1'époque, tout ce qui est écrit
correspond a un événement sonore. C'était le principe de base du solfége du XIX' siécle. Or, lorsque I'on remonte
dans le temps, dés le XVIII' siécle, il apparait que l'usage était commun chez les musiciens de considérer la chose
écrite comme une trame autour de laquelle il était possible de développer toutes sortes d'artifices destinés a
agrémenter les mélodies.”, Pérés, M., Les Voix du Plain-chant (Paris, 2001), p. 37-38
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(the stropha neumes, pressus, etc.) we cannot be sure.” (McGee 1998, 126). Scholars are not sure

about the exact meaning of the ornaments that remained intact within square notation.

Let us see what musicologist and chant expert David Hiley can tell us about these ornaments. First
of all, the quilisma (“rolling” in Greek) is a serrated note form, normally found between an

ascending third.

“Aurelian of Réome (f1 7840-50) spoke of it as a trembling and rising sound (GerbertS, i, 47), and most
modern writers have not ventured beyond this. Tack suggested that it concerns a method of voice
production no longer practised. Other studies (Wiesli, Cardine) have concentrated on the degrees of the
scale on which it is most commonly found, suggesting that it may have been used for tonal

orientation.””

The second ornament, the oriscus, is a note shape with a kind of comma-like appendix. It is not sure
if it involves micro-tones, a stress on the following note or something else, an uncertainty that Hiley
indeed confirms.™ The last ornament, the plica (“fold” in Latin) is a note with two stems, like a U

or an inverted U. In the words of David Hiley,

“the plica is a two-note neume, containing the pitch where the plica was placed on the staff plus a higher
(‘U’ shape) or lower (inverted ‘U’) note. The second note was semi-vocalized to provide a passing or
anticipatory note before the next pitch. The semi-vocalization was most commonly practised on the
consonants ‘I’, ‘m’, ‘n’ and ‘r’, before another consonant (2452 out of 3500 cases in the study in
PalMus, 1st ser., ii, 1891), sometimes when they were the only consonant between vowels; on the
second vowel of diphthongs; on the consonant pair ‘gn’; sometimes on ‘d’ and ‘t’ at the ends of words

(particularly et, sed, ut); sometimes on soft ‘c’ and soft ‘g’ (before ‘e’ and ‘i’); sometimes also on ‘d’,

‘s’, ‘t” and ‘x’, before other consonants; and on ‘i’ or ‘j” when used as a consonant.””

73 Hiley, D., "Quilisma." Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online. Oxford University Press,
http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/22699 [accessed June 18, 2015]

74 1bid., "Oriscus." Ibid http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/20467 [accessed June 18,
2015]

75 Ibid. "Plica." Ibid. http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/21942 [accessed June 18,
2015]



http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/21942
http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/20467
http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/22699
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Fig. 11. An overview of various neumes.

Now that we have observed that Medieval voice techniques and ornamentations were apparently
very different from the way most singers approach Medieval repertoires nowadays, there is still
another important aspect of performance, pointed out by Marcel Péres: the change from singing

from the choir book on the lectern to smaller books supported by the singers themselves.

“From the late twelfth century, the Catholics, previously singing by heart, took the habit of singing from
books, large enough so that everyone could simultaneously read the contents. These books were placed
on a lectern (...). These large books were replaced at the beginning of the 20™ century by small books,
eminently practical, but provoking a different way of standing during the act of singing. The books
placed on a lectern forced the singers to lift their heads and therefore to stand upright and open their rib
cages, and so to project their voices with a vigorous blast upwards. Wearing capes, in the exercise of the
most solemn liturgies would reinforce this attitude. Conversely, the little book brings the choir to head

down to read a tiny notation, back bent completely closes the rib cage, and the voice, supported by a
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compressed breath, is directed downward.””®
Connecting this to a voice which contains more harmonics, a somewhat more metallic voice like in
Indian music would make sense for sparing the voice and projecting it toward the audience. In
modern Western singing, there is a technique called “twang” which searches for a more metallic
quality and does not put so much strain on the voice and which might also be taken into

consideration for performance of the Medieval chant repertoire.

We have seen that we possess very little knowledge about the actual sound of the Medieval types of
voices. We cannot generalize the singing style for the whole of Europe. It should not be forgotten
that the native language of a singer also has considerable influence on his singing and
pronunciation. Neither can we assume that the Medieval voice has been the same throughout more
than a millennium. We can assume that ornaments did play a role in plainchant, although we are not
very sure about what kind of ornaments were used around 1300 in Italy. As McGee stated, some of
the Medieval music demands some specific voice qualities: a clear, vibratoless voice which is agile
enough in its throat articulation and pulsation, while being able to produce a very controlled kind of
vibrato on specific notes. We must keep in mind that this is not necessarily all Medieval music but it
is at least a little bit of information that can help us to come closer to the sound of the singing voice
around 1300 in Toscane. This city was close to Rome and it is probable that its singing style was
much more similar to the Roman style than to the French one. Furthermore, we could think of a
slightly metallic voice rich in overtones that would project well and not put too much strain on the
voice during the many hours of singing. We certainly have to try to let go of the stereotype of the
Medieval voice that was created by Solesmes monks at the end of the 19™ century. We do not
necessarily have to abandon it entirely (although it seems that historical evidence points that way),
but at least we should step out of our unconscious presuppositions and make an artistic decision

based on the informations we do have access to.

76 “Depuis la fin du XII' si¢cle, les catholiques, qui auparavant chantaient par cceur, prirent I'habitude de chanter sur
des livres, nécessairement de grande dimension, afin que plusieurs puissent en lire simultanément le contenu. Ces
livres étaient posés sur un lutrin (...). Ces grands livres furent remplacés, au début du XX' siécle, par des petits
livres, éminemment pratiques, mais qui induisirent une tout autre maniere de se tenir pendant l'acte du chant. Les
grands livres posés sur un lutrin obligeaient les chantres a lever la téte, et donc a se tenir droits et a ouvrir leurs
cages thoraciques, et ainsi a projeter leur voix d'un souffle vigoureux vers le haut. (...) A l'inverse, le petit livre
amene les choristes a baisser la téte pour pouvoir lire une notation minuscule, le dos courbé ferme complétement la
cage thoracique, et la voix, soutenue par un souffle comprimé, est dirigée vers le bas.”, Péres, M., Les Voix du Plain-
chant (Paris, 2001), p. 165
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1.8 Notation and its Relationship with Rhythm, Improvisation and Polyphony

In the 8" century Pippin the Younger (c.714-768) was the first Carolingian to become Frankish king
thanks to the help of the Pope, to whom he had made the promise to support him in his power.

This Frankish-Papal alliance was to be reinforced through faith, and so the Roman ritual with its
music was imposed on the Gallican, although in reality the two became merged into what we call
Roman-Gallican chant. His son Charlemagne, who became Holy Emperor in 800, reinforced the
establishment of this liturgical repertoire. Because of his good relation with the Byzantine Empire,
under his reign there was also an interchange of music and musicians with Byzantium (Wilson
1998, 11). Meanwhile, the Roman chant — not having been in contact with the Gallican chant —

would continue to exist as an oral tradition.

While Greek letter notation had been used in the earlier Roman Empire, the transmission of these
early Christian chants was completely oral. Greek letter notation had been a notation of separate
notes, just like in our system, but the first Christian notation focussed on contours of melodic lines.

It was meant as a mnemonic for learning the great amount of chants by heart. According to Wilson,

“this accords well with the medieval concept of melodic transmission. To the medieval mind, melodic
identity meant identity of contour, not a literal identity of notes. An ascent of a fifth and a descent of a
third in one performance could be matched by the ascent of a fourth and the descent of a second in
another. This identity of generalized contour rather than exact pitched content continues throughout the
medieval era, and later precisely pitched manuscripts seldom match each other exactly and may display

a bewildering variety of incidental and unimportant variants” (Wilson 1998, 24).

We have seen earlier that, as a mnemonic for these melodic lines, neumatic notation was used from
the 9™ century on. The first neumes, called non-diastematic neumes, did not indicate any difference
in pitch between the tones. Later on, diastematic neumes appeared, and when lines were added to
these neumes, they could be associated with real intervals. At the beginning of the 11" century,
Guido of Arezzo proposed a red line for the F and a yellow one for the C. Through time two more
lines were added to the F-line and C-line, and the C and F became clefs. By the 12" century, square
notation began to replace the neume notation, which implied a change from performance-oriented
notation to pitch-oriented notation. As we have seen before, of all the special performance
indications, only the quilisma, the oriscus and the plica or liquescent appeared in the square
notation. The transition from neumes to notes took a long time, Wilson states that “most eleventh-
and twelfth-century manuscripts still use staffless diastematic neumes, indicative of the continued

reliance on memory in medieval musical life” (Wilson 1990, 88).
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Here we see 12" century diastematic neumes with four
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Fig. 12. Fragment from Gaudete et
exsulate, Antiphonary from Saint-Maur-
des-Fossés (12th century), 200v

The appearance of reading from a book on a lectern is connected to the transition to square notation,
which had to be clear and big enough to be read by everyone from a distance. Pérés comments that
the first written testimony of the use of a lectern is about the Magnus liber organi in the Notre
Dame, and it might very well be that square notation originated at that same place, spreading in the
13™ century throughout Europe (Pérés 2001, 50-51). The fact that the chants did not have to be
memorized anymore secured the stability of the repertoire because it would not be altered due to
faulty memory. Also, the repertoire could be extended without difficulty because it did not have to
be taught by heart anymore. Finally, the precision in pitch and later on in rhythm gave way to more

complex forms of polyphony.

The first testimonies of polyphony, treatises dating from the 9™ century, indicate that there was a
practice of singing in parallel fifths, fourths and octaves. This is called parallel organum. They also
mention so-called oblique organum, where both voices move in parallel and oblique intervals and
come together in a unison at the last note (Wilson 1990, 98-99). These practices might have existed
already in the 8" century or before. Parallel organum would exist until the 16™ century as an
improvised organum practice within liturgy. In the 13™ and 14™ centuries this practice would consist
of parallel movement in fifths, and in the 15™ century the so-called “fauxbourdon” would consist of
parallel sixths and fourths below the melody. This is the easiest form that could be performed by

beginners. As Wilson argues,

“its effect to us may seem a bit sterile, but its effect within a liturgical service otherwise sung unison and
heard by listeners not conditioned by a millennium of harmonic complexities, was great. Performed
slowly, as the Scholia enchiriadis specifies, in the resonance of a stone church, the result can be
impressive. Sonorous doubling can enrich a chant through pure chant. Besides, there was spontaneous
ornamentation of one or more of the upper lines, a practice specifically discussed by 13th- and 14th-

century theorists and undoubtedly used long before” (Wilson 1990, 99).
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This is essential information for a possible interpretation of the chants mentioned in the Divina
Commedia. However, contrary motion was probably used within the organum practices in the Santa
Reparata, the former cathedral of Florence, where Dante would have heard the chants. It appeared
for the first time at the end of the 11" century, in the so-called free organum of Southern France or
Aquitaine, being a thriving culture by then. Aquitanian culture, known for its art of courtly love,
fomented the music and poetry of the troubadours. Simultaneously, in the sacred repertoire it
witnessed some major developments, with contrary motion as its essential concept. Contrary motion
was the basis for all later Western music, because it led to melodic independence of the different
voices. But again, Wilson tells us that “there is every evidence that the earlier simple forms of
organum continued throughout the succeeding centuries as an improvised form, seldom committed
to writing” (Wilson 1990, 116). Until now, all these early polyphonic notated versions would be
neume-to-neume or note-to-note organum: the parallel, oblique or contrary motion was always from
one note to the other. The main reason for this is that rhythmic notation did not exist yet, so the
different voices could not be rhythmically independent from each other. Still, in the Aquitanian
sacred repertoire from 1100 on, we already encounter groups of faster notes against one note in the
other voice: flourishes or even melismas, longer groups of more than six notes. They do not have
any rhythmic notation, so the most logical rhythm would be giving the syllables the same length as
in natural speech. Wilson quotes the Medieval music theorist John of Affleghem (Johannes
Afflighementsis, fl. ¢.1100): “Although I have set a syllabic organum against syllabic motion, it is
allowable for anyone making organum to double or triple the notes over the syllabic progression, or
to expand then suitably in any way whatsoever” (Wilson 1990, 149). His remark shows that the
Aquitanian florid and melismatic notated compositions record a practice derived from
improvisation. This is, again, relevant information about the practices in plainchant that could have
been present around 1300, a more “conservative” practice by then which could perfectly have

survived in the improvised organum practice.

Aquitaine also saw the first cantus firmus settings, where the notes of the original chant are
stretched to tremendously long notes, above which the other voice is moving in rapid florid or
melismatic movement, sometimes with a new text. Adding new music to a pre-existing chant is
called a trope and was applied as early as in the 9™ century. This can refer to new melismas without
text, adding a new text to a pre-existing melisma, or adding both new text and music. Wilson

describes the motivation behind this work method when he argues that

“the great medieval inclination was not to discard but to improve — not to challenge received learning

but to explain or 'gloss' it, even if that gloss subtly changed the received meaning. So it was with the
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service of the worship of God, a desire not to change but to embellish and thus make even more

meaningful the texts of the Mass and Office” (Wilson 1990, §8).

The Parisian N6tre Dame school was the place where eventually the rhythmic modes were created.
Around the 1160s and 1170s, Leoninus composed the works of the Magnus liber organi, while
Perotinus wrote his compositions at the end of the 12" century, just at a time when Gothic
architecture arose. If we are to make a connection between Gothic architecture and the “Ars nova”
music of that time — aware of the fact that Gothic architecture was never fully accepted in Italy — we
could imagine that the Parisian musical style did not find acceptance there either. In Florence, the
Santa Reparata was a relatively small cathedral, and in 1296 the first cornerstone was laid for the
current Cattedrale di Santa Maria del Fiore. This would take 140 years to be built, so Dante has

never seen the larger building.

In Paris, simple ternary rhythmic formulas developed, mostly in trochaic rhythm (long-short). At
the beginning of the 13" century also other kinds of rhythms arose, which resulted around 1240 in
the codification of the rhythmic modes, the first systematic rhythmic notation. There were six
modes:

1. Along and a short (trochaic)
A short and a long (iambic)
A long and two shorts (the last short is a bit longer)
Two shorts and a long (the second short is a bit long; mode that was seldomly used)
All longs (the beat itself)
All shorts (three within one beat)

A

All these rhythmic modes were ternary. In Italy in the 14™ century binary modes were designed,
which made the later 14" century Italian music possible. The problem with the rhythmical modes
was that the length of each note depended on the notes surrounding it, and thus it could be

ambivalent.
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Mode Original Notation ] Meaning . Poetic Symbols : Modern Equivalent
Mode I L long-short —_— Trochaic | [

Mode II N .shnrl—l.clng ) — lambic | pr

Mode 11l B long-short-short —\_/\/ Dactylic Fer
] lonssorins A —  Anapaestc |pf[

Mode V | q q q -long-long‘long S — Spondaic | rrr

Mode VI | l l :t.;hor(-shor[-shor[ \_/\___/\_/ Tribrachic | pPep

Fig. 13. The rhythmic modes.

The Parisian rhythmic notation adopted the square notation that was already in use for plainchant

since the 11™ century. Thus, it seems as if plainchant from the 13" and 14" centuries contains

rhythmic modes, but only in the new French polyphonic style a rhythmic meaning was given to

patterns that in plainchant did not have any specific rhythmic significance. In plainchant, apparently

already since 1050 the rhythm was one of equal note values (Wilson 1990, 156).

Nevertheless, according to Jerome de Moravia, there were certainly traditional rules for rhythmic

performance of plainchant. He indicates that all notes are brief, except five exceptions that are long:

1.

The first note of the chant, on the condition that this note is the finalis of the mode, its tonic
or keynote.

The second note of a syllable which has more than one note (except if it is next to another of
these five exceptions)

the plica longa, a plica with a longer tail at its right:

S=E

It can also appear in combination with other notes:
When the longer tail is on the left, it is short:

==

the penultimate note.

the last note before a break, lasting longer or shorter depending on its position at the end of a

word or at the end of a sentence.
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He also wrote that each of these long notes “receives preceded reverberation, that is to say a sort of
port-de-voix™ (or apoggiatura).”’ Jerome also wrote about the “French way” of thythm, which
basically consists of dividing the notes into a ternary rhythm according to the accents of the music,
and which according to himself “many nations find agreeable”, although he specifies that the other
way is the more traditional way of singing (Péres 2001, 64). He also argued that in France the
“organum modes” could be used as well for plainchant, referring to the new rhythmic modes used
for French polyphony, although it is not sure if this has been done in practice. All these ways of
singing have different tempos according to the degree of solemnity of the liturgical service. On
Sundays and feast days the tempo would be slower in order to create more solemnity than on
normal days (Pérés 2001, 65). We can now imagine that in the context of this solemnity, the original
chant took on the role of slow cantus firmus above which another fast voice was being improvised
or composed. An interesting detail is that Jerome separates the French from “all other nations” in
their use of the enharmonic quarter tone (there would be a difference of a quarter-tone between a D
flat and the higher C sharp, for example) and their frequent changing of whole tones into semitones
and the other way around (Péres 2001, 65). This shows practices that were not written down in the

music. It is probable that in Italy there were different unwritten conventions.

Liturgical musical practice in Italy around 1300 was probably relatively “conservative” from a
Parisian point of view, just as its churches would not be as Gothic as the Parisian ones. The
architectural style in Italy was actually a compromise between Roman and Gothic style, influenced
by the simple fact that, in Italian summers, large windows would make the temperatures impossible
inside of the church. The possibility exists that in Florence the influence of the Roman chant was
considerable and that the Parisian style was too foreign to them to be really appreciated, although
this is just another speculation. The kind of rhythm described by Jerome of Moravia is a useful
indication for the possible practice in Florence: a regularly flowing rhythm with some longer notes.
The polyphony that Dante might have heard would be an improvised one in either parallel

movement with small ornaments in the different voices or in simple contrary movement.

77 Péres, M., Les Voix du Plain-chant (Paris, 2001), p. 64; and
http://remacle.org/bloodwolf/eglise/jeromemoravie/musique.htm [accessed 20-6 2015]
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CHAPTER 2 — EXPERIMENTAL MUSIC THEATRE

2.1 Historical overview

After the survey of the research areas of Early Music (Historically Informed Performance) in
chapter 1, the field of experimental music theatre is discussed in chapter 2. Our research centres on
how Historically Informed Performance practice influences a music theatre creation and
performance, based on Dante's Commedia. Therefore, it is essential to define contemporary music
theatre and study its predecessors. We have also mentioned some general initiatives within this
field, but it must be noted that the field is too large for a discussion encompassing all its various
forms. In chapter 6 we will discuss the primary musical-theatrical references that were relevant to

the creation of Incipit.

Incipit is an experimental music theatre work, an art form “between the arts” where many art forms
can interact and merge. We shall briefly discuss the historical initiatives of musical-theatrical genres
which finally led to its rise, in order to get a more complete view of its background and
development. The combination of theatre and music is certainly not new: they were inseparable in
the Ancient Greek drama, the words being sung and acted in the plays by the same person, who
sang, acted and danced. In the Middle Ages the Roman theatres had been closed, but theatre and
music continued to be combined — although in a less integrated manner than in the Greek drama — in
religious dramas and in the art of the travelling minstrels. From the late 16™ century on, the opera
became the main genre to combine theatre, music and sometimes even dance. The 20" century
would generate genres like the musical, performance, chamber opera, and other genres in between
the established arts. While the musical, upcoming in the sixties, became a commercial form with a
fixed framework, the other interdisciplinary genres have always been more experimental, flexible

and rather small-scale.

Wagner and his Gesamtkunstwerk (Total Artwork)

With Richard Wagner (1813-1883) a new concept of the union of all the arts was born: the
Gesamtkunstwerk, as he defined it. The inspiration was the Ancient Greek drama where music,
dance and theatre were combined. Instead of being separate genres, they were all united into one

Total Artwork.”

78 Barry Millington. "Gesamtkunstwerk." The New Grove Dictionary of Opera. Grove Music Online. Oxford Music

Online. Oxford University Press, http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/O011027
[accessed April 19, 2015]
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LAY L e, o SN 4
Fig. 14. The first performance of Wagner's
Rheingold in 1876.

This meant that all the disciplines had to express the same concept: they should not contrast but
reinforce each other. Wagner was interesting in the middle ground between speech and song, which
is the reason why his operas are not divided into recitatives and arias, like in the traditional opera,
but are a continuous totality in uninterrupted progression. The Leitmotiv is also an invention of
Wagner: a melody which always accompanies the same character or the same situation, thus
creating a kind of symbolism. The audience had to be completely immersed in the story and the
ambience, so Wagner chose to situate the orchestra under the stage, invisible to the audience. He did
not only write his operas but he also staged them himself. On a musical level, there are so many
subsequent modulations in his works that one cannot speak of tonality in the traditional sense of the
word, but rather of pan-tonality.” Although the composer Arnold Schonberg (1874-1951) by then
had not yet implemented his sharp rupture with tonality right into atonality, both Wagner and other
contemporaries were already moving away from tonality. His use of the Leitmotiv, a particular
melody accompanying a determined character in the opera, was a way of creating an intimate link
between the music and drama. The ideas of Wagner about the Total Artwork had a profound impact

on the world of theatre and opera. It motivated the rise of some very interesting and innovating

E ESssSrsstE

Fig. 15. Leitmotive associated with the hero
Siegfried in Wagner's opera.

theatrical ideas.

79 Pantonality: “A term coined by Rudolph Réti (...). Pantonality is characterized chiefly by the notion of ‘movable
tonics’; that is, it recognizes and makes use of tonal relationships in intervals, melodic figures and chord
progressions without defining, or even implying, a key centre in any large-scale sense.”, William Drabkin.
"Pantonality." Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online. Oxford University Press,

http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/20835 [ accessed April 20, 2015]
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Adolphe Appia and his rhythmic spaces

The stage designer and musician Adolphe Appia (1862-1928) designed several innovative stagings
for Wagner's works and had a great influence due to his concepts of space and lighting. For Appia,
the base of the representation was not the text but the rhythm of the music. The rhythm could be the
base of the actor's movements and gestures and it could also determine the design and the lighting.
This was how, according to Appia, all disciplines would be merged in a natural way.*® As art scholar
Manfred Boetzkes notes, “Appia is the father of non-illusionist musical theatre. All anti-realistic

tendencies of the moderns can more or less be traced back to him.”*!

Fig. 17. Another of Appia's design for his
rhythmic spaces

Meyerhold and the musical use of language

The stage director Vsevolod Meyerhold (1874-1940) thought that it was not the rhythm of the
music which had to be the basis of the work but the rhythm of the text. The musical use of language
resulted into an emphasis on the theatricality and artificiality of a theatre work.® The ideas of Appia
and Meyerhold opened the possibility that musicality could also play a role on other levels of the
theatrical performance, thus amplifying the theatrical possibilities of music, for example, a musical
use of the dramatic text, a theatrical work based on musical rhythm or a movement of the actor

based on the rhythm of a text.

80 Coppens, E. De balans tussen vorm en inhoud (The balance between form and contents) (University of Amsterdam,
1998)
81 Manfred Boetzkes. "Appia, Adolphe." Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online. Oxford University Press,

accessed October 1, 2015, http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/01110.
82 Beacham, R. Adolphe Appia: Artist and Visionary of the Modern Theatre (London: Routledge, 1994), p.294
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Fig 18 Stud of a bow shot: sequence

presented by Meyerhold's students ig.19. Meyerhold: Le cocu magnifique (1928)

Kandinsky and the “Monumental Artwork”

At the beginning of the 20™ century, the interest of painters and sculptors in theatre, who approached
the idea of the Total Artwork from the perspective of the visual arts, were another factor in the
extension of the limits of theatre. The artists “seek autonomy of the scenic aspect through the very
plasticity of the theatrical elements (light, movement, sound, costumes, decor). These experiences
aim for the achievement of the 'Total Artwork', a heritage from the Romantic tradition, which only
end when the idea of a 'total theatre' is no longer seen as a tool for major social transformations or
as a reflection of an integrated society.”® The visual artists who entered the discipline of theatre —
especially Futurists and Dadaists — proposed theatrical experiences in which the text was not the
dominant discipline. They gave priority to the visual components of theatre such as light and colour,
or the musical components. In order to break with the chronological structure, they turned to scenic
references like circus, acrobatics, variété and film. Their performances usually had the structure of a
show consisting of separate scenes. They organized soirées where they theatricalized actions of
daily life and sought direct contact with the audience. This was the first time in history that artists of
different disciplines worked together and influenced each other, reaching a new interdisciplinary art

form.

83 “buscan la autonomia de lo escénico a través de la plasticidad propia de los elementos teatrales (luz, movimiento,
sonido, vestuario, decorado). Estas experiencias pretenden la consecucion de la obra de “arte total”, herencia de la
tradicion romantica, que solo se terminara cuando se abandone la idea de un “teatro total” como instrumento para las
grandes transformaciones sociales o como reflejo de una sociedad integrada.”, Botella Mestres, M., De la escultura
al teatro, del teatro a la escultura: influencias y confluencias (Valencia, 2005), p. 118
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Fig. 20. Kandinsky: Dance Curves (with Gret Palucca, 1926)

The painter and art theorist Wassiliy Kandinsky (1866-1944) was interested in the Wagnerian
concept of Total Artwork, which led to his concept of “monumental Artwork™ from 1908 on. He
was inspired by music, in particular by Schénberg's atonal music. In his Uber das Geistige in der
Kunst (“About Spirituality in Art”), Kandinsky wrote that colour and sound have psychological
effects on the soul, a phenomenon he called “interior sound” or “mental vibration”.** According to
Kandinsky, theatre consists of three artistic disciplines and their means of expression:

* Painting, with colour as its means of expression.

*  Music, with sound as its means.

* Dance, with movement as its means.

Kandinsky suggested that these three disciplines could be merged within a fourth one:
architecture.® Kandinsky, unlike Wagner, did not search for a “synaesthetic composition” in which
the disciplines reinforce each other to reach a “monophonic” effect, but he searched for “a
polyphonic effect in which the aimed effect is based on a composed movement of voices and
counter-voices in different modalities. The role of music in the utopia of the unity of the arts is not
just a question of parallel and similar movements and images, but rather a game or battle, based on

both opposition and fusion: a unity originating from a composed parallel contrast.”*® Kandinsky

84 Kandinsky, W. Uber das Geistige in der Kunst insbesondere in der Malerei (Miinchen, 1912)

85 Coppens, E. De balans tussen vorm en inhoud (Amsterdam, 1998), p. 26

86 “een polyfoon effect waarbij het beoogde effect berust op een gecomponeerde beweging van stemmen en
tegenstemmen in verschillende modaliteiten. De rol van muziek in de utopie van de eenheid van de kunsten is niet
louter een kwestie van parallelle en overeenkomstige bewegingen en beelden, maar veel meer een spel of strijd,
gebaseerd op tegenstellingen én versmelting: een eenheid voortkomend uit een gecomponeerd parallel contrast.”,
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suggested that each discipline had its own means of expression and that the different disciplines
were irreplaceable. Although each one can express the same concept in its own way, it is impossible
to translate a meaning from one discipline to another. Therefore, expressions of specific disciplines
can be dissociated from each other, and for each concept it should be explored which discipline best
expresses it. The result is a theatre work in which there is a continuous interaction between the

different art forms that are involved.

L'Histoire du Soldat of Igor Stravinsky (1882-1971)

The orchestra had been moved under the stage with Wagner's Gesamtkunstwerk, thus being
invisible for the stage. However, with Stravinsky's Histoire du Soldat the musical ensemble is
placed visibly on the stage and included as a scenic element next to the narrator, actors and dancers.
While in Wagner's operas all elements fused into one single language, Stravinsky separated the
scenic elements visually and structurally, so that the audience had to make the connection between
them and thus come out of its passive attitude. The narrator does not sing but his speech is musical
due to its strong rhythm, a character also inherent to the music played by the ensemble. The musical
ensemble intercalates with the narrated text, which creates the idea of a dialogue between narrator
and musicians. The characters are not realistic but rather representations and the music includes
elements of folk music isolated from its original context, which gives the piece an abstract character

and at the same time makes it very accessible to the audience.

Fig 21. Stravinsky conductin:g in 1929

Evers, F., “Muziek en de eenheid van de kunsten”, Muziekpsychologie (La Haya, 1995), p.324
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The epic theatre of Bertold Brecht

Bertold Brecht (1898-1956) has been another important predecessor of the current interdisciplinary
theatrical initiatives. Like Meyerhold, Brecht gave a political orientation to theatre, but he combined
it with the characteristics that we have already seen in Stravinsky's Histoire du Soldat. Brecht
wanted his audience to be capable of thinking and interpreting critically the scenic images and
situations. He had a didactic aim: his audience would come to understand that human beings can
change society and their own lives. In order for his audience to come to this conclusion, Brecht
devised the “epic theatre”. His intention was to break with the naturalistic theatre by applying
effects of estrangement. This critical distance consisted of using different scenic resources to avoid
that the spectator could identify himself with the dramatical fiction. Brecht broke with the illusion
of reality on the stage so as to remind the audience that it was looking at a theatrical representation
and not reality itself. For this reason the actors did not have to transform themselves into characters
but instead had to show the characters to the audience, think about their characters in third person
and make commentaries about them. Brecht's intention was that the audience would observe the
actions as something alien to them and thus would reflect critically about them. One of the
estrangement effects that Brecht used was based on music that interrupted the dramatical plot. In
this way the audience, instead of attending passively the performance, would reflect about what
happened on stage. Therefore, it must not be interpreted in a skilled and emotive way, but by non-
trained voices. He sometimes used choirs like the ancient Greek ones, which commented on the
action. In order to avoid any creation of illusion, the orchestra had to be visible for the audience and
was therefore placed on the stage, an idea already observed with Stravinsky's L'Histoire du Soldat

but for a different reason.

Brecht assimilated Kandinsky's concept in which each discipline had to express independently the
theme of the work and its specific point of view. Accordingly, every work showed three points of
view on the theme, from the text, the music and the image. The difference with Kandinsky is that
Brecht politicizes his theatre, something already present in the theatre of Piscator (1893-1966).
Piscator not only thought that each discipline had to provide its point of view on the theme, but also

that the disciplines could even contradict each other.
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Fig. 22. A German poster for Brecht's
Dreigroschenoper ("Three-penny
opera") from 1928, with music by
Kurt Weill.

John Cage, happening, Fluxus and performance

We could state that the happening started with John Cage. Because of his interest in Zen philosophy,
where non-desire is an essential concept, he came in the 1950s to aleatoric music (also called
chance music). This was a counter-movement to composers' search for total control over musical
components such as dynamics, time, or thythm, which was the root of electronic music. Its counter-
movement arose in the 1950s, searching for freedom in the performance of a piece. Cage used
aleatoric strategies to obtain this freedom, but there were also other ways like graphical notation,
scores with an open form where the performer can decide the order, and works that leave place for
improvisation. In this way, the work is not one fixed form but rather a set of uncountable
possibilities. The performer decides the final form and as such becomes the co-creator of the work
that is heard, therefore each performance of the score results in a different “musical work™. The
main consequence of this development was a change in the understanding of musical composition.
The concept of musical authorship was not so clear anymore as the final composition was a creation
of both the composer of the score and the performer. The score in itself did no longer equal the
musical “work”. Now, the final product was different with every performance, depending on the
musician. Moreover, if the composer of the musical score had been guided by his choice of
applying the concept of indetermination, like John Cage in some of his works, then the performer
determined such a considerable part of the final result that he could be surpassing the composer's

own share in it. Since the creative role of the performer considerably increased and the final result
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could only be something ephemeral, the artistic process itself became more important than the
product. Simultaneously, in the field of theatre the same development ocurred, moving away from a
product-centred concept toward a process-centred one®’, as a reaction to the consumer-based society
and its system of “merchandizing wishes” (Botella Mestres 2010, 144). In both music and theatre it
meant letting go of conventions in order to obtain greater liberty in experimenting with forms and
meanings. Theatre and music met each other again in expanding their limits (Botella Mestres 2010,

145-146).

In 1952 Cage took part in the first happening at Black Mountain College, although the genre did not
bear that name yet. There he developed his Theatre Piece n° 1, a performance where he was
standing on a ladder, reading poetry and conferences. Meanwhile, the poet Charles Olson did the
same from another ladder and visual artist Robert Rauschenberg showed some of his paintings and
played some scratched gramophone records. Musician David Tudor played a prepared piano and
Merce Cunningham danced. All of this happened simultaneously and in the middle of the audience.
The word Happening comes from visual artist Allan Kaprow, who used it for the first time in spring
1957 for describing the works of art that were being made in an artistic picnic at the farm of painter
and sculptor George Segal. In 1959 Kaprow created /8 Happenings in 6 parts. The form was used
by others and its name was adopted by artists not only in the United States, but also in Europe and

Japan.
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Fig.23. Floorplan of the happening in 1952

87 Grout, Donald J., Palisca Claude V. , Geschiedenis van de Westerse Muziek (1994, 2004) (original: A History of
Western Music), p. 830
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As Julia Robinson notes,

“an important catalyst for Happenings was Jackson Pollock, or perhaps more accurately, the idea of
Pollock created by the spectacular images of his practice: from Hans Namuth’s film and photographs, to
the interpretations of his painterly "performance' by the Gutai group in Japan and Georges Mathieu (b
1921) in Paris. In the year of Pollock’s death (1956) Kaprow wrote an essay: 'The Legacy of Jackson
Pollock' (published in ARTnews in 1958). There he spoke of the scale of Pollock’s work, leading—
almost logically—out into the real world. In addition to that apt prognosis, Kaprow programmatically
listed many new materials that would appear in the 1960s—in performance as much as Pop art—and
actually named the forms that he and George Brecht would soon develop: 'Happenings', and 'Events'. As
such, Kaprow’s 'Legacy' essay was a kind of manifesto addressed to the next generation, and perhaps

also a means of clarifying the scope of his own future strategies.”™

She clearly links the Happening with visual art: “Happenings can be understood as the extension of
the painterly, the sculptural and the 'environmental' into a temporal register.”® In musical-theatrical
terms, it has a strong relation with John Cage's indeterminacy principle, where outcomes are

unpredictable.

Fig. 24. Kaprow: 18 Happenings
in Six Parts (1959), which took
place in the Reuben Gallery in
New York

It is not easy to explain what happenings are exactly, since each of them is unique and totally
different from the other ones. Performance specialist Martina Botella Mestres enumerates the

following characteristics:

88 Julia Robinson. "Happening." Grove Art Online. Oxford Art Online. Oxford University Press, accessed October 12,

2015, http://www.oxfordartonline.com/subscriber/article/grove/art/T2213908
89 Ibid.


http://www.oxfordartonline.com/subscriber/article/grove/art/T2213908

75

* the work as a process and not as a result or product

* the overcoming of a theatre of representation and interpretation

» the critics towards stage directing as a centre of total aesthetic power
» the extension of the actor's functions

* the negation of an audience as something undifferentiated and passive
* the search of contact and interaction with the audience

* the use of theatre for the purpose of cultural promotion, intercommunication and mutual
knowledge

* the use of theatre for the purpose of self satisfaction of social and individual needs.”

In a happening there is no plot since the work is not based on a dramatic text or a story. It is an
interdisciplinary experience that is not about representation of an idea or narrative but the fact that
something “happens” in the moment, the creation in situ. The various disciplines are not searching
for a collective logic. In fact, the works were rather collages of images, texts and sounds. The aim
consisted of bringing art closer to life, based on Antonin Artaud's statement that art is life’’. The
happenings were a form of resistance against the idea of art as an object, a product, in the middle of
a consumer society. They criticized institutionalized art and intended to make art more accessible,
bringing it to more common and known spaces, instead of theatres, museums and music halls. This

would eventually lead to the development of site-specific theatre.

The happenings changed the passive position of the audience into an active one, which also had a
great influence on theatre. Often the “fourth wall” (the “invisible wall” that separates the audience
from the artists) would be eliminated. The happenings were a type of collage in which
simultaneously various things happened. No longer it was tried to convey a single meaning but the
spectator himself had to form his opinion and assign a meaning to the work. The fact that the
happening was a multidisciplinary experience had also a great deal of influence on the theatre
world, where multidisciplinary forms were already encouraged by its assimilation of the new

multimedia technologies.

90 Botella Mestres, M., De la escultura al teatro, del teatro a la escultura: influencias y confluencias (Valencia, 2005),
p. 145-146

91 Antonin Artaud (1986-1948), in his “theatre of cruelty” (Thédtre de la Cruauté) sought for a truth-showing theatre
form, a “ "communion between actor and audience in a magic exorcism; gestures, sounds, unusual scenery, and
lighting combine to form a language, superior to words, that can be used to subvert thought and logic and to shock
the spectator into seeing the baseness of his world.”, http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/36724/Antonin-
Artaud [accessed 2 Oct 2015] He manifested his ideas in his book The Theatre and Its Double (Le Théatre et son
Double, 1938).
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In the early 1960s the movement of Fluxus arose. Just like the happening, it had its origins in the
non-determinative music of John Cage and in the work of the Lithuanian artist George Maciunas
(1931-1978). The latter organized the first Fluxus event in 1961 in New York and the first Fluxus
festivals in 1962. The movement gradually spread internationally. Fluxus fomented amateur
aesthetics and valued simplicity more than complexity. It was anti-commercial and anti-art, and a
pro-artist movement of social orientation. Fluxus artists preferred working with the materials at
hand and created their own works or collaborated with their colleagues. Fluxus used
interdisciplinarity for their no-art, resulting in a new type of “total art”. In the Fluxus concerts,
where the intention was to bring the visual arts closer to music, any object was converted into a
musical instrument. Even the simple action of polishing a violin was understood as a concert, like
George Brecht did in his Solo for Violin Polishing (1964). Life and actions of the individual artists

were already considered artworks in themselves.
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From the sixties on, the concept of space obtained gradually more importance in theatrical
experiments, which was another trigger for site-specific theatre: the artists began looking for
alternative space for the theatrical creations. The creative process became more important than the
result, thus focussing on space, the human body and multidisciplinarity. Fluxus artists experimented
with the spacial distribution of the mise-en-scene, which augmented the communication with the

audience and their participation.’

In the seventies Performance Art substituted the happenings and the Fluxus activities. This art form
had a more structured chronological form. Performances were often created by one single artist,
while happenings were normally a collective process, although Fluxus was already moving between
collective and individual work. A performance consisted of four elements: time, space, the artist's

body or its presence in a medium, and the relationship between the artist and his or her audience.

The performances could take on highly extreme forms. Chris Burden, in his work Shoot, was
intentionally hit in his arm by a bullet, and in his work Trans-fixed he had himself crucified on a car.
Another example is Marina Abramovi¢, who also experimented with the limits of the human body.
In her famous work Rhythm 0 she took a passive role and gave to the audience the active role.
While she was passively sitting at a table with 72 objects, the audience could freely use the objects
on her. At first, the audience acted carefully, but the spectators became increasingly aggressive
towards her. While her other performances were a search for the limits of the body, this one was an

experiment in which the bestial or dark side of human being is revealed.

Fig.27 Chris Burden: Fig.28. Chris Burden: Shoot (1971)
Trans-fixed (1974)

92 Sanchez, J.A., Dramaturgias de la Imagen (Cuenca, 1999).
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Fig. 29. 38 Objects from Marina Abramovic's
performance piece “Rhythm-0" (1974) Fig. 30. Marina Abramovic
after her "Rhythm-0" (1974)

From the 1970s on, video as an art form (video art) became gradually more common within
performance and theatre. Another new developments were performances of a feminist and
anthropological orientation. From the 1980s on, technology became gradually more important in
performance, attracting a broader audience. Laurie Anderson, with her musical orientation of
performance, quickly moved into the world of pop and experimental music with a theatrical touch.
In one of her best known performances called Duet on Ice (1975), she played the violin
accompanied by a recording, while she was standing on ice skates whose blades were stuck in a

block of ice: the performance ended when the ice melted.

Fig.31. Laurie Anderson:
Duet on Ice (1975)
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Performance became gradually accepted by the art establishment, losing its original provocative
rupture with conventional ideas about the question “what is art”. Theatre itself became less
provocative as well: it returned to limits that had previously been torn down, for instance the fourth
wall that divides the actors and action from the audience. From the 1980s on, theatre approached
performance, and the techniques and strategies of performance were taken in by the theatre field.
Botella writes that theatre makers are interested in the aesthetic contributions of performance,
transforming the individual ideas of the seventies into collective stage work. From its beginning,
performance always sought to break down the boundaries between art and reality and opened the
way to a multidisciplinary language. Now, theatre took in performance art in order to definitely
break down the representational form imitating reality and use presentification and literalism rather

than interpretation and symbolism.”

Art historian José Sanchez enumerates the elements of performance that were assimilated by
theatre:
* no separation between actor and character, and the importance of physical presence;
» the identification of time on stage with the real time of the presentation instead of the
dramatic time of the representation;
* the blurring of the limits between reality and fiction;
* the abandonment of an instrumental relationship between objects and space;
* the importance of isolated details that do not connect necessarily with the show
* certain ways of associative structuring and composition, which emerge from the
combination of various overlapping languages

* the application of cross-disciplinary procedures in creating multimedia shows.”*

This period also saw the introduction of rapidly advancing audiovisual technologies. The new
techniques led to a new type of interaction, which again strengthened the relational character of
theatre. Theatre incorporated elements of multimedia creation and installation art. The latter,
according to Botella, “allows the integration of environmental characteristics in the staging and, in

turn, adapt the stage elements or objects to the architectural space.””

93 Botella Mestres, M., De la escultura al teatro, del teatro a la escultura: influencias y confluencias (Valencia, 2005),
p. 168-169, basing herself on Valentini, V. Després del teatre modern (Institut del Teatre, Barcelona, 1991).

94 Sanchez, J.A., Dramaturgias de la imagen (Cuenca, 1999), p.184

95 “permite integrar las caracteristicas del entorno en el montaje, y, a su vez, adecuar los elementos u objetos
escenograficos al espacio arquitectonico.”, Botella Mestres, M., De la escultura al teatro, del teatro a la escultura:
influencias y confluencias (Valencia, 2005), p. 207



80

The 20™ century version of the Gesamtkunstwerk from the musical world

John Cage did not only have a great influence on the movement of the happening, but also on the
world of music. Musicologists Donald Grout and Claude Palisca wrote about the developments of a
kind of Gesamtkunstwerk in the 1960s outside of the happening. Examples of this type are
Musicircus (1967) of John Cage, but also Staatstheater (1967-1970) of Mauricio Kagel, and the
cosmic cycle Licht (from 1977 on) of Karlheinz Stockhausen (Grout and Palisca 2004, chapter 34).
In Musicircus there are various musicians performing undetermined music simultaneously in a large
space, based on chance operations within a bigger structured framework, while the audience can

walk around.

In Staatstheater, described by Kagel himself as “not just the negation of opera, but of the whole
tradition of music theatre”, the normal performance hierarchy is overthrown: members of the chorus
sing overlapping solos; soloists sing in ensemble; and non-dancers perform a ballet, while “anti-
musical sound” plays a substantial role.”® Also the Licht cycle ignored operatic norms, but, as
musicologist Richard Toop states, because of “its tendency to ceremony and ritual: thus each work
opens with a ‘Greeting’ (sometimes on tape) and concludes with a ‘Farewell’.” Also, the main
characters are multidisciplinary: they sing, play an instrument and dance or do mime. “Electro-
acoustic music has played an increasing and changing role in the Licht cycle. (...) Several parts of
Licht deliberately venture outside the opera house, which Stockhausen regarded as a residue from
the late Renaissance, still offering only a two-dimensional stage picture. At the premiére of
Donnerstag the ‘Farewell’ was played from the rooftops of the square outside La Scala, Milan.
Samstag, though produced under the auspices of La Scala, was performed in the Palazzo del Sport.
The most drastic departure from standard operatic practice in the Licht cycle is the Helikopter-
Streichquartett in Mittwoch, whose airborne string quartet (in four helicopters) is naturally only

conceivable out of doors, though transmitted into an auditorium via screens and loudspeakers.”’

96 Paul Attinello. "Kagel, Mauricio." Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online. Oxford University Press,

http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/14594 [accessed 1-5 2015]
97 Richard Toop. "Stockhausen, Karlheinz." Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online. Oxford University Press,

http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/26808 [accessed 1-5 2015]


http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/26808
http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/14594
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Fig.32. Debut performance of

Mauricio Kagel's "Staatstheater"
(1971)

Fig. 34. Stockhausen: Licht (1988) in Scala, Milan

Composers such as Kagel and Stockhausen had a profound interest for the theatrical possibilities of
music. Berio was so interested in the physical action of the musical performance that some works
are not clearly definable as a concert or a theatrical work, for example his series of Sequenza (1958-
1979), in which each Sequenza is a solo work for a different instrument. Kagel shows in almost all
his work a sense of verbal or visual humour because of his ironic perspective on the conventions
and strategies of musical performance. Similar to Cage's influence in the United States, Kagel's

impact in Germany and Europe was considerable, especially on composers, in his use of all kinds of
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resources: voices, instruments, electronics, multimedia, visual arts. Kagel himself called his type of
music theatre “Instrumental Theatre” and stated that “movement is the fundamental element of
Instrumental Theatre and is taken therefore into account during musical composition. Movement on

the stage becomes an essential feature for differentiating from the static character of a normal

musical performance.””®

In Stockhausen's compositions, movement is also important. In Conversations with Stockhausen, he

defined dance as any kind of musical movement of the body, even the smallest gesture.

“Every gesture of the body must be made consciously, since it connects with a musical layer, articulated
rhythmically, which the instruments represent. (...) Music and dance are interdependent, and one
notices the presence of the latter within the overall perception: while I hear the music, there's a part that
dances continually within me. (...) Dance expresses musical structure in a fundamental way. It
expresses it for the joy of the eyes.” He also talks about the use of language as something musicalized

and archetypal, in which “the secret meaning of the words surfaces at the level of consciousness, and

music is made.””

The composer and critic Sporck commented ironically on the works of Kagel:

“That which with Stockhausen could still be a profound issue (...), obtained absurdist and playful
tendencies with composer like Kagel and Knaiffel. (...) The audience, intimidated by the dissonances
of serial composers, post-serial composers, maximalists and new objectivists, is prepared for it. Mise-

1% gives to such a concept that in his eyes has to be a performance in the first

en-espace is the name Audi
place. And the composer has himself retrained as a stage director who does not write entire scores
anymore, but invents scripts full of indications in order to disrupt a concert, put the audience on the
wrong track and, if possible, have the audience take actively part of it. (...) The music stands barely on

its own but illustrates; in fragments, with quotes and samples and has submitted to the technical gadgets

that threaten to lead the entire show.”'"!

98 Kagel (1960), quoted in Rebstock, M. and Roesner, D, Composed Theatre: Aesthetics, Practices, Processes
(Bristol, 2012), p. 37

99 Tannenbaum, M., Conversations with Stockhausen (Oxford, 1987)

100 Pierre Audi, stage director specialized in operas.

101 Sporck, J. Uit de doeken, uit de kleren — over de essentie van muziek (Budel, 2007), p. 116-117: “Wat bij
Stockhausen nog als een diepzinnige aangelegenheid opgevat kan worden (...), krijgt bij componisten als Kagel en
Knaiffel absurdistische en ludieke trekjes. (...) Het publiek, kopschuw gemaakt door de dissonanten van seriélen,
postseriélen, maximalisten en nieuwe zakelijken, is er klaar voor. Mise-en-espace noemt Audi een dergelijk concept
dat in zijn ogen vooral een voorstelling moet zijn. En de componist heeft zichzelf omgeschoold tot regisseur die
geen partituren meer volschrijft, maar scripts bedenkt vol aanwijzingen om een concert te regelen, het publiek op het
verkeerde been te zetten en waar mogelijk dat publiek er actief deel van uit te laten maken. (...) De muziek zelf staat
nauwelijks nog op eigen benen maar illustreert; in flarden, met citaten en samples en heeft zich onderworpen aan de
technische snufjes die het handelen volledig dreigen te bepalen.”
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Sporck's scepticism towards the staging of music is an illustration of the difficulty that cross- and
interdisciplinary forms encounter to obtain the delicate balance between music and theatre where

both merge and still have a value on their own.

Despite such critics, composers continue to search for an integration with theatrical forms,
especially in Northern Europe, where art politics have given support to these cross-disciplinary

forms. Stage director Matthias Rebstock enumerates the leading artists in this field:

“composers like Heiner Goebbels, Georges Aperghis, Manos Tsangaris, Carola Bauckholt, Daniel Ott,
Robert Ashley or Meredith Monk; theatre directors like Robert Wilson, Christoph Marthaler or Ruedi
Héausermann; in dance, part of the work of Xavier le Roy, William Forsythe and Sasha Waltz, ensembles

and theatre-collectives such as Theater der Klinge in Diisseldorf, Die Maulwerker and the LOSE

COMBO both in Berlin, Cryptic in Glasgow or the Post-Operativ Productions in Sussex”.'%?

Some of these creators have been references for /ncipit, as we shall discuss in Chapter 6.

The actor-musician: integrated music theatre

In the 1970s, The Netherlands were the stage for various music theatre initiatives. Rudy Koopmans
in his article “Het actuele muziektheater” (“The present-day/topical music theatre”) distinguished
three types of music theatre where composers and actors were the same people: the topical music
theatre, music drama and visual music theatre.'” The first of the three was the earliest integrated
type of music theatre, derived from improvised jazz and Fluxus performances, where in a
humoristic way critics were given on the Dutch cultural politics. In 1972 Willem Breuker and
Lodewijk de Boer had developed it into the first topical music theatre performance, Kain en Abel.
This type of music theatre was mainly thought departing from the music, since its creators were
musicians and added theatrical elements to their interpretations and improvisations, of which text

was one among others.

The music drama (“muziekdrama’) of the 1970s was a music theatre work based on a text, where
music had an independent role. Unlike topical music theatre, there is a separation between creation

and interpretation. First a text and composition score are written, upon which the mise-en-scene is

102 Rebstock, M., “Composed Theatre: Mapping the Field”, Roesner, D. and Rebstock, M., Composed Theatre:
Aesthetics, Practices, Processes (Bristol, 2012), pos. 226 in e-book.
103 Koopmans, Rudy, ‘Het actuele muziektheater’. Raster, Amsterdam, (1977) 3, p. 33.



84

based. The work is not specifically written for the actors and/or musicians and there is no
improvisation. One of the groups in this style was Baal, with Leonard Frank as their director. While
in topical music theatre the music was the departure point, in music drama it is the text, while the
music mainly has a supporting role. In comparison to topical theatre, the inner coherence of the

work is stronger: there is a text which forms the plot in a narrative way.

The name of the third type, visual music theatre (“beeldend muziektheater”), was an invention of
Janny Donker, referring to the theatrical creators in the 1970s for whom the visual aspect was
highly important.'™ Many of them came from Fine Arts and worked with space, form, colour,
material and light. It was the type where music and theatre were most integrated. The main group in
this genre was Hauser Orkater, founded by pop musicians and street actors. In 1980 the group split
in two: De Horde (“The Horde”, 1981-1984), which concentrated more on music, and De
Mexicaanse Hond (“The Mexican Dog”, 1981-actualmente), which focussed more on theatre.
Nowadays its ramifications function under the name of the association Orkater, which collaborates

often with other groups and artists.

Fig. 35. Hauser Orkater: Zie de Mannen
Vallen ("See the men fall", 1979)

This integrated type of music theatre became less popular in the 1980s and 1990s, because groups
opted rather for a dominance of either music or text. It is possible that the position of music theatre,
between theatre and opera, played a role in this development. Apart from the difficulty of the
balance between music and text, the problem is that the theatre audience wants an understandable
text while a music audience wants a musical performance with a considerable technical level, which
is not always the case when actors sing. Theatre critics visited the music theatre performance, but

music critics did not: since music theatre does not fit into the traditional genres, it has the danger to

104 Donker, J., “Democratie van de middelen Theater en andere kunsten”, De Gids. Jaargang 155. (Meulenhoff
Nederland, Amsterdam 1992)
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be left out, which is what happened in the 1980s and 1990s as well. And even in 2003, art historian
José Antonio Sanchez noted that in Spanish cultural institutions there are three dimensions of
experimentation which are not taken into account for their programmation: the
“transdisciplinary”,'”® the performative and the relational. He meant to say that the cultural
programmation commonly was — and still is — based on clearly defined categories, like music,

dance, opera or theatre, and also on the idea of a theatre works as a product instead of a process.'®

From the 1970s the genre of youth theatre had developed, where music, theatre, dance or other
visual elements was assimilated in order to create a narrative in a more intuitive and emotive
manner. After the 1990s, there was an increase again in the integrated type of music theatre where
musicians are actors and vice versa. It is no coincidence that from that time on Conservatories in
Holland and Germany have opened Master degrees in Experimental Music Theatre, and there has
been a growth of trained actor-musicians in this genre. What began as a reaction to the demands of
composers and theatre creators, in its turn has nourished even more composers' interest to work

with professionals in the field of music theatre.

105 That which involves the total merging of various art disciplines.
106 Nota: Sanchez, J. A., “Nuevos espacios para el arte”, Practica artistica y politicas culturales (Murcia 2003)
https://www.um.es/campusdigital/Libros/textoCompleto/poliCultural/05asanchez.pdf [accessed 12-10 2015]



86

2.2 Experimental Music Theatre: Definitions and Terms

Music theatre covers an ample range between theatre on one side and strictly musical forms on the
other, and is not to be confused with the more fixed-form disciplines of opera and the commercial
musical. In order to separate music theatre from opera or musical, music historian Eric Salzman and
stage director Thomas Dési call the more experimental and small-scale type “new music theatre”.

They describe it as “the wide and evolving territory that lies between opera and the musical”'"” and

“theatre that is music driven (i.e. decisively linked to musical timing and organization) where, at the
very least, music, language, vocalization, and physical movement exist, interact, or stand side by side in
some kind of equality but performed by different performers and in a different social ambiance than
works normally categorized as operas (performed by opera singers in opera houses) or musical

(performed by theatre singers in “legitimate” theatres).”'%®

Musician, composer and music theatre scholar Falk Hiibner, in his doctoral thesis on the musician
as a theatrical performer, summarizes the basic characteristics of this genre-between-genres in two
features: “music theatre is a) multimedial by definition, always staging more than one medium, and
b) primarily music-driven, working with specifically musical structuring and musical thinking while
creating a performance.”'” Musical thinking does not necessarily imply musical performance; it is
an approach of the scenic disciplines “according to musical principles and compositional

techniques™'"’

which can be applied to creative theatrical processes in general. It focusses on timing,
sound and interaction of the different disciplines, which, according to the directors Heiner Goebbels

and Christoph Marthaler, can be associated to the concept of polyphony.'"

David Roesner and Matthias Rebstock, instead of defining the discipline, preferred to focus on the
work process and included all the scenic art forms in which there is a musical treatment of the
theatrical elements, calling it “Composed Theatre”. They look at the process of creation rather than
at the final result, which is marked by a non-hierarchic interaction between the different arts and the

composition of a “theatrical” score.

107 Salzman, E. and Desi, T., The New Music Theater: Seeing the Voice, Hearing the Body (Oxford University Press:
New York, 2008), “Introduction: What is Music Theater”, e-book Pos. 61

108 Ibid., Pos. 61

109 Hiibner, F., Shifting Identities: the Musician as Theatrical Performer, PhD thesis at University of Leiden, 2013,
p.53

110 Roesner, D., “Introduction: Composed Theatre in Context”, Roesner, D. and Rebstock, M., Composed Theatre:
Aesthetics, Practices, Processes (Bristol, 2012), pos. 62 in e-book.

111 As Roesner reports in his introduction: Rebstock, M. and Roesner, D., Composed Theatre: Aesthetics, Practices,
Processes (Intellect Ldt: Bristol, 2012), p.8; and quoted by Falk Hiibner, Hiibner, F., Shifting Identities: the
Musician as Theatrical Performer, PhD thesis at University of Leiden, 2013, p.53
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“Composing theatre suggests a shift in activity during the process of making theatre, a dramaturgical
quality, a new perspective in creation. (...) Composed Theatre also brings music-theatre, dance, staged
concerts, sound installations etc. into view. (...) Composed Theatre adds phenomena that would fall
under the heading ‘theatricalisation of music’. Composed Theatre is not a genre — it is more a frame or a
lens that brings quite disparate phenomena into view and collocates them. At the centre of this frame,
the focus is on creation processes that bring the musical notion of composing to the theatrical aspects of

performing and staging” (Roesner and Rebstock 2012, pos. 106).

As Hiibner reflects, “comparable to the musical score, a theatrical performance can be described in
a kind of multimedial score that organizes not only music, but also performative events, dialogues,
pitches of spoken text, video, light design, all of them interrelated and yet independent from one

another.”'? About the exact boundaries of this field, Salzman and Dési note that

“contemporary opera, music theatre in its various forms, and the modern musical coexist on a
continuum and the lines between them are often blurred. But even though the boundaries between
species are often fuzzy (an inevitable result of any evolutionary process), this does not mean that valid

species do not exist (they clearly do) and should not lead us to deny that differences exist — differences

of purpose, of category, of social setting, of casting, and of vocal type.”'"

The genre thrives especially in the Netherlands and Germany, where the programmation by theatre
organizations allows for a genre that is not as defined as a concert, an opera performance or a
theatre work, while in southern-European countries only more predefined disciplines are taken into
account. Nonetheless, according to Rebstock, even in Germanic countries “there is no institutional
infrastructure for New Music Theatre, and therefore we mainly encounter it at festivals or in
independent productions.”"'* There are some institutions that promote music theatre. Furthermore,
in Holland debates were organized between 2009 and 2011 about experimental music theatre and its
future, in order to find a solution for this problem. As a result, an agreement was signed by almost
60 creators, theatre halls, and festivals, in order to foment several steady platforms where music

theatre could be developed and performed.'”

112 Hiibner, F., Shifting Identities: the Musician as Theatrical Performer, PhD thesis at University of Leiden, 2013,
p.55

113 Salzman, E. and Dési, T., The New Music Theater: Seeing the Voice, Hearing the Body, “Introduction: What is
Music Theater”, e-book Pos. 81

114 Rebstock, M., “Chapter 1, Composed Theatre: Mapping the Field”, Roesner, D. and Rebstock, M., Composed
Theatre: Aesthetics, Practices, Processes (Bristol, 2012), pos. 823 in e-book.

115https://menforum.wordpress.com/2010/01/28/operatie-muziektheater-20-januari-2010-koninklijk-conservatorium-
den-haag/ and https://mcnforum.wordpress.com/2010/01/28/operatie-muziektheater-20-januari-2010-koninklijk-
conservatorium-den-haag/#comment-36 (Dutch only)


https://mcnforum.wordpress.com/2010/01/28/operatie-muziektheater-20-januari-2010-koninklijk-conservatorium-den-haag/#comment-36
https://mcnforum.wordpress.com/2010/01/28/operatie-muziektheater-20-januari-2010-koninklijk-conservatorium-den-haag/#comment-36
https://mcnforum.wordpress.com/2010/01/28/operatie-muziektheater-20-januari-2010-koninklijk-conservatorium-den-haag/
https://mcnforum.wordpress.com/2010/01/28/operatie-muziektheater-20-januari-2010-koninklijk-conservatorium-den-haag/
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Despite the difficulty of the cultural sector due to the crisis that began in 2008, the interest in this
type of multidisciplinary theatre has remained. Roesner considers that this interest in an integration
of sound, movement, gesture, light, image, and design is “reflected in recent developments towards
post-dramatic forms that de-emphasise text, narrative and fictional characters, seeking alternative
dramaturgies (visual, spatial, temporal, musical), and focussing on the sonic and visual materialities

of the stage and the performativity of their material components.”'¢

116 Roesner, D., “Introduction: Composed Theatre in Context”, Roesner, D. and Rebstock, M., Composed
Theatre: Aesthetics, Practices, Processes (Bristol, 2012), pos. 62 in e-book.
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2.3 Strategies in Experimental Music Theatre

Erin Coppens made an analysis of the characteristics of the Dutch integrated music theatre types of
the 1970s. The work process of topical music theatre was departing from musical jazz
improvisation and extending it to theatrical elements. There was no separation between
composer/writer and actor, and the theatrical techniques were Brechtian: interrupting any text
narrative by playing music; interrupting any “serious” music making by theatrical elements. In the
second type, the music drama, the work process started with a text and a composition, on which
further rehearsals were based. There was no improvisation and music was an independent discipline
in the performance. Finally, the third type which was the visual music theatre, had a loose structure
and was created collectively. There was no previously written text serving as the basis of the work
and music, text and image were equal. Unlike the topical music theatre, there was a separation
between composition and performance of the music. Its music was mainly based on pop music.'"’
Contemporary music theatre mostly combine the characteristics of these three types. In 2011 we
analysed the works of three Dutch music theatre groups — De Veenfabriek, Susies Haarlok, Stella
Theater — on basis of these characteristics and found that they seldom fit into one specific
category.'"® Our findings were that there is a tendency toward music drama, in which the music and
acting stand next to each other and where music accompanies the narrative, and that the visual

aspect seems to be more important in current music theatre than in the 1970s.

Thus, music theatre does not necessarily start with musical composition. As we saw before in the
definition of music theatre, it is about musical thinking which underlies music theatre. As Falk
Hiibner notes, “music is essential in being an element providing structure to a performance. This
could be musical timing and organisation of material, but also the way in which music theatre
makers think” (Hiibner 2013, 18). He gives as an example music theatre maker Paul Koek of De
Veenfabriek (“The Peat Factory””) who uses musical terminology when he speaks of his works. In
our analysis of Paul Koek's works, we observed that he musicalizes the text and interrelates it with
the music, in a musical-rhythmical way.' For his location theatre work Machine Agricole at a farm
he used songs by Darius Milhaud (1892-1974) and worked together with composer Martijn
Padding. Despite the location and subject, the theatrical language transcends the piece toward an

abstract aesthetics.

117 Coppens, E. De balans tussen vorm en inhoud (Amsterdam, 1998), p.9, 11-12, 16-17, 22

118 Sprenkeling, L., “El teatro musical experimental en Holanda”, Thesis for Master of Advanced Master Studies
(Universitat Politécnica de Valéncia, 2011), p.82

119 Ibid., p.82
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Fig. 36. Paul Koek: Machine Agricole Fig. 37. Paul Koek: Machine Agricole
(2011) (2011)

When departing from the music, there are four types of work strategy in music theatre according to
Evelyne Coussens: interpretation, sampling, radical edit and creation.'”® The first strategy is
interpreting a finished score or presenting “counterpoint” in the mise-en-scene against it, but
keeping ““a strong relation with the structure, timing and tempo of the pre-existing music” (Hiibner
2013, 19). The second strategy, sampling is about using pre-existing music freely in the mise-en-
scene. In this sense, the sampling work of Fabrizio Cassol with the music from Johann Sebastian
Bach's St Matthew Passion, for Alain Platel's Pitié¢! (2006) is an excellent example. The melody is
still recognizable, but it is remixed and re-structured in a completely different way for the Belgian

dance company Les ballets C de la B.

Fig. 38. Alain Platel: Piti¢! (2008)

The third strategy, radical edits, takes this process even further toward a completely new creation.

The final strategy is entirely new creation of the music, and often there is a simultaneous process of

120 Coussens, E., “Tweestromenland tussen repertoire en creatiec — Muziektheater vanuit de blik van de regisseur”,
Courant 89, p.23-32, also quoted by Hiibner 2012, 19.
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musical and theatrical composition. Coussens notes that music and theatre go together in the
process: “Both components, music and direction, are impossible to separate from each other of
course — there is a continuum where music and theatrical mise-en-scene merge to a greater or lesser

extent” (Coussens 2009, 23).

In the case of Incipit, the strategy for Inferno is different than the one for Purgatory and Paradise.
While the “repertoire” for Purgatory and Paradise mainly consists of notated historical versions of
specific chants, Inferno's basic material comprises the sounds described by Dante: it is the only
canticle that does not have any written music as its basis. As we can observe, the “libretto” and the
“repertoire” for a music theatre work are not necessarily a script and a musical score. The
“repertoire” of Inferno consisted of either recorded or pre-recorded copyright-free sounds. They
were combined according to Dante's descriptions and a compositional process of the creator of
Incipit. Although Inferno's constructive elements are mostly pre-existing recorded sounds, they
were combined like notes in a written composition — either subsequently or simultaneously, like
“melodies” and “clusters” — and thus added up to an entirely new composition. If we regard these
sounds like musical notes or notes groups, then we can place the musical strategy for Inferno in the
category of creation. However, these sounds represent actual sounds that Dante describes in his
work and in a certain aspect there is also a sense of “re-creation” in it, although one must keep in
mind that recreation should depart from the premise that something already sounded in the past in

order to recreate, and in this case there is no such “original performance”.

Contrariwise, the chants of Purgatory were regularly performed in Dante's time. In Incipit's
Purgatory, pre-existing pieces were connected with each other through other sounds. It is true that in
comparison to what Dante describes or supposes to be hearing, Incipit's versions are mostly
shortened (with only a few verses of the entire chant, for example), and there is a possibility that
Dante did not have the specific chant melodies in mind that have been selected for Incipit. Still, the
chants of Purgatory are versions that have maintained relatively intact, and exactly in their
chronological order. There is no libretto or entire composition that has been followed exactly, so
Purgatory does not fall into the category of repertoire. The category of sampling is perhaps more
precise, especially if we take into account that interpreting such ancient music includes a margin of
guessing work, such as tempo, voice colour, exact rhythm, ornamentation and in this case even

exact melody.

Finally, Paradise takes a step ahead to more editing and might be considered floating in between

sampling and radical edit, depending on one's point of view. First of all, most chants described in
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Dante's Paradise are not specified enough to know what they are actually singing or are highly
altered heavenly versions of chants (the Sanctus, for example). Secondly, for all these chants two
additional voices were composed according to the rules of improvised organum around 1300, which
could be called “creation” in Coussens' definition: even if it is done according to historical rules, we
are not sure if we are close to the historical practice or if our application of these rules is too
coloured by a 21st century perspective. Finally, musical and conceptual decisions lead to a
exclusion of a few chants described in the Commedia and to a slight change in the original order of
the chants. While the mise-en-scene for Purgatory is still reminiscent of the Purgatory scenes in the
Commedia, Incipit's Paradise is a completely different narrative form. Its underlying concept,
however, is still based on the same idea of a Divine representation of a Paradise that no human can
perceive, because it is not in space or time. Perhaps, in the case of Paradise, there is a multilayered
treatment of the musical and creative material which could place it both in the categories of

sampling and radical edits.

All three parts of Incipit have a pre-recorded musical track which had to be followed. The fact that
historical works were used and had to be placed in a certain order with a certain performance

practice determined the creative strategy and the rhythm of the mise-en-scene.

Also the relation between the actor and musician is an important part of the work process. Often,
musicians are asked to play their music and be present on stage, but they do not have to act
differently than they normally do. This kind of strategy is mostly present when Early Music is
combined with Contemporary mise-en-scene: the musicians concentrate on their music apart from
what happens around them. A much rarer situation is to see an Early Music performer being an actor
at the same time, merging music making and acting completely. This could have a certain relation
with the more archive-like work that is part of a historically informed musician's routine, and which
makes the performance practice according to this knowledge an important part of his playing, also
when he mixes it with a contemporary mise-en-scene. In Incipit, the performance merged acting and
making music completely. This was especially visible in Purgatory, where dramatical acting was
used. In Paradise, a more choreographic mise-en-scene was mixed with the singing, interacting with
the lighting. Such physical movement and choreography can make the singing more of a challenge.
It divides the attention of the musician, and Falk Hiibner suggests that such divided attention “adds
another layer to the performance of the musician, and contributes to a heightened attention and

presence on stage” (Hiibner 2013, 80).
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CHAPTER 3 — THE DIVINA COMMEDIA
3.1 The context of Dante's Divina Commedia

The Commedia, written by Dante Alighieri between ¢.1308 and 1320, is used as a basis for the
music theatre work Incipit created within our research. In this chapter, the context of his work will
be shortly discussed before continuing to its contents and interpretation. Bocaccio added the
adjective divina to the original title in his Trattatello in laude di Dante (“Treatise in Praise of
Dante”) from 1373."' Dante expert Zygmunt Baranski notes that it was only added in the Venetian
edition of 1555 printed by Gabriele Giolito and supervised by Ludovico Dolce.'*

Dante's original title referred to the literary genre of the comedy, a narrative with a positive ending
as opposed to a tragedy. Although a comedy may also contain chaos and catastrophes, it will always
end well. In a tragedy, however, the narrative moves from welfare toward catastrophe. Comedy was
usually written in the “popular” vernacular, while tragedy was written in the more “academic” Latin
language. Latin was considered a more “elevated” language, used for tragedy and matters of
philosophy, contrary to the vernacular, used for love poetry and popular writings. Indeed, despite
the philosophical and theological subject of his work, Dante chose to write in the vernacular
Tuscan. This was a remarkable paradox for his time, even a provocation toward academic circles.
Dante with his title not only indicated that his work is a narration with a good end, but it was also a
stylistic decision. His reasons for this choice were various. First, his intention was that his work
would be an educative narrative, accessible to everybody, not just those who could understand
Latin'®. Second, his work was a means to give vernacular language a higher status, one worthy of
such high subject matters. Third, Italy was in fact a collection of city-states, each with its own
language, and Dante believed that a common vernacular language could unite Italy, even politically.
This is also why he included in his Commedia (the title that we shall use from now on) different
linguistic styles according to the language and origin of his characters. As Baranski notes, “the
poet's desire to transcend Italy's dialectal fragmentation was, in part, born from the experience of his
exile. It was expressed as a desire for linguistic unity to counter both the country's political
factionalism and the widespread external interference in its affairs” (Baranski 2005, 572). It was not
only Latin that the Tuscan would have to overcome, but also French and Provengal. By then, French
was seen as the pre-eminent language for prose, while Provencal was the leading language for the

lyric style (Baranski 2005, 571).

121 Lambdin, L.C. And Lambdin R.T., Arthurian Writers: A Biographical Encyclopedia (Greenwood Press: Westport
2008), p.117

122 Baranski, Z. “Experimentation and (self-)exegesis”, p. 559-582, ed. Minnis, A. and Johnson 1., The Cambridge
History of Literary Criticism Volume 2: The Middle Ages (Cambridge University Press, 2005), p.577

123 Ibid., p.569. Baranski reports Dante's own explanations given in his Convivio.
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There is a possible fourth reason for his stylistic choice. The genre of the comedy was connected
with Biblical and Christian narrations (Baranski 2005, 578). The Commedia is a spiritual journey,
and it could be that Dante refers to the vernacular language in which the Bible was read. In his Yale
lectures on Dante, professor Giuseppe Mazzotta says that the biblical story is a comedy in the sense

that it has a positive end:

“He really has this idea of a comical vision, even of the divinity and certainly of the cosmos. Comical,
in the sense that it is really the feast; in classical times, it would be the feast of the gods. Here it is the

redemptive, happy, harmonious sense of the whole. (...) It is very difficult to locate the tragic: there is

no such a thing as a Christian tragedy.”'**

In the Biblical story, the most tragic part is the Crucifixion of Jesus, but it leads to the re-opening of
heaven to humanity. Dante's Inferno is tragic, but he must descend into darkness in order to ascend
to the light of Paradise. Baranski mentions fragments from the Commedia where Dante himself
indicates that “both the journey and the poem were God's providential plan for humanity. (...) The
Commedia turns to God for its legitimation” (Baranski 2005, 578). Dante scholar Andrew Frisardi

notes that

“it is a commonplace that the Commedia reflects earthly events and people from two sourcebooks that
were integral to medieval thought: the Book of God's Works, or the universe; and the Book of God's

Words, or the Bible. In the Paradiso Dante often refers to the Creator's impronta o sugello — the imprint

or seal of the Divine creative force — that leaves its traces in each successive level of creation”'*

Dante was well aware of the possibilities of vernacular language, he knew various other dialects
than Tuscan. Baranski argues that “basing himself not on a rhetorical construct such as the
'illustrious vernacular' but on his 'maternal Florentine', which he enriched with terms taken from all
the languages and jargons with which he was familiar, Dante tried to find a register with which he

could come to grips with the complexities of the world” (Baranski 2005, 574).

Dante began defending the vernacular already in his earlier works. His first work, the Vita Nova
(c.1295), was an autobiographical type of vernacular love poetry in which he connected love with
the intellect through the combination of religious and secular elements (Baranski 2005, 567). He

began using the vernacular in his Convivio (1303-1306) for a discussion of a broad range of subjects

124 Giuseppe Mazzotta, Lecture 9 of Dante in Translation (September 4, 2008), Yale Online, http://oyc.vale.edu/italian-

language-and-literature/ital-310 [accessed september 2014]
125 Frisardi, Andrew, “The Commedia as Cosmos”, Temenos Academy Review 14 (2011), p.49-79: p.50
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(Baranski 2005, 568-569). His De vulgari eloquentia (c.1304) was written in Latin but focussed on
vernacular language, defending it for the Latin-reading audience. This linguistic development

brought him to his specific use of the vernacular in his Commedia. However, as Baranski states,

“he always tried to maintain links with the tradition: this is the key critical tension which organizes his
oeuvre. (...) The poet never forgot that he had to communicate in a society which, for centuries, had
intimately associated certain forms with specific subjects and connotations. (...) Dante's aim was to
innovate and challenge from within the tradition, rather than to reject this unconditionally. (...) If the
poet had not created a dialectic between traditional forms and his own text, it is difficult to see how he

could have underlined the newness of the Commedia” (Baranski 2005, 576).

Giuseppe Mazzotta is mentioning the Commedia not only as an epic, a romance, an autobiography,
but also as an encyclopedia, referring to its etymologic meaning of “circle of knowledge” (Mazzotta
2008, Lecture 1). The word encyclopedia is derived from the Greek expression £ykbkAiog Toudeia,
(enkyklios paideia, “encyclical education”), appearing as the erroneous form yxvxhonadeia
(enkyklopaidia) in manuscripts by Quintilian, Pliny and Galen.'*® Mazzotta explains this as a circle
in which, from a point of departure, one will travel along all the liberal arts and will come back to
that point, but now with another perspective. Dante's Commedia is therefore an educative journey
along grammar, dialectics and rhetoric (the #ivium of the liberal arts) encompassing poetry and
history. The journey is also along arithmetic, geometry, music and astronomy (the quadrivium of the
liberal arts) encompassing ethics, theology, metaphysics and theology (Mazzotta 2008, Lecture 1).
The plot of the book is simple: the protagonist Dante is lost in a wild forest. His beloved Beatrice,
whose spirit is in Paradise, has requested to the soul of Virgil to help Dante and guide him through
Hell and Purgatory. At the end of Purgatory, Beatrice herself waits for him in order to be his guide
through Paradise. The book consists of three cantiche or canticles: Inferno, Purgatory and Paradise,
each containing 33 cantos'”’, except Inferno where there are 34. Together they add up to exactly a
hundred cantos for the whole Commedia. The first canto, where Dante finds himself in a forest,
could be read as an introduction to the other 33 cantos of Inferno. It is no coincidence that Inferno
has 34 canticles, an imperfect number next to the number 33 which represents the Trinity. Also
within the canfos, the number three is the cornerstone of the Commedia's poetic language. Dante 1s
the first poet to use ferza rima, a series of three-line stanzas in chain rhyme in the pattern of ABA,

BCB, CDC, DED, etc.

126 "encyclopaedia | encyclopedia, n.". OED Online. September 2014. Oxford University Press.
http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/61848?redirectedFrom=encyclopedia (accessed October 03, 2014).

127 According to Oxford English Dictionary a canto is “one of the divisions of a long poem; such a part as the minstrel
might sing at one ‘fit’.”, "canto, n.". OED Online. June 2015. Oxford University Press.
http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/27287?redirectedFrom=canto [accessed June 21, 2015]
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Beatrice had already appeared in Dante's Vita Nova, the “New Life”. The title perhaps refers to
youth but it can also refer to the new, surprising aliveness that he feels at the moment he sees her,

already at the age of eight, falling in love with her:

“Nine times already since my birth the heaven of light had circled back to almost the same point, when

there appeared before my eyes the now glorious lady of my mind, who was called Beatrice even by

those who did not know what her name was.”'?

It is a platonic love because he admires her from a distance. The Vita Nova is a search for the
meaning of love, since it came to him without desiring it. His answer comes in chapter XIX, with
the famous opening words “Donne ch'avete intelletto d'amore”, “Ladies who have intellect of
love.”. Love is not the chaos that his friend and poet Guido Cavalcanti sees as contrary to the
intellect and friendship; for Dante, love is the union of intellect and emotion and has the force to set
personal growth in motion on a more spiritual level. It is an autobiographical, introspective work,
focused only on his inner world and on the effects Beatrice has on him (Mazzotta 2008, Lecture 2).
His poetry alternates with prose sections which are commentaries on the poems. They are literary

criticism and auto-exegesis incorporated in the work itself (Baranski 2005, 566).

Beatrice died while Dante was still writing his Vita Nuova. From there on, the Vita Nova narrates
about his wanderings after she has died. Already when she was alive, Beatrice was an idealized
figure in his poems, but after her death she became even a saintly figure to Dante. One year later,
when Dante met another woman for whom he started to feel passion, he expressed the conflict this
was arousing in his mind with the memory of Beatrice. Nonetheless, in the last poem of the Vita
Nova he wrote about a vision he had of Beatrice reappearing to him at the foot of God's throne. Full
of remorse, he decided to stop writing about her until his words would be able to do her justice

(Mazzotta 2008, Lecture 2). Thus he left the Vita Nova unfinished:

“After I wrote this sonnet there came to me a miraculous vision in which I saw things that made me
resolve to say no more about this blessed one until I would be capable of writing about her in a nobler
way. (...) And then may it please the One who is the Lord of graciousness that my soul ascend to behold

the glory of its lady, that is, of that blessed Beatrice, who in glory contemplates the countenance of the

One qui est per omnia secula benedictus.”'”

128 “Nove fiate gia appresso lo mio nascimento era tornato lo cielo de la luce quasi a uno medesimo punto, quanto a la
sua propria girazione, quando a li miei occhi apparve prima la gloriosa donna de la mia mente, la quale fu chiamata
da molti Beatrice li quali non sapeano che si chiamare.”, Dante Alighieri, Vita Nuova, 11,1. Ed. Michele Barbi, transl.
Mark Musa, Testo critico della Societa Dantesca Italiana (Florence, Societa Dantesca Italiana, 1960). The name
Beatrice comes from beatus, which means blessed.

129 “Appresso questo sonetto apparve a me una mirabile visione, ne la quale io vidi cose che mi fecero proporre di non
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The structure of poetry and narrative or reflective prose is probably based on that of the Biblical
Song of Songs (Baranski 2005, 576), while the autobiographic aspect is modelled by Augustine's
Confessions (Mazzotta 2008, Lecture 2). Both the Bible and Augustine's writings were essential
works in the Middle Ages, commonly referred to and commented on. They served as a basic
referential framework whose authority was not questioned, but rather used as a point of departure.'*
Dante would continue to write poems that would be collected after his death in the book Le Rime,
but in these poems he did not write about Beatrice. They do show a growth towards more complex

forms and subjects, as well as variety and experimentation."'

Another crucial event in Dante's life had a great influence on his writing of the Commedia: in 1308
he was sentenced to perpetual exile by pope Boniface VIII, due to his political activities as a White
Guelph. The Guelphs and Ghibellines in central and northern Italy were factions supporting
respectively the Pope and the Holy Roman Emperor. When the Guelphs defeated the Ghibellines in
1289, they began to fight among themselves and by 1300 ended up being divided into Black and
White Guelphs. While the Black faction continued to support the Pope, the White one disapproved
of Papal influence on worldly matters, especially during the reign of Boniface VIII. In Florence, the
White Guelphs had seized the power and expelled many Black Guelphs, among them Dante's friend
Guido Cavalcanti, who died in exile very soon afterwards. In 1302, Boniface VIII planned a
military occupation of Florence by restoring the leader of the Black Guelphs, just when a delegation
of the Florentine council was in Rome. From this delegation Dante was the only one who was asked
to stay in Rome with Boniface. It was actually a trap for Dante: he was sentenced to two years of
exile, the payment of a large sum of money and a permanent ban from public functions. He refused
to do so and was then sentenced to perpetual exile from his city, one of the most severe punishments
a man could receive, since citizenship was an essential part of Medieval man's identity in society.
Now that the Black Guelphs had the power in Florence, Dante took part in attempts by a group of
White Guelphs to regain power. However, he grew disappointed with the divisiveness of his own
allies and decided to leave them. From then on, Dante was travelling from court to court, from
Bologna to Padua, Treviso, the district Lunigiana, the valley of Casentino, Verona and finally

Ravenna where he would die of malaria in 1321.

dire piu di questa benedetta infino a tanto che io potesse piu degnamente trattare di lei.”, Dante Alighieri, Vita
Nuova, XLII,1 and 3. Ed. Michele Barbi, transl. Mark Musa, Testo critico della Societa Dantesca Italiana; Florence:
Societa Dantesca Italiana, 1960. [Accessed online version availabe at http://http://etcweb.princeton.edu/dante/pdp/
on 4 October 2014]

130 Van Deusen, N., “They All Read the Same Books”: A Book-Bag from Antiquity”, The Cultural Context of
Medieval Music, p.105-122

131 Pertile, L., “Dante”, Ed. P. Brand and L. Pertile, The Cambridge History of Italian Literature, 2nd Edition
(Cambridge, 1999), p. 37-69
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Despite those unstable circumstances he could manage to write several works, like De vulgari
eloquentia (“About eloquence in the vernacular”, ca.1304), the Convivio (“Banquet”, ca.1303-

1306), and the Commedia. In the words of Lino Pertile,

“(...) with these works Dante intended to assert his authority far beyond the field of love poetry (...)
What, therefore, may seem like a slow and hesitant transition, was in fact a period of intense activity
and of rapid, almost irresistible, intellectual evolution for the poet. After his recent misfortune, Dante
was radically reviewing his past, seeking to restore his battered self-confidence and reputation, and to
find new and more solid grounds upon which to base his future. (...) When he undertook his two
projects, Dante consciously aimed as high as he could: the Convivio was to bring his philosophical
canzoni within reach of a wide Italian audience; the De vulgari was to demonstrate in Latin the formal
dignity of his vernacular poetry in the context of a universal theory and history of language and
literature. Dante hoped that works of such significance would compel Florence to recognize his merits

and revoke his exile” (Pertile 1996, 47).

Dante would not finish the Convivio either: of the fifteen planned treatises, he only completed four.
They are not just literary criticism, they also discuss the subjects of ethics, metaphysics, cosmology
and politics. The ideas he exposed in the Convivio were resumed in a less contradictory and more

solidified form in his Commedia.'*

De vulgari eloquentia was intended to consist of at least four books, dealing with the origins and
history of language and the complete range of styles and forms used in vernacular literature, but he
could complete no more than two books, both written in Latin, the formal language of science and
philosophy. The work begins with an enumeration of the reasons why the vernacular is more noble
than Latin: “Of these two kinds of language, the more noble is the vernacular: first, because it was
the language originally used by the human race; second, because the whole world employs it,
though with different pronunciations and using different words; and third because it is natural to us,
while the other is, in contrast, artificial. And this more noble kind of language is what I intend to

discuss.”'*?

Another interesting argument that Dante presents in De vulgari eloquentia is the fact that language

is only used by human beings, while the angels have other ways to communicate:

132 Pertile argues that the ideas in the Convivio are still “in a state of fluctuation, confusion and even contradiction”.
Pertile, L. “Dante”, Ed. P. Brand and L. Pertile, The Cambridge History of Italian Literature (Cambridge, 1996) p.48

133 “Harum quoque duarum nobilior est vulgaris: tum quia prima fuit humano generi usitata; tum quia totus orbis ipsa
perfruitur, licet in diversas prolationes et vocabula sit divisa; tum quia naturalis est nobis, cum illa potius artificialis
existat. Et de hac nobiliori nostra est intentio pertractare.”, Dante Alighieri, De vulgari Eloquentia, Ed. Rajna, P.,
Testo critico della Societa Dantesca Italiana (Florence, Societa Dantesca Italiana, 1960), I, 1, 1-4 [Accessed online
version availabe at http://http://etcweb.princeton.edu/dante/pdp/ on 4 October 2014]


http://http://etcweb.princeton.edu/dante/pdp/

99

“This, in truth, is our primary language. I do not, though, say 'our' because there is or could be any other
kind of language than that of human beings; for, of all creatures that exist, only human beings were
given the power of speech, because only to them was it necessary. It was not necessary that either angels
or the lower animals should be able to speak; rather, this power would have been wasted on them, and
nature, of course, hates to do anything superfluous. (...) since the angels possess, in order to
communicate their own glorious conceptions, a ready and ineffable sufficiency of intellect - through
which either they make themselves, in themselves, completely known to each other, or, at least, are
reflected, in the fullness of their beauty and ardour, by that resplendent mirror which retains an image of
all of them - they seem not to have needed signs to represent speech. And if it be objected that some
angels have fallen from heaven, a twofold answer may be made. First, that when we are discussing
things that are necessary for a rightly ordered life, we should leave the fallen angels aside, since, in their
perversity, they chose not to wait on God's care; second, and better, that these demons, in order to
demonstrate their corruption to each other, need only to know, of anyone of their number, the nature and

the degree of his fallen condition. And this they already know, for they knew each other before their

ruin.”"**

Dante would also write De Monarchia (ca.1312), a discussion on the relationship between Church
and Empire in which he argues that the Pope should not hold any worldly power. This argument
reappears in his Commedia. Interestingly enough, in the third book he states that, in human beings,
the mind is not corruptible but the body is. That is why, according to Dante, human beings have a
worldly part and a divine part. For this reason nor the Pope nor the Emperor should reign over each
other. Remarkable in De Monarchia is the fact that Dante dares to speak very boldly about the role
of the Church, speaking against the Donation of Constantine, which was believed to be authentic.'’
In the Commedia he went even further and situated various monks and popes in the Inferno, where

one of the damned souls predicts that Pope Boniface VIII himself is doomed for Hell.

134 “Hec est nostra vera prima locutio. Non dico autem 'nostra’, ut et aliam sit esse locutionem quam hominis; nam
eorum que sunt omnium soli homini datum est loqui, cum solum sibi necessarium fuerit. Non angelis, non
inferioribus animalibus necessarium fuit loqui: sed nequicquam datum fuisset eis; quod nempe facere natura
abhorret. (...) Cum igitur angeli ad pandendas gloriosas eorum conceptiones habeant promptissimam atque
ineffabilem sufficientiam intellectus, qua vel alter alteri totaliter innotescit per se, vel saltim per illud
fulgentissimum speculum in quo cuncti representantur pulcerrimi atque avidissimi speculantur, nullo signo
locutionis indiguisse videntur. Et si obiciatur de hiis qui corruerunt spiritibus, dupliciter responderi potest. Primo,
quod cum de hiis que necessaria sunt ad bene esse tractamus, eos preterire debemus, cum divinam curam perversi
expectare noluerunt. Vel secundo et melius, quod ipsi demones ad manifestandam inter se perfidiam suam non
indigent nisi ut sciant quilibet de quolibet quia est et quantus est: quod quidem sciunt; cognoverunt enim se invicem
ante ruinam suam.” Dante Alighieri, De vulgari Eloquentia, Ed. Rajna, P., Testo critico della Societa Dantesca
Italiana (Florence, Societa Dantesca Italiana, 1960), I, i, 1-4 [Accessed online version availabe at
http://http://etcweb.princeton.edu/dante/pdp/ on 4 October 2014]

135 The Donation of Constantine was a decree supposedly written by Constantine I in order to give authority over the
Western Roman Empire to the pope, probably written in the 8th century and discovered in the 15th century to be a
falsification.
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Between c. 1313-1318 Dante was invited to stay at the court of the Ghibelline Cangrande in Verona,
the longest and probably quietest period he stayed at any court. In 1315 Florence was forced by a
Ghibelline military leader to give amnesty to their exiled citizens, including Dante. Florence
accepted to do so but added as a requisite a public penance and a fine. Dante refused to return in
such disgraceful circumstances to Florence. According to Pertile, he must have been finishing the
Purgatorio already. Accepting the requisites would contradict his own convictions and everything
he had written until then (Pertile 1996, 54). Dante's exile allowed him to speak freely about
political, social and moral matters, thus providing us with quite a unique perspective on the events
of his time. Just as Boethius had written The Consolation of Philosophy (ca. 523) as a way to
understand his situation while he was waiting for his death sentence, in the Commedia Dante tried

to find answers to the existential doubts about his unfair exile.

But the Commedia is more than that: it is an educational voyage for himself and his readers. In fact,
throughout all his works there is a learning path, an exploration through the self and the world
around it. The autobiographic aspect in his writing was not completely new either. It was already
present in his Vita Nova, where he focussed on his personal thoughts and emotions. The Commedia
brings that focus outward to the public space of his life, to what happens around him (Ciabattoni
2004, Lecture 2). His main predecessors in the genre of autobiography are Augustine in the
Confessions and Abelard in Historia Calamitatum. In Chapter 1 we discussed Augustine's
Confessions where he describes the great effect of sacred music on his body and soul. Finally, the
idea of a journey to heaven had already been written about by Alain de Lille's in Anticlaudianus
(12th century) where Nature travels to Heaven in a chariot made by the seven Liberal Arts, in order
to obtain a soul for the body she had created.”®In these aspects, Dante is a writer of his time, and
not a Renaissance humanist yet. Medieval writers did indeed focus on human emotions, although
they tended to represent them through human characters, a technique that Dante also applied. It is
true, nonetheless, that Dante made innovations but always respecting the existing traditions by
trying to expand the existing limits rather than to ignore them. His exile gave him the possibility to

look at society as an outsider (Baranski 2005, 576).

Apart from its vernacular language and terza rima, the Commedia was also a novelty in presenting
an imaginary journey as if he really went to Hell, Purgatory and Heaven. No author before him
dared to undertake something similar because it could be perceived as heretic. Pertile wrote about

the Inferno, when it was brought out around 1313:

136 Baranski refers to the Anticlaudianus in his article, “Epistle to Cangrande”, p.589. The description of the narrative
has been based on Sheridan, James J. (1980). Introduction to The Plaint of Nature, (Toronto, 1980)
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“The Inferno was the first instalment of a three-part account in which the author claimed to have been
on a journey among the dead, where he had met and talked to, among others, many of his friends and
foes, especially from Florence. Even apart from the question of credibility, the work broke all the rules:
literary, political, religious. Its subject was deeply serious, but its language vernacular'”’; its stylistic
range was unprecedented, mixing the low and base with the lofty and abstract, the comic with the tragic,
the lyric with the epic, the Christian with the pagan. Politically, it condemned to eternal damnation
Guelphs (both Black and White) as well as Ghibellines, ecclesiastical as well as secular rulers. (...)
Finally, although its theology appeared to be broadly orthodox, the poem was in many ways a veritable
scandal: it denounced the Popes and the customs of the Holy Roman Church, calling for the surrender of
all the wealth and power accumulated over a thousand years. What was worse, indeed intolerable, its
author claimed to speak with the voice of God, to be a new Christian prophet, sent to reform the world

before its impending end.”'*®

The Commedia was read throughout Italy. By 1315, the Inferno and Purgatorio were already
circulating, while the Paradiso would be finished in 1321, the year of his death. No manuscripts
from Dante's hand survived, only later ones from the 14™ and 15" centuries. As Christian Moevs

writes in his book about Dante's metaphysics,

“philosophically, and perhaps temperamentally too, Dante’s nearest kinsman may be [the German
mystic] Meister Eckhart, his exact contemporary (1260—-1327). (...) In the fourteenth century Eckhart
was condemned; the Comedy was banned by the Dominicans and escaped the Monarchia’s inquisitorial
condemnation only because it was written in the vernacular and could disguise itself as a poetic fiction.
(...) Dante’s son Pietro, like other early commentators, sought to (...) convince readers that a poem
whose world they could not help treating as real, as historia, was really all a fiction. This was intended
to save Dante from charges of heresy (which by law would have ruined Pietro too), for it was only too

evident that the claim that he had penetrated the secrets of God, that he was another writer of the Holy

Spirit, was implicit (when not explicit) in Dante’s enterprise.”'*’

With the invention of printing, the Commedia was one of the first books to be printed massively and
distributed throughout Italy, contributing strongly to the nationalization of vernacular Tuscan as the
standard Italian language.'*’ The 14" century would generate hundreds of copies mostly of either

Inferno, Purgatory or Paradise. In 1322 appeared the first commentaries on the /nferno and by 1330

137 Baranski writes about the negative commentary of the Bolognese magister Giovanni del Virgilio about the use of
the vernacular for such intellectual issues and refers for this to Dante's Egloche I, 1-34, where Dante responds.
Baranski, Z., “Dante Alighieri: experimentation and (self-)exegesis”, Minnis, A. and Johnson, 1., The Cambridge
History of Literary Criticism (Cambridge,1993), p. 559-582

138 Pertile, L. “Dante”, Ed. P. Brand and L. Pertile, The Cambridge History of Italian Literature (Cambridge, 1996)
p.39-40

139 Moevs, C., The Metaphysics of Dante's Comedy (New York, 2005), p. 175-177

140 Christopher Kleinhenz, Medieval Italy: An Encyclopedia, Vol. 1 (Routledge, 2004), p. 360.
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on the whole Commedia. Although we would expect Dante's contemporaries to understand his work
better than we do after so many centuries, the 14" century explanations of the Commedia are highly
diverse and do not agree on the levels of its allegory. Dante himself indicated four levels of lecture

in his Convivio:

“The first is called the literal (...). The next is called the allegorical, and this is the one that is hidden
beneath the cloak of these fables, and is a truth hidden beneath a beautiful fiction. (...) The third sense is
called moral, and this is the sense that teachers should intently seek to discover throughout the
scriptures, for their own profit and that of their pupils (...). The fourth sense is called anagogical, that is

to say, beyond the senses; and this occurs when a scripture is expounded in a spiritual sense (...)."*"!

He distinguishes two subtypes of allegory but does not explain them:

“Indeed the theologians take this sense otherwise than do the poets; but since it is my intention here to

follow the method of the poets, I shall take the allegorical sense according to the usage of the poets.”'**

Robert Hollander, Professor in European Literature at Princeton, explained that all imaginative
secular literature was treated as something fictional and not historical because the only for religious
literature was considered historical: the Bible, for example, was understood as a historical document

which also had a symbolical meaning. The letter to Cangrande'®

, not sure to have been written by
Dante'*, advices the reader to apply the fourfold interpretation of religious texts (literal, allegoric,
moral and anagogical level) on the Commedia, as if it were a religious text itself and not mere

fiction;

“For the elucidation, therefore, of what we have to say, it must be understood that the meaning of this
work is not of one kind only; rather the work may be described as 'polysemous', that is, having several
meanings; for the first meaning is that which is conveyed by the letter, and the next is that which is

conveyed by what the letter signifies; the former of which is called literal, while the latter is called

141 Dante Alighieri, Convivio (11, i, 3-41), Edizione Nazionale (Florence, 1995), online available at
http://etcweb.princeton.edu/dante/pdp/convivio.html [accessed 7-10 2014], with translation of Lansing, Richard,
Dante's "Il Convivio" (New York: Garland, 1990).

142 Dante Alighieri, Convivio (11, i, 3-4), http://etcweb.princeton.edu/dante/pdp/convivio.html [accessed 7-10 2014]

143 Cangrande was his patron and protector in Verona.

144 Tts authenticity has been disputed for over a century. Baranski argues against Dante being the author of the letter.
Baranski, Z., “The Epistle to Can Grande”, p.583-589, Edd. Minnis, A. and Johnson, 1., The Cambridge History of
Literary Criticism (Cambridge, 1996). Another well-known scholar on Dante, Robert Hollander, does think it is
authentic. Hollander, R., Dante's Epistle to Cangrande (Ann Arbor, 1993). Also Christian Moevs in The
Metaphysics of Dante's Comedy (New York, 2005) is quite convinced of its authenticity, because “the Letter
conceives the Comedy’s aim as the redemption of all humanity, by leading it to conclusion the direct experience of
the divine. (Who but the author of the Comedy would make such a claim for it?)”, p.175


http://etcweb.princeton.edu/dante/pdp/convivio.html
http://etcweb.princeton.edu/dante/pdp/convivio.html
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allegorical, or mystical [or moral, or anagogical].”'*

Since we are not sure if Dante is the author of this letter, we cannot really make any sure

conclusion. Hollander, as one of the scholars that do believe so, suggests that

“Dante, faced with the strong opposition of theologians to the idea that secular literature had any
meaningful claim to purvey truth, made a bold decision. Rather than employ the allegory of the poets,
which admitted, even insisted, that the literal sense of a work was untrue, he chose to employ the
allegory of the theologians, with the consequence that everything recounted in the poem as having

actually occurred is to be treated as "historical," since the poet insistently claims that what he relates is

nothing less than literally true.”'*®

If this is true, then indeed the characters in the Commedia can be seen as real persons instead of
being personifications of human aspects. Hollander points out that a genre of “realistic” fiction did
exist beside the fabula (“unrealistic” fiction) and historia (non-fiction): the argumentum.'’
Hollander adds that Dante makes use of prophetic expressions.'** In his own time, these were taken
seriously, but as Moevs notes, it took only “the arrival of the Renaissance, to defuse the 'prophetic'
urgency of the Comedy and reduce it to poetic fancy.”'*’ Since the Renaissance it was understood as
such, but in 1941 the Italian philosopher Bruno Nardi wrote an essay called “Dante profeta”. As

Moevs notes, according to Nardi

“Dante considered the Comedy not 'poetic fiction' or 'literary artifice', but the account of a 'true
prophetic vision', and that to refuse or fail to accept this is to misunderstand Dante’s poema sacro. Nardi
concludes that Dante 'treats the objects of his vision as reality', not as a bella menzogna, not as a
beautiful lie to 'represent a moral idea': Dante believed he saw Hell, Purgatory, and Paradise 'as they

truly are in reality'.” (Moevs 2005, 178).

From this moment on there was renewed discussion on Dante's metaphysics.

145 “Ad evidentiam itaque dicendorum sciendum est quod istius operis non est simplex sensus, ymo dici potest
polysemos, hoc est plurium sensuum; nam primus sensus est qui habetur per litteram, alius est qui habetur per
significata per litteram. Et primus dicitur litteralis, secundus vero allegoricus, sive moralis, sive anagogicus.” Dante
Alighieri, Epistle to Cangrande, Ed. Ermenegildo Pistelli, Testo critico della Societa’ Dantesca Italiana (Florence,
1960).

146 Hollander, R., “Allegory in Dante”, http://etcweb.princeton.edu/dante/pdp/allegory.html [accessed 7-10-2014]

147 Ibid., footnote 3: “Argumenta are things that, while not having actually ocurred, could have done so.” Hollander
refers for general discussion to Curtius (Curt.1948.1), pp.452-455 and for discussion with reference to Dante to
Hollander (Holl.1969.1), pp.256-258.

148 Ibid., footnote 4: “The main technique he borrows from the theologians centers on the relationship between the two
first senses, historical/literal and allegorical. (...) In addition, historical events are sometimes referred to as
“shadows” of things to come.”

149 Moevs, C., The Metaphysics of Dante's Comedy (New York, 2005), p.178


http://etcweb.princeton.edu/dante/pdp/allegory.html
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Role of the Commedia in this investigation

This short overview of Dante's life and works gives us a comprehensive framework for further
analysis of the Commedia’s narrative. For the contemporary reader, the Commedia has a great value
as a fascinating scenery coming from a medieval mind, which can both surprise and teach us. In the
field of music, Historically Informed Performance shares this fascination for the historical
mentality. The Commedia was not only chosen as a departure point for our music theatre work
Incipit because of its historical-philosophical value, but also because it provides sonorous,

choreographic and visual elements for a multidisciplinary theatrical creation.

The Commedia contains many references to sound. In /nferno, there are only non-musical sounds,
at least at a first glance. When we read more carefully, we can discover various references to chants
and music, but only to reinforce the fact that all sonorous experience in Inferno is anti-musical.
Francesco Ciabattoni, Associate Professor of Italian at Georgetown University, argues that this is
part of the punishment in Hell: the damned souls and those who once were angels (the neutral
angels and the disobedient devils) are denied any form of music. Ciabattoni calls it a perverted
musical experience.'” In Purgatorio and Paradiso, there are many references to chants, as an
important part of the Afterlife experience. Although the chants have already been listed and
performed'®, this performance was based on the 20™ century standard versions of the Church,
which are different from the Late-Medieval repertoire (see Chapter 1). We must go back to
manuscripts from around 1300 and, if this is not possible, at least try to find a version before the
Council of Trent (1545-1563) and certainly before the reform of the monks of Solesmes at the end
of the 19" century. So far known by the author of this investigation, this research has not been
undertaken yet, and as such it already contributes to knowledge of Dante's Commedia. Furthermore,
there will be composition of additional voices to the plainchant melody according to the rules that

were valid at the beginning of the 14™ century.

Not only sonorous allusions but also references to movements form the basis of the visual-sonorous
concept of Incipit. The idea of creating a theatrical work as if it were a musical composition is
suggested by the idea of Composed Theatre by Matthias Rebstock and David Roesner.'**In this
case, the text itself has served as a resource of literal elements for this visual-sonorous composition

of Incipit.

150 Ciabattoni, F., Dante's Journey to Polyphony (Toronto, 2010), p.43-84

151 This is the only setting known to the author at this point: http://www.worldofdante.org/music.html [accessed 19-10-
2014], a monophonic choice of the Liber Usualis chants

152 Roesner, D. and Rebstock, M. Composed Theatre: Aesthetics, Practices, Processes (Bristol, 2012).
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3.2 Structure of the Afterlife

The cosmological model in Dante's time was the Ptolemaic universe, also called Geocentric model,
in which all the planets and stars revolve around the Earth. Already from the 4™ century BC on,
most educated Greeks believed in a round centric Earth. In the 2™ century Claudius Ptolemaeus
(c.90-c.168), a Greco-Egyptian mathematician, astronomer, geographer and astrologer of
Alexandria, informed himself on a wide range of writings by different astronomers and devised a
theoretical model that would form the basis of astronomy for many centuries. His theory describes
the order of planets in relation to the Earth, where the moon is the closest to the Earth, then comes
Mercury, Venus, the Sun, Mars, Jupiter, Saturn, the Fixed Stars and the Primum Mobile (“First
Moved”). Medieval Christianity added the Empyrean, the firmament which is above all others. The
Latin word empyreus comes from the Greek &umvpog (empyrus) which means “in the fire”; it is
where the element of fire resided in various ancient cosmologies. The Empyrean, for Dante, is not a
physical place but rather the spiritual universe, the mind of God, as Professor Mazzotta in his Yale
lectures on Dante notes. Mazzotta calls the Empyrean “the heaven of fire, from which all motion
begins, from which time starts. That is really where the roots of time are found and they stretch out
into the finite world.” (Mazzotta 2008, Lecture 11). The Medieval model dominated for centuries,
shown by figure 39, dating from 1539. Nicolaus Copernicus came up in 1543 with the heliocentric
system in his treatise De revolutionibus orbium coelestium (“On the Revolutions of the Heavenly
Spheres™). It was still not a perfect model and would not find many followers until the 17" century.
Johannes Kepler corrected the theory in 1609 suggesting that the orbits of the planets were not
circular but elliptical, which was supported by the gravity theory of Isaac Newton in 1687. The
Catholic Church was against the idea that the universe would not turn around God's creation of

human being and maintained this position until the 19" century.

In his Commedia, Dante follows the Ptolemaic model but with the peculiarity that the Sun casts a
shadow over the Moon, Mercury and partly Venus. Its shadow has the form of a cone and comes to
a point at Venus. Of course, this is rather allegorical-theological than scientific. For the Earth he
also added an original story: when Lucifer fell out of Heaven, his body made a hole in the Earth by
which the mount of Purgatory was created (Inferno 34). Purgatory arose from the middle of the
ocean in the Southern Hemisphere, which was thought to be only water, exactly on the opposite side
of Jerusalem. It is a remarkable connexion Dante makes between the creation of evil and

simultaneously the possibility of redemption.
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Schema huius pranuffz divifionis Spharaium.

Fig. 39. Ptolemaic Model, (Petrus Apianus: Cosmographia, 1539). The Earth is in
the middle with the other planets circling around it.

It must be noted, though, that at the time of Christ's Descent into Hell'>, Limbo already existed, but
Earthly Paradise on top of the mount of Purgatory as well as the immaterial Paradise were still
inaccessible to humanity. In Dante's Commedia, the Greek hero Ulysses apparently saw Purgatory

just before his death. In Dante's time, Ulysses was only known through later adaptations of Homer's

153 Also called Harrowing of Hell. According to the Bible, Christ had reopened Paradise with his Crucifixion. Before
his resurrection, he descended to hell in order to free the righteous souls and bring them with him to heaven. Virgil
tells Dante about Christ's descent to Limbo, where he was not one of the chosen. As Guy P. Raffa notes, “Only
suggested in the Bible, the story of Christ's post-mortem journey to hell appears in apocrypha--books related to but
not included in the Bible--such as the Gospel of Nicodemus. So prominent was this story in the popular and
theological imaginations that it was proclaimed as church dogma in 1215 and 1274.”, Raffa, G.P., Danteworlds,

http://danteworlds.laits.utexas.edu/circlel . html#harrowing [accessed 13-09 2015]
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llliad and the Odyssey which did not include the original story of his death. Thus, it seems that in
Dante's imagination Ulysses saw Purgatory from far away when he crashed with his vessel into the

depth of Hell:

“a lone mountain loomed ahead, dark
in the dim distance, and it looked to me

the highest peak that I had ever seen.

We leaped for joy — it quickly turned to grief,
for from the new land a whirlwind surging up

struck the foredeck of our ship head on. (...)

Until the sea once more closed over us.”'**

Dante's Afterlife is divided into three parts: Inferno, Purgatory and Paradise. Dante encounters
himself in a wilderness before Virgil takes him to the entrance of Inferno. Inferno has the form of a
funnel divided into 9 circles. The number 9 is not only present in Inferno but is repeated in all three
canticles: the mount of Purgatory consists of 9 levels and Paradise encompasses 9 spheres. The
number 9 is the total of 3x3, which is no coincidence either: 3 is the number of the Trinity, just as
the Commedia has three canticles and each consists of 33 cantos — except Inferno with the number
34 — adding up to a total of 100 cantos. Such a symmetrical and theological construction is
characteristic for the Middle Ages, when numerical symbolism was a way to manifest the Divine
and symmetry reflected the perfection of God's creation.'” This is exactly why the Pythagorean
system was so important, expressing the Music of the Spheres. The perfection of God was thought
to be revealed through the proportions of the universe in all its levels (see Chapter 1 on the Music of

the Spheres). Each of the three canticles in the Commedia ends with the word stelle (“stars™).

154 “n’apparve una montagna, bruna / per la distanza, e parvemi alta tanto / quanto veduta non avéa alcuna. / Noi ci
allegrammo, e tosto torno in pianto; / ché de la nova terra un turbo nacque / e percosse del legno il primo canto. (...)
infin che ’1 mar fu sovra noi richiuso”, Dante Alighieri, Commedia, Inferno 26.133. Original text:
https://it.wikisource.org/wiki/Divina_Commedia and English translation:

http://www.italianstudies.org/comedy/index.htm
155 Eco, U. Art and Beauty in the Middle Ages (Yale University Press, 1986), Chapter 2
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Fig. 40. Dante's Inferno.
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Inferno

In Dante's narrative, Dante encounters himself lost in the wilderness, with no idea about how he

entered there or when he got off the straight path:

Nel mezzo del cammin di nostra vita Halfway through the journey we are living

mi ritrovai per una selva oscura, I found myself deep in a darkened forest,

ché la diritta via era smarrita. (...) For I had lost all trace of the straight path. (...)
Io non so ben ridir com’i’ v’intrai, I cannot say clearly how I entered there
tant’era pien di sonno a quel punto So drowsy with sleep had I grown at that hour
che la verace via abbandonai. When first I wandered off from the true way.'*

This dark forest, not only poetical but also literal in Dante's narrative, is situated within a valley
close to Jerusalem. When trying to get out of it, his way is blocked by three beasts. Their
characteristics are explained later in the Commedia: a leopard which is fast and not easy to detect, a
lion with an intimidating presence and a she-wolf with an insatiable hunger. It is said that they

represent three vices but there is no agreement on their exact meaning.

The soul of Virgil appears just in time and offers to guide him through the Afterworld, explaining
that he was sent by Beatrice. Dante feels that he is not worthy enough for such a journey but Virgil
insists and tells him that Beatrice descended from her place in Paradise to visit Virgil in Limbo and

ask him to help Dante. Dante then follows Virgil.

Dante and Virgil reach the entrance gate of Inferno, with the following inscription:

Per me si va ne la citta dolente, Through me pass into the painful city,
per me si va ne l'etterno dolore, through me pass into eternal grief,

per me si va tra la perduta gente. through me pass among the lost people.
Giustizia mosse il mio alto fattore; Justice moved my master-builder:
fecemi la divina podestate, heavenly power first fashioned me

156 Dante Alighieri, Commedia, Inferno 1.1
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la somma sapienza e ’l primo amore. with highest wisdom and with primal love.

Dinanzi a me non fuor cose create Before me nothing was created that
se non etterne, e 1o etterna duro. was not eternal, and I last eternally.
Lasciate ogne speranza, voi ch’intrate All hope abandon, you who enter here

The last phrase of this inscription, Lasciate ogne speranza, voi ch’intrate, was used by Claudio
Monteverdi at the beginning of the 17™ century in one of the first operas in Western music and has
become a widely known phrase among Early Music practitioners and listeners. The inscription

shows that it was not Lucifer who created Inferno but God.

The nine circles of Inferno are organized by type of sins. We will discuss shortly its organization'”’.

They are numbered according to the number of their circle.

0. Past the entrance gate but outside of Inferno itself are the Neutral Angels and souls, those
who did not make a choice between God or Lucifer. The words Che visser sanza 'nfamia e
sanza lodo (Inf. 3.36), “those who lived without infamy and praise”, remained an expression
in Italian up to today'*®, not surprisingly representing mediocrity. These souls were the
spectators of the world, the ones that only stood by and watched from what they thought to
be a neutral perspective. The angels here did not take sides when Lucifer rebelled against
God. Now, they are not welcome in Heaven nor in Hell, so they have to stay on the
threshold of Hell, stung by insects while running eternally behind a banner. Their
punishment is Dante's own invention. They are separated from Inferno by Acheron, one of
the four infernal rivers. The boatman Charon brings the other souls to Hell.

1. Limbo. The unbaptized and those previous to Jesus' birth who did not believe in the Divine
within the human, “they did not worship God in the right way”'*’. It is a place inhabited by
good and wise spirits, protected from the rest of Inferno by seven walls. Here is where Virgil
resides, together with Homer, Ovid, Lucan, Horace amongst others, all sighing. The souls
are not entirely happy because they are not touched with God's light (they chose not to
recognize the Divine within themselves), despite the fact that Limbo seems to be an

agreeable place: “an open clearing, bright and high up™'®. Christ's Descent into Hell was in

157 From now on, James Finn Cotter's translation will be used for the English quotes from Dante's Commedia, because
it is more comprehensible than the traditional Longfellow translation and some translations are more accurate,
although less poetic. http://www.italianstudies.org/comedy/index.htm

158 Nowadays it is “senza infamia e senza lode”.

159 “non adorar debitamente a Dio” (Inferno 4.37)

160 “in loco aperto, luminoso ¢ alto” (Inferno 4.116)
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Limbo, when Paradise was still not accessible to humanity, to save many righteous souls and

bring them to the newly opened Heaven.

Dante's Hell is divided into sins of Incontinence, Violence and Fraud. Each sin has its own
contrapasso, a punishment that suits the sin either in form or meaning. Prof. Mazzotta regards it as
“the extension of what one has chosen to do in this life.” He speaks of a counterpart or counter-
suffering, because passo comes from passion (from the Greek verb macyw meaning “to suffer”).
“You suffer equally for what you have done” (Mazzotta 2008, Lecture 8). Interestingly, some
scholars like Manuele Gragnolati, Kenneth Gross, Anthony Cassell and Leonard Barkan, believe
that the contrapasso is “more a manifestation of the damned souls' corruption than an antithetical
retribution for their sin”.'" Gragnolati quotes Barkan: “the living sinner, through his death but more
particularly through the fate of his special damnation, is transformed into an eternal objectification

of his sin” (Gragnolati 2005, 217).

The sins of incontinence, meaning that the will is not controlled by reason, comprise circles 2 to 6
(Lust, Gluttony, Avarice/Prodigality, and Wrath). At the edge of Circle 2, King Minos is judging the
newly arrived souls and sentences them to their place in Hell. This infernal version of King Minos
is the judge of Inferno, sentencing each soul to a circle. He owns a tail, which he coils around him
as many times as the number of the circle apt for the soul in front of him. He can speak but also
growls. He is one of the first hybrid creatures that inhabit Hell: half man, half beast, a reflection of

the damned souls.

2. Lust. The lustful are flung by wind blasts that never stop. Their contrapasso consists of
being out of control just like their actions when they were still alive. They did not take
responsibility for their actions. Among these souls are Francesca da Rimini (1255-c.1285)
and her lover Paolo, the brother of her husband who killed them when he caught them
kissing each other. These two are in the circle of lust and incontinence as an example of

people who entangled themselves in their own illusions of courtly love.

3. Gluttony. These souls are lying under a sour rain and snow, constantly flipping over to the
other side of their bodies and howling because of the pain. The three-headed dog Cerberus
barks so loud that the souls “wish that they were deaf”'®>. The souls are described as empty
and lie on the ground like living dead: they cannot communicate and do not seem to have

much conscience.

161 Gragnolati, M., Experiencing the Afterlife: Soul and Body in Dante and Medieval Culture (Indiana, 2005), p.217
162 “esser vorrebber sorde”, Inferno 6.33
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4. Avarice and Prodigality. Avarice is the sin of holding on too much on worldly goods, while
prodigality is the sin of wasting money. They are not only a sign of incontinence and lack of
measure, but also for an obsession for material goods. The guard here is Plutus, the Roman
god of wealth, who says “with clacking voice”: “Pape Satan, pape satan, aleppe!”'®, which
are words with no specific meaning. He is yet another example of a hybrid creature, half
human, half beastly. There are no individual characters in this circle, yet Virgil tells Dante
that “these were the clergy who have no crown of hair / on their heads, both popes and

cardinals, / within whom avarice runs to its extreme”.'*

5. Wrath and Sullenness. They are two sides of fury: expressed fury (wrath) and unexpressed
fury (sullenness). The wrathful souls are fighting each other at the surface of the muddy
river Styx, while the sullen ones are below the surface gurgling their sighs and laments. This
river, with its boatman Phlegyas, surrounds the city of Hell, with the name of Dis. The word
Dis comes from Dis Pater who was the Roman god of the Underworld. The entrance of the

city is guarded by demons and fallen angels.

6. Heresy. As Virgil informs Dante, "In this section is found the cemetery / of Epicurus and his
followers / all those who claim the soul dies with the body.”'®® The contrapasso is clear: they
are condemned to be dead (Mazotta 2008, Lecture 5). They must stay in mass graves
surrounded by flames. The two Epicureans with whom Dante speaks show no empathy or
interest for each other at all, they are only focussed on themselves and their own family

members.

Circles 1 until 6 formed the upper part of Hell. The deepest three circles 7, 8 and 9 represent Lower

Hell. Their sins are graver because these do not have their roots in passion but in the intellect.

7. Violence and Bestiality. The Minotaur, another hybrid creature, is its guardian. This circle
consists of three rings, each with a different group of sinners according to their relation with

their victims:

163 “"Pape Satan, pape Satan aleppe!", / comincio Pluto con la voce chioccia”, Inferno 7.1

164 “Questi fuor cherci, che non han coperchio / piloso al capo, e papi e cardinali, / in cui usa avarizia il suo soperchio”,
Inferno. 7.46

165 “Suo cimitero da questa parte hanno / con Epicuro tutti suoi seguaci, / che I’anima col corpo morta fanno.”, Inferno
10.13
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* Tyrants and Robbers: violence to other people. These have to stand in a river of boiling
blood. The more severe are their sins, the deeper they will be submerged. There are

Centaurs, half-human, half-horse, pointing arrows on those who try to exit the river.

* Suicides and Spendthrifts: violence to oneself. The spendthrifts are more violent to
themselves than the prodigals in Circle 4, taking away their own means of survival. The
suicides robbed themselves from their own bodies when they were alive. When they
died, their souls did not have any more the shape of these God-given bodies they had
willingly rejected. Instead, they fell down into Hell as little seeds and grew into trees. In
this black forest, harpies — winged creatures with faces of women — are sitting in the
trees and hurting them: “The harpies, feeding on its foliage, / cause pain and then an
outlet for the pain.”'* They can only speak when they bleed. It must be noted that there
are suicides in other places in Dante's Afterlife, because the motives for their suicide
were more important than their act. The spendthrifts are chased and devoured by dogs,

just as they themselves “devoured” their own means of survival.

* Blasphemers, Sodomites and Usurers. Blasphemy represents violence against God.
Sodomy stands for violence against Nature, which Dante describes as God's direct
offspring. Usury is violence to economy, offspring of nature and therefore grandchild of
God'Y. They reside in a sandy plain surrounded by the dead forest. Dante uses a curious
example for sodomy, his teacher Brunetto Latini, who was not particularly known for
sodomy, and it is thought that he interpreted the sin on a more metaphorical level.
Brunetto speaks of glory as being personal fame, instead of glory as Christian grace
enlightened by Divinity. The usurers are the only souls that Dante visits unaccompanied

by Virgil which might be related to the fact that Dante's father was said to be a usurer.

The last two circles 8 and 9 represent the sins of Fraud. Circle 8 lies much lower than circle
7. The Geryon, a colourful creature which Dante calls “that repugnant picture of pure
fraud”'®®, has the face of an honest man, with a reptilian body, hairy paws and a scorpion's
tail. It flies and brings Dante and Virgil to the eighth circle. Circle 8 contains the souls who
committed fraud to people they did not have any special relationship with. The souls of

circle 9 betrayed those with whom there was a bond of trust.

166 “I’ Arpie, pascendo poi de le sue foglie, / fanno dolore, e al dolor fenestra.”, Inferno 13.101
167 Danteworlds, University of Texas, http://danteworlds.laits.utexas.edu/circle7.html#violence, or Inferno 11.100-111
168 “quella sozza imagine di froda”, Inferno 17.10
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8. Simple Fraud. This circle is called Malebolge (“Evil Pouches”). Although it is one circle, it
contains 10 subdivisions in the form of ditches. Almost all of their separating platforms are

connected by a bridge, except the one over the hypocrites.

* Seducers and Pimps. They are whipped from behind by devils and they are forced to

walk or even dance: “how they forced them to lift up their heels / at the first strokes!”'®

* Flatterers. These are dipped in excrement while they hit and scratch themselves.

* Simoniacs. Simony is presented by Dante as the abuse by clerics of their ecclesiastical
position to make themselves rich and powerful. Simony is called after Simon Magus.
According to Acts 8:9-24 (fifth book of the New Testament), Simon Magus was a
sorcerer converted to Christianity who wanted to buy the apostles' powers. The souls
who are sent to this place in Hell apparently fall upside down into a hole, pushing further
down the others that are below them. The soles of their feet are on fire, so this ditch is
full of wiggling and kicking legs with fire on their feet. Dante comments about the holes
from which the legs arise: “No smaller or no larger they seemed to me / than are those
booths for the baptismal fonts / built in my beautiful San Giovanni” (the Bapistry of
Saint John in Florence).'” These souls are upside down in what seem baptismal fonts,

with their feet dipped in oil: their contrapasso is a parody on baptism.

* Diviners. Their contrapasso is to walk around with their heads 180° twisted, “so that

they were compelled to walk backwards / since they could not possibly see ahead.”'™

* Grafters."” These souls were involved in political corruption. Now they are completely
submerged in sticky tar. If they come to the surface, they run the risk of being stabbed by
the forks of black devils. These have strange names, such as Malacoda (“Bad tail”),
Alichino (derived from arlecchino, “Harlequin”), Barbariccia (“Curly Beard”),
Cagnazzo (“Nasty Dog”), Draghignazzo (“Sneering Dragon™), Ciriatto (“Wild Hog”), or

Graffiacane (“Dog Scratcher”).'” The devils are anticipatory for the circle of the

169 “come facean lor levar le berze / a le prime percosse!”, Inferno 18.37

170 “Non mi parean men ampi né maggiori / che que’ che son nel mio bel San Giovanni, / fatti per loco d’i
battezzatori”, Inferno 19.16

171 “e in dietro venir li convenia, / perché ’l veder dinanzi era lor tolto”, Inferno 20.14

172 Graft is ’bribery and other corrupt practices used to secure illicit advantages or gains in politics or business”,
Oxford Dictionary, http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/graft?q=grafter#graft-2__16 [accessed 28-
62015]

173 Lansing, R.H. and Barolini, T., “Devils”, The Dante Encyclopedia (New York and London, 2000), p. 301-303
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Hypocrites because they tell Dante where the next bridge is without mentioning that it is
broken. Dante and Virgil have to slide down to the next ditch in order to escape. The

devils form the humoristic part of the Commedia, a farse.

* Hypocrites. These souls walk around very slowly in beautifully ornamented cloaks,
which are made of lead inside. Their contrapasso reflects perfectly the great difference
between their inner part from their shining appearance when they were still alive.

Caiaphas is crucified on the ground, with the others trampling him.

* Thieves. According to Guy P. Raffa, specialized in medieval Italian literature, “the
contrapasso for the thieves (...) is arguably the most conceptually sophisticated of the
poem. The tenuous hold on one's identity — with dramatic transformations of human and
reptilian forms — suggests that no possession, no matter how personal, is safe in the
realm of theft.”'” In this case, even the identity of the thieves and their bodily form are
stolen from them. Dante observes one that is bitten by snakes, falling down into ashes
and then arising alive again, just like the mythological figure of the phoenix. Dante also

witnesses the metamorphosis of souls into the form of a reptile.

* Evil Counselors. These used fraudulent rhetoric for not so honourable motives. Rhetoric
had already been regarded in Greek Antiquity as a persuasive means in politics that
should be handled with wisdom.'” Here, we find the souls captured within tongues of
fire, hidden from Dante's view. Ulysses and his companion Diomedes are together
within a double flame. Dante's Ulysses used fraudulent rhetoric for convincing his men
to sail further than the inhabited world, telling them: “You were not born to live like
animals / but to pursue virtue and possess knowledge”.'”® As we have seen earlier in this
chapter, in Dante's version they approached an island which seemed to be Purgatory.
They drowned because of a wind that came from the island itself. Behind Ulysses'
persuasion prevailed his wish to transgress borders in order to obtain knowledge, which
is comparable to Dante's own journey. Ulysses keeps returning to Dante's mind

throughout his voyage through Afterlife.

* Schismatics. The contrapasso consists of the souls literally being divided: their aerial

bodies are cut into pieces. Mohammed, the founder of Islam and Ali, his cousin and son-

174 Raffa, G.P., Danteworlds webpage, http://danteworlds.laits.utexas.edu/circle8b.html#fraud [accessed 28-6 2015]
175 Held, K., Treffpunkt Platon (Stuttgard, 1990), Chapter 8
176 “fatti non foste a viver come bruti, / ma per seguir virtute e canoscenza”, Inferno 26.119
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in-law, reside in this section as sowers of religious divisiveness. As Guy P. Raffa
comments, “one popular view held that Mohammed had himself been a cardinal who,
his papal ambitions thwarted, caused a great schism within Christianity when he and his
followers splintered off into a new religious community.”'”” Also, the troubadour Bertran
de Born is here, with his head cut off, carried by his hand like a lantern. The separation
of his head reflects the divisiveness that he caused between King Henry II of England

and his son, because together they form one metaphorical royal body.

Falsifiers. Here are alchemists, counterfeiters, imposters and liars. As Guy P. Raffa

notes, their “corrupting influence - on metals (alchemists), money (counterfeiters),

identity (imposters), and truth (liars) - is reflected in their diseased bodies and minds™'”®

Giants are standing on the ground of the ninth circle, bound by metal chains and arising from their

middle at the rim of the eighth circle. They are thus forming the bridge between the eighth and ninth

circles.

9. We arrive at the lowest level: an extensive lake of ice, the place where souls reside who

committed treachery to people with whom there was a bond of trust. There are four regions,

divided according to the soul's type of relationship with the victim:

Caina: treachery to family. They are stuck in the ice and only their heads stick out, just

as the inhabitants of Antenora.

Antenora: treachery to country. Among these souls there are two heads stuck together in
the ice: it is Count Ugolino della Gherardesca (c.1220-1289) eating from the skull of
Archbishop Ruggieri degli Ubaldini (1271-1295). Ugolino had betrayed the leaders of
Pisa and Ruggieri had him imprisioned together with two sons and two grandsons. After
eight months of imprisonment, it was decided that the key of the door was thrown away
and all his sons and grandsons starved to death. Ugolini at the end of his story utters the

ambiguous words “Then fasting was stronger than grief”.'”

177 Op.cit, http://danteworlds.laits.utexas.edu/circle8b.html#fraud
178 Op.cit, http://danteworlds.laits.utexas.edu/circle8b.html#fraud [accessed 28-6 2015]

179 “Poscia, piu che 'l dolor, poté 'l digiuno”, Inferno 33.75. Here, I have preferred the translation by Henry F. Cary
(1772-1844). The translation by Cotter is “Then fasting did what grief had failed to do”. Wadsworth's translation is
“Then hunger did what sorrow could not do”.
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* Ptolomea: treachery to hospitality. One of the souls here is Fra Alberigo, who invited a
political opponent and his son to dine as a gesture of peace but had them murdered when
it was time for desert. At the moment such malignant treachery has been committed, a

demon inhabits the living body while the soul goes directly to Hell.

* Judecca: treachery to lords and benefactors. These souls are completely locked in the ice
in diverse postures: “where the shades were wholly sealed / and yet showed through

below like straws in glass.”'®

In the centre, Lucifer is stuck at his waistline. He fell down to Earth on the Southern Hemisphere,
head down, and pierced the Earth until its centre. Now, his upright torso sticks out on the bottom of
the Northern Hemisphere, while his legs stick out at the part of the Southern Hemisphere. His three
heads are crying and he is chewing on the most thorough sinners of Treachery: Brutus and Cassius,
the two assassins of Julius Caesar and Judas. Julius Caesar was the founder of the Roman Empire
which Dante considered “an essential part of God's plan for human happiness.”"® Lucifer is filthy
and covered with muck and his own tears. He is not able to speak. Since he is exactly at the centre
of the Earth, Dante and Virgil can use his body as an instrument to climb “upside-down” to the
bottom of the Southern Hemisphere. They arrive at a cave which leads upward to the shore of

Purgatory.

Purgatory

As we can observe in the following illustration of Purgatory, its terraces have the inverted order of
sins, since the highest terraces are closer to redemption. Purgatory consists of Ante-Purgatory and
Purgatory Proper. Ante-Purgatory is a kind of waiting room for Purgatory Proper where the real
purgation takes place. Here are the late repentants, those who turned to God on an advanced
moment in their lives. They have to stay there the number of years they delayed their faith
multiplied by 100, before they can go up to Purgatory Proper. There is a special place reserved for

the princes or rulers in general, a beautiful valley.

180 “I’ombre tutte eran coperte, / e trasparien come festuca in vetro.”, Inferno 34.11
181 Raffa, G.P., Danteworlds, http://danteworlds.laits.utexas.edu/circle9.html#treachery [accessed 28-6 2015]
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Interestingly, Purgatory is measured by love. The first three terraces of Purgatory Proper are
characterized by misdirected love, for the wrong kind of things. The fourth is about deficient love,
which is good by nature but just not enough of it: the slothful. And finally, the highest three terraces

are marked by excessive love.
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At the shore, the souls destined for Purgatory arrive in a boat steered by an angel while they are
singing In exitu israel (“when Israel went out [of Egypt]”). This is the psalm of Exodus'®?. The
guardian at the shore is Cato of Utica (95-46 B.C.), a Roman military leader and statesman. As Guy
P. Raffa argues,

“Dante seems to have assigned this prominent role to Cato because he so valued freedom that he gave

his life for it (1.71-2): the historical Cato chose suicide over submission to tyranny after he was defeated

(along with Pompey) in the civil war against Julius Caesar.”'®

Dante has to be cleansed after his stay in Hell: Virgil washes his face with dew and makes him a
girdle from a special plant that grows there. Dante finds his old friend Casella among the newly
arrived but they are not able to embrace each other: Casella's soul is only the imprint that his body
made on the air."** Casella is a troubadour and sings a secular song on the text of one of Dante's
poems, which is immediately prohibited by Cato because in Purgatory only praise to God can be

sung. In Ante-Purgatory there are three types of sinners:

* The excommunicated. These souls must wait in Ante-Purgatory thirty times the length of
the years of their excommunication. Prayers by the living for these souls can shorten that

time.

» The lazy spirits, the ones who repented at the last moment in their lives. They will have
to wait the number of years they delayed their repentance before they can go up to
Purgatory Proper. Here are also the souls that died by violence and just repented on time.

They sing a Miserere.

* The late repentants that were noble rulers on Earth have their own “Valley of the
Princes” reserved for them, a beautiful valley with many flowers. There resides Sordello,
a 13" century poet from Mantua, the birth place of Virgil. He warns that at night, one
cannot travel through Purgatory. Salve Regina and Te lucis ante are sung. The latter is a

prayer to ask God to protect against the dangers of the night. At evening, before sunset,

182 Exodus is the departure of the Israelites from Egypt. The second book of the Bible carries this name and is about
the departure of the Israelites from slavery in Egypt, their journey across the Red Sea and through the wilderness led
by Moses, and the giving of the Ten Commandments. http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/exodus?
g=Exodus#exodus [accessed 13-7 2015]. It is thus closely related to the issue of exile.

183 Raffa, G.P., Danteworlds, http://danteworlds.laits.utexas.edu/purgatory/01antepurgatory.html#cato [accessed 28-6
2015]

184 Explained by Statius in Purgatory 25 and analysed by Gragnolati, M., Experiencing the Afterlife: Soul and Body in
Dante and Medieval Culture (Indiana, 2005). In Hell this seems to be different, where the souls are clearly heavier
and some are even able to touch Dante, like Virgil, who embraces Dante various times.



http://danteworlds.laits.utexas.edu/purgatory/01antepurgatory.html#cato
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two angels descend while a snake appears, chasing it away. This short divine

representation repeats itself every night like a ritual.

On a higher terrace lies the entrance of Purgatory Proper. The gate is unreachable from Ante-
Purgatory by foot. Saint Lucia carries Dante in his sleep through the air and leaves him in front of
it. At the entrance gate of each terrace has a guardian angel, singing one of the beatitudes (the eight
blessings in the Sermon on the Mount in the Gospel of Matthew). This first gate has to be opened
with a silver and a golden key. The angel carves seven times the letter P on Dante's front,
representing either peccata (sins) or poenae (punishments). With every terrace, one P will disappear
from his front and he will be a bit lighter than before, therefore climbing the mountain will
gradually be easier. The three steps to the gate are in three colours: clear white marble, black and
cracked, and blood red, which apparently represent three stages of penance: recognition of one's
sins, heartfelt contrition and satisfaction.'®> When the gates close behind Dante, he seems to hear a

sung Te Deum.

The first three levels of Purgatory Proper represent misdirected love:

1. The proud. Their contrapasso exists of carrying heavy rocks on their backs that weigh
them down, so they are forced to walk bent low to the ground. There are examples of
pride and humility carved in the rock, works of God's art that are so realistic that the
images seem to become alive. At the gate to the next terrace, the first of the Beatitudes is

sung: Beati pauperes spiritu (“Blessed are the poor in spirit™).

2. The envious. When alive, they found pleasure in seeing others doing worse than
themselves, now their eyelids are sewn with iron thread so that they cannot see. They sit
together like blind people in cloaks with the same colour of the rocks. Bodiless voices
fly past them shouting opposed examples of kindness and envy. They cry out the Litany
of all Saints in vernacular.'® At the gate Dante hears Beati misericordi (“Blessed are the

merciful”) and Godi tu che vinci!'’.

3. The wrathful. Dante does not mention the sullen. Since wrath and sullenness are both

sides of the same sin (deep anger), they could be present here as well even if they are not

185Raffa, G.P., Danteworlds, http://danteworlds.laits.utexas.edu/purgatory/02valleyofrulers.html#gate [accessed 13-7
2015]

186 “udia gridar: Maria ora per noi’: / gridar "Michele’ ¢ "Pietro’ e *Tutti santi’.”, Purgatory 13.50

187 “Gaudete et Exultate”, Matthew 5:12, the text just after the Beatitudes (“Rejoice and be glad, because great is your
reward in Heaven” etc.)
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referred to specifically. The souls have to have walk around within a thick black cloud.
They experience hallucinations of images of gentleness and wrath. They also sing Agnus
Dei. At the gate an angel says the Beatitude Beati pacifici (“Blessed are the

peacemakers™).

The central terrace is about deficient love:

4. The slothful. Guy P. Raffa notes that “sloth (technically called accidia) describes a lax
(or tepid) love and pursuit of what is good and virtuous.”'®® Now, the slothful have to run
around the terrace in high tempo while shouting examples of sloth and its opposite
diligence. At the gate, they hear the Beati qui lugent quoniam ipsi consolabuntur from

an angel (“Blessed are the mournful, for they will be comforted”).

Next are the terraces of excessive love, either for worldly goods (terraces 5 and 6) or for other
human beings (terrace 7). Material matters as such are not considered sinful — and these souls are
devoted sufficiently to God — but if there is excessive love for the worldly goods, it takes the

attention away from their love for God.

5. The avaricious and prodigals. These souls have to lie on the ground facing down and
sing Adhaesit pavimento anima mea (“My soul has cleaved to the pavement”), Psalm
118/119'%. Among them is the first pope that Dante saves from Hell, Adrian V
(c.1210/1220 - 1276). Since they were so attached to worldly goods and neglected
spiritual matters, they have to remain in the most sober of circumstances. They have to
recite examples of avarice during the night and during the day declaim those of
contentment with little. Statius, a Roman poet (A.D. 45-96) who converted to
Christianity, is just liberated from his punishment at the moment that Dante and Virgil
are there. When a soul is ready to go to Heaven, the mount of Purgatory shakes and
Gloria in excelsis Deo sounds all over. At the gate, the angel anticipates the sin of the

next level with his Beatitude: Beati qui sitiunt (“Blessed are those who thirst”).'”

188 Raffa, G.P., Danteworlds, http://danteworlds.laits.utexas.edu/purgatory/06sloth.html [accessed 29-6 2015]

189 The Vulgate and most Catholic translations are based on the Septuagint (a translation of the Hebrew Bible and
some related texts into Koine Greek), while other translations are based on the Hebrew text. They have a slightly
different numbering (mostly the translations from Hebrew are one number ahead) because of the division of some
psalm that the Septuagint did not make. The first number is the Septuagint numbering, the second the Hebrew one.

190 This Beatitude is in fact Beati qui esuriunt et sitiunt, 'Blessed are those who hunger and thirst'. The esuriunt will be
sung at the gate at the end of the terrace of the gluttonous.
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6. The gluttonous. They have to dwell in a place with fruit trees and fresh water falling on
the leaves from the rocks above, while they cannot eat or drink from these trees. Voices
come from them, reciting phrases about gluttony and temperance. The souls' shades are
so meagre that their faces, with the eyes in their hollow sockets, form the word OMO,
meaning “man”. They sing psalm 50/51 Domine labia mea aperies et os meum
adnuntiabit laudem tuam (“O Lord, thou wilt open my lips: and my mouth shall declare
thy praise”). At the gate, the angel sings Beati qui esuriunt (“Blessed are those who

hunger”), the missing part of the Beatitude sung at the previous gate.

7. The lustful. They walk inside fire, shouting examples of lust and chastity, while singing
the hymn Summae Deus Clementiae in between. There are different groups walking
around and when they meet, they kiss the others affectionately before continuing their
way. At the end of this terrace, there is a wall of fire that has to be traversed by anyone
who wants to reach the Terrestrial Paradise on top of the mount. Here, an angel sings
Beati mundo corde, (“Blessed are the pure of heart”). It suggests that this gate is a little
cleansing moment for all souls in Purgatory. Once Dante is in the fire, a voice guides
him out of it into the Terrestrial Paradise, singing Venite, benedicti Patris mei (“Come,

blessed of my Father™).

Behind the fire lies a beautiful, calm forest, with little singing birds and trees with gently rustling
leaves in the soft breeze. This is the Terrestrial Paradise where Adam and Eve lived before their fall.
In this Paradise there are the two rivers Lethe and Eunoe, which have to be crossed in order to be
ready for the immaterial Heaven. The river Eunoe is an invention of Dante, probably derived from
Greek eu meaning "good" and noe meaning "mind." Matelda, a beautiful young woman and also an
invention of Dante, washes the souls first in the river Lethe, where sinful memories are forgotten,
and then in the river Eunoe, where memories of their good deeds in life are strengthened. In Greek
mythology, once in the afterworld called Hades, drinking from the river Lethe caused complete
forgetfulness of one's life and was suitable for the dead who would reincarnate. The other river, the
one of memory, was called Mnemosyne, after the Titaness Mnemosyne who bore the nine muses

from Zeus and who presided over this river.

In the Commedia's Terrestrial Paradise Dante meets with an allegorical procession of many Biblical
figures and virtues following banners in the form of flying candlesticks and singing religious
chants. It is the second Divine representation that Dante encounters in the Afterworld but this time it

1s much more extensive, impressive and metaphoric. There is a chariot pulled by a Griffin, a hybrid
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animal with the wings and head of an eagle and the body of a lion. In the chariot is Beatrice; she
will be the guide for Dante from now on because Virgil cannot pass beyond the Terrestrial Paradise

and has to return to Limbo.
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Paradise

Paradise is a Divine dramatical representation of the immaterial Paradise, adapted to Dante's mortal
senses. It is supposed that the souls are in Abraham's bosom but God shows the souls as if they were

living on the planets within the Ptolemaic universe. Dante will travel so fast from planet to planet
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that he arrives at each one before even being aware of it. Beyond the seven planets are the Fixed
Stars and the Primum Mobile (the “First-Moved”, the place from where the universe is set into
motion), adding up to a total of nine spheres. Even beyond is the Empyrean, the spiritual universe,
the mind of God. Dante argues in his Convivio (Book II, chapter 13), that each planet has its
association with one of the seven artes liberales, the arts and sciences which were considered
necessary in Antiquity for a free man's education. These artes are divided into the trivium and
quadrivium. The trivium consists of grammatica, dialectica and rhetorica and are associated with
the Moon, Mercury and Venus, the first three planets. The quadrivium comprises arithmetica,
musica, geometria and astronomia and pair up with the Sun, Mars, Jupiter and Saturn. The Fixed
Stars, the Primum Mobile and the Empyrean are connected to higher sciences: physica and

metaphysica, ethica, and theologia.""

1. Moon: grammatica. This is the sphere of those who broke their vow. They were forced
to leave the monastery and from there on lived a secular life. As the soul of Piccarda
Donati says, “God knows what my life became thereafter”.'”> They appear like reflected
images and they are still shades, but more beautiful than when they were alive. After she
speaks, Piccarda disappears singing Ave Maria, “just like a solid weight down through
deep water”.'”® The souls here are happy despite the fact that they appear to be in a lower
sphere; after speaking with the bright, happy Piccarda, Dante understands that “every
place in heaven is paradise”."* In his Convivio Dante links the moon with grammar: just
as different parts of the moon's surface are lit by the sun, reason illuminates grammar
“now on one side, now the other”."”” He discusses the question if he is in a real universe
here: are the souls really living on the planets, or are they only images? (Mazzotta 2008,
Lecture 17). He finds out that they are only images so that a human being like himself

can perceive them.

2. Mercury: dialectica, logic speech. In the Convivio Dante compares Mercury to dialectics
in two aspects. He claims that both are less substancial than the other planets and
sciences and that Mercury's course is more veiled by the sun than they other planets

while the course of dialectics is veiled by “a more sophistical and polemical mode of

191 Dante Alighieri, I/ Convivio, Book 2, Chapter 13: http://digitaldante.columbia.edu/library/dantes-works/the-
convivio/book-02/#13 [accessed 30-6 2015]

192 “iddio si sa qual poi mia vita fusi.”, Paradise 3.108

193 “(...) vanio / come per acqua cupa cosa grave”, Paradise 3.122

194 “ogne dove / in cielo ¢ paradiso”, Paradise 3.88

195 Dante Alighieri, I/ Convivio, translation in English by T. Kline,

http://www.poetryintranslation.com/PITBR/Italian/Convivioll.htm [accessed 14-7 2015], Chapter 13



http://www.poetryintranslation.com/PITBR/Italian/ConvivioII.htm
http://digitaldante.columbia.edu/library/dantes-works/the-convivio/book-02/#13
http://digitaldante.columbia.edu/library/dantes-works/the-convivio/book-02/#13

126

argument.”'”® The souls here were righteous, but their actions on Earth were motivated
by personal fame. Among them is Justinian (527-565), the Byzantine emperor who
reformed Roman law. From here on the souls are lights instead of shades, so their
physical characteristics are not visible anymore. Gladness causes the lights to glow even
brighter. The lights come closer when they see Dante, and one of them rejoices: “Look,

1”197 "an expression that shows clearly how

someone comes who shall augment our love
all the souls in Paradise are bright with Divine love and experience no gap between

reason and will anymore.

3. Venus: rhetorica. Venus and rhetorics share a brightness, “sweeter to view than any
other”.'”® These souls were lustful, but unlike the spirits in Purgatory they managed to
control it. According to Dante, the conical shape of the shadow that the Earth casts on
the first three planets comes here to its point. Scientifically not very correct, but
metaphorically it does suggest their inferiority to the souls on the higher planets. One of
the souls on Venus is the biblical prostitute Rahab who helped the Israelites in capturing
the city of Jericho in the Promised Land. Guy P. Raffa comments that “Rahab is the first
spirit to adorn Venus following Christ's Harrowing of Hell. Rahab is viewed in Christian
scripture as an ancestor of Jesus (Matt. 1:5) and as an example of salvation by faith
(Heb. 11:31) and justification by works (James 2:25).”"”” On Venus resides also the
noble Cunizza da Romano who lived in the 13" century and had various subsequent
lovers, among them the troubadour Sordella who had actually abducted her. She is an

interesting illustration of the connection between rhetoric and love.

4. Sun: arithmetica. Dante makes the association of arithmetic with the Sun claiming that
all the other planets and sciences “are illuminated by its light” and “the eye cannot gaze
on it”.** The Sun hosts the wise spirits, forming two circles dancing around the Sun.
Each light makes an entire circle in order to come back to its starting point: Mazzotta
describes it as an illustration of the circle of knowledge (Mazzotta 2008, Lecture 17).
Here, the Dominicans (headed by Thomas Aquinas) and Franciscans (headed by
Bonaventure) are together as brothers and talk highly of each other, unlike their

196 Dante Alighieri, Il Convivio, translation in English by T. Kline,
http://www.poetryintranslation.com/PITBR/Italian/Convivioll.htm [accessed 14-7 2015], Chapter 13

197 “Ecco chi crescera li nostri amori”, Paradise 5.105

198 Dante Alighieri, /I Convivio, translation in English by T. Kline,
http://www.poetryintranslation.com/PITBR/Italian/Convivioll.htm [accessed 14-7 2015], Chapter 13

199 Raffa, G.P., Danteworlds, http://danteworlds.laits.utexas.edu/paradiso/03venus.html [accessed 29-6 2015]

200 Dante Alighieri, I/ Convivio, translation in English by T. Kline,

http://www.poetryintranslation.com/PITBR/Italian/Convivioll.htm [accessed 14-7 2015], Chapter 13



http://www.poetryintranslation.com/PITBR/Italian/ConvivioII.htm
http://danteworlds.laits.utexas.edu/paradiso/03venus.html
http://www.poetryintranslation.com/PITBR/Italian/ConvivioII.htm
http://www.poetryintranslation.com/PITBR/Italian/ConvivioII.htm

127

conflictive situation on Earth. In this sphere of arithmetic, the form of the circle is

regularly referred to.

5. Mars: musica. In this red sphere, the warriors' souls have formed an image of a cross of
equal length vertically and horizontally, along which they move while singing. It flashes
forth an image of Christ: “Christ flamed from that cross with such a flash / that I can find
no pattern fit for it.”**' Here, an ancestor of Dante descends from the cross and foretells
Dante's exile, which in his narrative has not happened yet because the story is situated in
1300, before his exile in 1302. The relation between Mars and music is essentially an
issue of proportions, but Mazzotta gives the following hypothesis about the relation

between both:

“Dante links Mars and music out of the belief that harmony is the meeting point or the result
of discordant elements, a kind of concordia, a concord, an attuning of hearts reached through

discordant elements. The discordant elements can be different sounds; it can be the passions

within us that need tempering and so on.”**

However, musica mundana is about perfect proportions rather than discordant elements
in sounding music, so his argument can be disputed. Dante in his Convivio, written more

than a decade before the Commedia, wrote the following:

“Music may be compared to the sphere of Mars because of two properties: one is the
planet’s beautiful relationship with the other heavens, since in counting the moving spheres,
wherever we begin, whether with the nearest or the farthest, the sphere of Mars is the fifth
and most central, that is of the first, second, third and fourth pairs. The second is, (...) that
Mars dries and incinerates things because of its burning heat; and this is why it appears fiery
in colour, to a varying extent, according to the density or rarity of its accompanying vapours
(...). These two properties are also found in Music; for it consists wholly of relationships
between sounds, as we hear in harmonised words and songs, where the harmony is sweeter
the more beautiful the relationship, and these relationships are the principal beauty of the
science, being its chief aim. Moreover, Music attracts the human spirits within us, which are,

as it were, in the main, vapours of the heart, so that the heart almost ceases its activity; this

happens to the entire soul, likewise, when it hears music.”**

201 “quella croce lampeggiava Cristo, / si ch’io non so trovare essempro degno;”, Paradise 14.104
202 Yale Online lectures “Dante in Translation”, Prof. Giuseppe Mazzotta (2008), Lecture 19
203 Dante Alighieri, I/ Convivio, translation in English by T. Kline,

http://www.poetryintranslation.com/PITBR/Italian/Convivioll.htm [accessed 14-7 2015], Chapter 13
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We may smile at his ideas on the vapours of Mars and his logic that seems awkward to
us, but indeed he mentions the perfect proportions in music just as Mars is perfectly

related to the other spheres.

6. Jupiter: geometria. Just as Jupiter “turns between two heavens antithetical to its sweet
temperance”, so geometry “operates between two things antithetical to it, namely the
point and the circle”.** This is a white planet lodging the righteous rulers, who first spell
out the words Diligite iustitiam, qui iudicatis terram ("Love justice, you who judge the
earth") and then assemble into the form of an eagle. The Eagle presents itself as a single
being and with one voice, although it is composed by many souls. It explains Divine
Justice to Dante and then flies around just as a real eagle would do. God employs the
souls as letters to speak directly to Dante in his aesthetical-didactical representation.
Furthermore, Mazzotta connects qui iudicatis terram with the “ultimate measurement of

geometry, the Earth” (Mazzotta 2008, Lecture 20).

7. Saturn: astronomia. Just as Saturn moves very slowly through the twelve zodiacal signs
in order to master astronomy, “a very large span of time must pass”. Furthermore, both
are far above the other planets and sciences.”” In this sphere reside the contemplatives. It
is the first planet where Dante hears no singing at all, which is because his imperfect
mortal ears cannot cope with the singing at this stage yet. This is also the reason why
Beatrice does not smile, she would turn Dante into ashes. Dante's body gradually
becomes more perfect, closer to a resurrected body so he will be able to capture the
perfect sounds and visions while ascending, as suggested by Manuele Gragnolati, expert
in Medieval Italian literature.?® Saturn is just below the Fixed Stars and inhabited by the
contemplatives, therefore it has a natural relation with astronomy. In this sphere there is
a golden ladder upwards along which many souls travel, just like the one that appeared

in a dream to the biblical Jacob.

8. Fixed Stars: physica and metaphysica. Dante in the Convivio connects these two
sciences with the heaven of the fixed stars. He tells us about what seems to be the Milky

Way,

204 Dante Alighieri, /I Convivio, translation in English by T. Kline,
http://www.poetryintranslation.com/PITBR/Italian/Convivioll.htm [accessed 14-7 2015], Chapter 13

205 Ibid., Chapter 13

206 Gragnolati, M., Experiencing the Afterlife: Soul and Body in Dante and Medieval Culture (Indiana, 2005)
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“the white band that the populace call St Jacob’s Way (...) it reveals one pole to us while the
other is hidden (...) the pole which we see signifies material things, which Physics treats of,
taken as a whole; while the pole we cannot see signifies non-material things, which are not

visible, of which Metaphysics treats; and therefore the two sciences individually resemble

aspects of that sphere.”*"”

This sphere surpasses the seven planets and is connected with the science of what is
above nature, metaphysics, which means “the branch of philosophy that deals with the
first principles of things, including abstract concepts such as being, knowing, identity,

208 comprising ontology*” and cosmology*'®. The lights represent the

time, and space
coronation and re-ascension of Mary and Christ into the Empyrean. Dante receives an
exam on faith by St. Peter, on hope by St. James and on charity and love by St. John.
Here resides Adam too, and he speaks about his transgression of the boundaries that God

had set for him. Now Adam himself has surpassed the Earthly Paradise.

9. Primum Mobile: ethica (moral philosophy). Dante in his Convivio argues that: “the
Crystalline Heaven, or Primum Mobile, is analogous to Moral Philosophy; since Moral
Philosophy, as Saint Thomas says in commenting on the second book of the Ethics,
directs us towards the other sciences.”"" It is literally called the “first moving (sphere)”
and is, what Guy P. Raffa calls “the physical origin of life, motion, and time in the
Aristotelian-Ptolemaic universe.”?'? The Empyrean sets the Primum Mobile in motion
with its Divine love, and from there on it determines the movement of the universe
around the Earth. When Dante is in the Primum Mobile, he is able to see a representation
of the Empyrean in the form of an tremendously bright Point with nine circles of angels
around it. This sphere has a crystalline air, it is of a thinner material than the spheres

below.

207 Dante Alighieri, /I Convivio, translation in English by T. Kline,

http://www.poetryintranslation.com/PITBR/Italian/Convivioll.htm [accessed 14-7 2015], Chapter 13

208 Oxford Dictionary, http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/es/definicion/ingles/metaphysics [accessed 30-6 2015]

209 “The branch of metaphysics dealing with the nature of being.”, Oxford Dictionary,
http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/es/definicion/ingles/ontology [accessed 30-6 2015]

210 “The science of the origin and development of the universe.”, Oxford Dictionary,
http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/es/definicion/ingles/cosmology [accessed 30-6 2015]

211 Dante Alighieri, /I Convivio, translation in English by T. Kline,
http://www.poetryintranslation.com/PITBR/Italian/Convivioll.htm [accessed 14-7 2015], Chapter 13

212 Raffa, G.P., Danteworlds, http://danteworlds.laits.utexas.edu/paradiso/09primum.html#primum [accessed 30-6
2015]
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The Empyrean is the spiritual universe, the origin of the physical universe, the mind of God. It is
connected with theologia, considered as the highest of all sciences. From the Primum Mobile, it is
shown as a Point with nine circles of angels dancing around it. Then it transforms into a city-garden
of light. First, he sees a river of light, where lights jump in and out, surrounded by spring-like
nature made out of light. Subsequently, it changes into an immense white rose, associated with the
mystical rose, while at the same time it is presented as a theatre (“lowest rank”, “its row”*'%). The
Empyrean is made visible to Dante but in reality it has no location, its centre is everywhere and
nowhere at the same time. The mystical rose is a name for Mary herself, and the Medieval
interpretation of Solomon's Song of Songs views Mary as the enclosed garden of God, the virgin

new Paradise of God.

The souls are presented having their places on the petals of the Rose, according to belief, age and
gender. Here are the main biblical figures and the Church Fathers. Maria is here with archangel
Gabriel re-enacting the Annunciation and with Eve at her feet. Adam is here too, so apparently he
descended to the Fixed Stars especially for Dante's education. Beatrice returns to her place on the
Rose and St. Bernard replaces her as Dante's guide. St. Bernard prays to Mary, asking her to plead
to God on Dante's behalf to grant him a beatific vision. In writing down his journey, Dante's human
memory and language fail to recall and to express his experiences in the Empyrean, and this
worsens toward his final vision. What Dante sees, within a penetrating Light, are three circles “of
one dimension and three different colours”. Two of them seem reflected by each other, “rainbow by
rainbow”, and the third seems fire, “breathed equally from one and from the other.” In the middle of
the three circles, he sees an image of God within humankind: “that middle circle (...) / within itself

and in its colouring / seemed to be painted with our human likeness.”*"*

He does not remember more than this image. It is an open end which invites others to make their

own journey.

213 “ I’infimo grado (...) sé raccoglie”, Paradise 30.115-116
214 “di tre colori e d’una contenenza”, “I’un da I’altro come iri da iri / parea reflesso, ¢ ’1 terzo parea foco / che quinci e

quindi igualmente si spiri”, “Quella circulazion (...) / dentro da sé, del suo colore stesso, / mi parve pinta de la
nostra effige”, Paradise 33.117-131
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3.3 Interpretations and Readings: Selection

In the description of the Commedia's structure we have discussed the organization of sins and
virtues, as well as the main characters that Dante encounters in his journey through Afterlife. What
has not been reflected yet are the underlying meanings below the surface of the literal events. It is a
complex work comprising many issues and it goes beyond this study to review all of them. This
section of chapter 3 will focus on their interpretations. Of course there are many possible readings
but below we have followed some of them that formed the basis for the artistic inspiration of the

music theatre work Incipit.

One of the main decisions has been situating the voyage of Incipit through Dante's Afterworld in
another moment than the year 1300 which is the narrative moment of Dante's journey where he met
characters known to him and to his contemporaries. We do not have the contextual knowledge
anymore of the political happenings and main figures in his lifetime. If we would re-enact his
journey, each of these characters should first be explained to our audience, at least some of their
biographies and their significance in Medieval society. Beatrice, Virgil, St. Bernhard, Francesca da
Rimini, Boniface VIII, Cacciaguida or Farinata: they do not have the same importance for a
contemporary audience as they had in the late Middle Ages. Dante chose them because they
represented certain values or sins for him, but if someone from the 21 century were to make the
same journey, it would not be as logical to meet the same characters. Thus, /ncipif's visit to Dante's
Afterworld happens at an unspecified moment in time when Dante is not there anymore. Beatrice
has not descended to ask Virgil to guide us because neither of them has a particular connection with

us.

Another essential decision has been focussing on the universal questions and not so much on the
particularly Christian issues that Dante reviews. His image of God and the universe goes beyond a
specific Christian explanation, as we will see later when we will discuss Paradise. It is not our aim
to make a Christian music theatre work but rather one that poses universal questions which may
appeal to all of us. On the other hand we must understand that the Commedia's historical reference
framework was a Christian one which has its own historical interest. The particularity of Dante's

Commedia is that he manages to transcend orthodox thoughts and look through the formal aspects.

The main interpretation that we have followed in this research is the one by Yale University

professor Giuseppe Mazzotta. His 24 lectures on Dante were recorded in 2008 and are now fully



132

available on Yale Online in video and audio formats.*"* For the information on the relationship
between soul and body in the Afterlife, we will use Manuele Gragnolati's Experiencing the
Afterlife: Soul and Body in Dante and Medieval Culture.*'® For the metaphysical interpretation we
will refer to the book The Metaphysics of Dante's Comedy by Christian Moevs.”

Dante's Commedia is an educational journey through practical experiences. It is an encyclopedia, a
“circle of knowledge” and at the end of his poem he will indeed return to his point of departure but
with a different perspective from when he started the journey. The poem arose from his condition as
an exiled citizen and gave him the possibility to look at the city from the outside, providing a
unique analysis of society and humankind but ultimately it is a journey into the metaphysical

questions about the origin of life. As Mazzotta says,

“he wants us, at the end of the poem to adventure, to take our own journey and make our own
discoveries about that which remains the essential point of the Divine Comedy, as is the essential point

of all great texts about tradition: the encounter between the human and the Divine” (Mazzotta 2008, 24).

As we wrote before, his point of view is one that transcends literal Christian images and even has
similarities with issues in modern cosmological theories. For now, we will travel along the issues

and questions he discusses in his voyage.

Inferno

Inferno is about politics and ethics. It shows the vices of humankind within society, but often it is a
self-confrontation where he encounters the same vices or temptations within himself. He learns that
the history of Earth contains an ongoing violence which is often disguised as love. Dante has to
admit that “violence lodges even within him” (Mazzotta 2008, Lecture 24), but he wishes to
overcome it. As an imperfect human being, open to the worldly temptations on Earth, he will never
be able to erase the roots of those temptations within him: he can only be conscious of them and try

to resist them.

Aristotle in his De anima (“On the soul”) wrote that the human soul, the most complete of all living

beings, consists of three levels while the souls of animals comprise two and plants only one:

215 Yale Online, ITAL 310: Dante in Translation by Prof. Mazzotta, http://oyc.yale.edu/italian-language-and-
literature/ital-310

216 Gragnolati, M., Experiencing the Afterlife: Soul and Body in Dante and Medieval Culture (Indiana, 2005)

217 Moevs, C., The Metaphysics of Dante's Comedy (New York, 2005)
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* Nutritive or vegetative soul (growth, reproduction)
* Sensitive soul (locomotion, perception)

* Rational soul (intellect, reason)

In the late Middle Ages his subdivision was used in the Scholastic discussion about the nature of the

soul.*"® The sins in Inferno are ordered corresponding to the three levels within the human soul:
* Incontinence (lust, gluttony, avarice and prodigality, wrath and sullenness, heresy)
* Violence (tyranny, suicide, spendthrift, blasphemy, sodomy, usury)
* Fraud (seduction, flattery, simony, foretelling, graft, hypocrisy, theft, fraudulent rhetoric,

treachery)

Only humankind is capable of free will because “in free will you have a conjunction of both will
and reason and that's the beginning of the moral life. Only when your will is free, you can start
making decisions and getting engaged in the world around you” (Mazzotta 2008, Lecture 4). It
implies individual responsibility, since man's “intellectual faculties of reason and will distinguish
them from other animals and allow them to exert control over their appetites” (Gragnolati 2005,
78). Those who sinned are deprived of their rational and free nature from the moment they are in
Hell, being reduced to a more beastly state. This is the reason, as we stated before, why there are
hybrid creatures (half human, half beasts) guarding the different levels.

The narrative begins in medias res*’’: Nel mezzo del cammin di nostra vita (“In the middle of our
life's path”, Inf. 1.1). Although it is an autobiography, he speaks of “our life” instead of “my life”,
thus indicating that it might concern all of us. Although it is not completely clear if he has gone off
the straight path because of having sinned*®, the essential point is that he begins his journey
disorientated. He does not even know how he entered the forest: “I cannot say clearly how I entered
there, / so drowsy with sleep had I grown at that hour / when first I wandered off from the true
way.”*! The Latin word silva “wood”, is a literal translation of the Greek word Ayle (bAn)), adopted
by Aristotle to describe the raw matter of which different forms can be made.?? Another association

of this silva is the wilderness to which Adam and Eve fell, which was the Earth.

218 See Gragnolati, M., Experiencing the Afterlife: Soul and Body in Dante and Medieval Culture (Indiana, 2005), p.
58-67

219 Literally “in the middle of things”: a narrative that opens in the midst of action.

220 Retrospectively it is almost sure, though, that this was the reason. When Dante meets Beatrice in the Terrestrial
Paradise, she reproaches him for having sinned from the moment she was dead and he confesses (Purgatory 31), and
after his sinful memories are washed away in the river Lethe, he does not remember all of that time anymore
(Purgatory 33.91-96).

221 “Io non so ben ridir com’i’ v’intrai, / tant’era pien di sonno a quel punto / che la verace via abbandonai.”, Inferno
1.10

222 Held, K., Treffpunkt Platon (Stuttgard, 1990), Chapter 11
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Dante wishes to leave the forest, ascending a hill toward the sunlight as a Platonist would do:

knowledge alone would signify salvation.””> However, as Mazzotta says,

“Dante will find out very quickly that that is a false promise; (...) that his own realities are going to be a
little bit more complex than what one can find in books, manuals of philosophy, about how we get saved

and how we can save ourselves” (Mazzotta 2008, Lecture 3).

In his ascent he encounters three beasts that block his way and threaten to kill him. Knowledge
alone will not save him: his initial Platonic journey fails. Then, the spirit of Virgil appears. The first
words Dante uses is a prayer: Miserere di me, “Have pity on me”, when he sees Virgil and does not
know if he is a shade or a man. It is no coincidence that the last spoken words of the Commedia will
also be a prayer: from St. Bernard to Maria so that Dante can have the beatific vision but he does

not feel worthy:

Ma io, perché venirvi? o chi ’l concede? But I, why should I go? Who gives permission?

Io non Enéa, io non Paulo sono I am not Aeneas, nor am I Paul (Inf. 2.31)**

The first question he has to answer is about who he is and what the purpose is of his journey

(Mazotta 2008, Lecture 3).

They pass through the gate and see the “choir” of neutral souls and angels. For Dante, not taking
sides is a very serious sin: it is about turning the world into a spectacle and only when the outcome
is clear, choosing the side of the winning party. It is a sign of great cowardice to him. Virgil finishes
his explanation about these souls with the following words: “Let us not discuss them, but look and
pass on.”*** Mazzotta comments on this scene: “he does not even name them, because to name then
would be to bring them into reality and the neutrality is a sign for the way in which they de-realize
the world. They reduce the world to a pure show for their own spectatorship.”*° It is also a political
commentary but Dante will actually have to redefine his judgement, because he will have to

“become a party to (by) himself”, as his ancestor Cacciaguida foretells him in Paradise about his

223 Plato believed that one could perceive the eternal world of Ideas only by looking further than the material temporal
world, so by knowledge. In his Allegory of the Cave, human beings are chained and forced to look at the shadows
on the wall a number of puppeteers cast due to a fire behind them, while the real sunlight is to be reached through
another path. The sunlight stands for Truth, but at first it would be hard for a freed prisoner to handle it, and only
gradually would he be able to discern reality. Only then would he be able to reason about it.

224 Aeneas travelled through the underworld in book 6 of Virgil Aeneid, and the apostle Paul had visited Paradise
according to 2 Corinthians 12.

225 “non ragioniam di lor, ma guarda e passa”, Inferno 3.51

226 Yale Online lectures “Dante in Translation”, Prof. Giuseppe Mazzotta (2008), Lecture 3



135

exile.”’ As we mentioned earlier in this chapter, Dante's description of these souls che visser sanza
'nfamia e sanza lodo, “who lived without infamy and without praise”, entered the Italian language

as an expression for mediocrity.”®

The word Limbo comes from lembo, “edge” and it is literally situated on an edge. It is a garden, one
of the three gardens throughout the Commedia (Limbo, Purgatory's Valley of Rulers, Terrestrial
Paradise). Such a place is called a locus amoenus, “pleasant place”, a beautiful place with trees,
grass and water, which seems to be a refuge. Ovid in his Metamorphoses turns the apparent refuge
into a dangerous place: just when the hero dismantles himself, the least expected danger appears.
Dante in Limbo meets five writers from Antiquity that he greatly admires: apart from Virgil there
are also Homer, Lucan, Ovid, and Horace. He has the honour that they invite him within their group
“so that I was the sixth among those minds”.**’ His temptation is to stay there with them, feeling
proud of his own status. Much later, in Purgatory's Valley of Rulers, Virgil will explain that he did
not posses the three holy virtues (faith, hope, charity or Divine love), but did own the four cardinal
virtues, also called the moral or classical virtues (fortitude, temperance, justice, and prudence).”° It
is another way of saying that the souls in Limbo did not carry the Divine inside of them, because
this is what the Incarnation represents: the Divine within the human.”' Sordello, a poet from
Mantua just like Virgil, was allowed to go to Purgatory and resides in the Valley of Rulers. That
Valley is a similar place to Limbo in Purgatory, only with more colours, light and, most important,

hope to reach Paradise.

The lustful spirits are blown around by the wind and as such they are a parody on the choir of
angels: “the angels are those who circle around the throne of God so that the circle implies the
plenitude and perfection of movement.”** The lustful cannot sing, although they are compared to
birds (starlings, cranes, and Francesca and her lover descend like doves). About the storm, Mazzotta
remarks that “it is the externalizing of the storm inside, the inner storm, never resting” (Mazzotta

2008, Lecture 4).

Francesca da Rimini shows that she has also read work of Dante by paraphrasing him. He descends

from his pride when he notices that the interpretation by readers can be completely different than

227 “Their own behaviour will prove their brutishness, / so that it shall enhance your reputation / to have become a
party to yourself.” - “Di sua bestialitate il suo processo / fara la prova; si ch’a te fia bello / averti fatta parte per te
stesso”, Paradise 17.67

228 Nowadays it is: “Senza infamia e senza lode”.

229 “si ch’io fui sesto tra cotanto senno”, Inferno 4.102

230 http://danteworlds.laits.utexas.edu/purgatory/02valleyofrulers.html#virtues [accessed 6-7 2015]

231 This idea is based upon what Moevs says about the transcendent within oneself. Moevs, C., The Metaphysics of
Dante's Comedy (New York, 2005), p. 174

232 Yale Online lectures “Dante in Translation”, Prof. Giuseppe Mazzotta (2008), Lecture 4
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what the writer wishes to suggest, realizing that there is a responsibility in writing poetry. In this
circle it is about the responsibility for one's own acts, something Francesca did not assume. He also
asks himself if justice allows for pity or if there is a type of justice where there is no place for
compassion (Mazzotta 2008, Lecture 4). Seemingly, in God's justice the latter is the answer since it
was these souls' own choice to banish the divine from within themselves but Dante is still at the
point where he feels some self-recognition. The question here is also about the relation between lust

and love.

In the circle of the gluttonous, there are empty bodies incessantly flipping over to protect
themselves from the sour rain. The stinky and acid rain seems to be an appropriate part of their
punishment: “there are hints that this is really some kind of repulsive form of waste and food”
(Mazzotta 2008, Leccture 4). The soul with whom Dante speaks, called Ciaccio (literally meaning
“pig”), talks about Florence, the home-town of Dante. He makes the link between body and city:
these gluttonous were thinking too much about the body and too little about the mind: “Politics are
now reduced to the question of inexhaustible appetites of bodies”, as Mazzotta suggests (Mazzotta
2008, Lecture 4). Their contrapasso is to be empty, mindless bodies. The civil war (between Black
and White Ghuelphs) is also a theme appearing here: the city as a dispersed body. The image of the
city as a corporate structure was already used in Roman times. No one can escape this reality, “the
inner world is necessarily part of the outside world and the outside world will encroach upon it and

it will enter one's own inner world” (Mazzotta 2008, Lecture 4).

In the circle of the Avaricious and Prodigals, Dante discusses distributive justice, the type of justice
where the goods are divided over many people in a fair way. The term comes from Aristotle in the
Nicomachean Ethics (4™ century B.C.). Dante uses the image of the Wheel of Fortune in order to
express that all that goes up must come down at some moment. The souls here have no identity
because they are too filthy to be recognizable. The only thing we know is that many among them
are clerics, therefore avarice and prodigality are presented as common sins. Dante asks himself
why we are so attached to the worldly goods. Here, the souls shout to each other: Perché tieni?,
Perché burli?, (“Why do you hold?”, “Why do you throw away?”).*** Mazzotta comments: “Dante
is intimating that the only way to conquer Fortune is to really give up. It's a kind of mystical idea.
Mystical in the sense of a spiritual idea, that is, give up the attachment to the things of this world.”

(Mazzotta 2008, Lecture 4).

233 Inferno 7.30



137

Dante then meets the wrathful and sullen. The sullen are not able to express themselves since they
are lying under the surface. Dante shows the same anger as one of the souls that tries to get to him,

showing that this violence resides within himself too.

We arrive at the city of Dis. It is like a real Medieval city with a swamp outside and ready for battle.
The door is smashed in Virgil's face: they are in an impasse. It is a passage about failure and the
weakness of the will. Just when they do not know what to do and the feared Medusa is announced

to arrive soon, a Divine messenger comes walking over the water to open the gate.

Within the city there is a cemetery with many heretical souls in each tomb, the Epicureans, who did
not belief in immortality of the soul. Epicureanism sought for the individual pleasure of the mind,
aiming for happiness in moderation and balance so that suffering could be avoided. In the Middle
Ages they were considered heretics because they did not believe in a Divine principle and thought
that the soul would die together with the body. While in the circle of gluttony Dante suggested a
relation between the city and the body, here there is a connection between city and soul. The souls
here only worry for themselves and their own families but ignore completely each other's worry and
pain. They do not listen to each other and only want to tell their own story, just like in a city where
everybody just quarrels without listening. Here Dante learns that all the damned souls can look into
the future but cannot see the present on Earth. As Guy P. Raffa states, “because there will no longer
be a future when the world ends (...), souls of the damned will have no external awareness to
distract them from their eternal suffering.”** The soul of Farinata, a noble Ghibelline, sticks out of
the tomb up from his middle. There are two types of character in Inferno of whom only their upper
bodies are visible. The first are the chained giants that connect circles 8 and 9. The second is
Lucifer, trapped in the centre of Earth. According to Mazzotta, they are a parody on the image of the
resurrecting Christ shown from his middle up; there was a mosaic of it in the basement of a church
in Rome, opened once a year in the Easter season for the public (Mazzotta 2008, Lecture 5).

The circle of tyrants is anonymous, no one of these souls is named specifically, as if there are no
great personalities among them. The irony here, according to Mazzotta, is that Dante places them
next to figures of teachers, just after Virgil has been instructing him about usury. He treats here the
tyranny of teaching, in which there is no freedom of choice in thought (Mazzotta 2008, Lecture 6).
This has a direct relation with the doctrines of his time. According to Christian Moevs, the world
that Dante portrays, is one in which doctrines are taught which are “familiar to all, but whose
radical import is understood, experienced, and lived by almost none” (Moevs 2005, 173). Indirectly,

at this point Dante is beginning to question some of the Christian doctrines that were taught.

234 Raffa, G.P., Danteworlds, http://danteworlds.laits.utexas.edu/circle6.html#heresy [accessed 2-6 2015]
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The question arises in the forest of the suicidals, why some of them, like Cato at the shore of
Purgatory and Lucretia in Limbo, did not end up here. The souls in the forest of suicidals are
marked by a false transcendence of themselves. The soul whom Dante encounters, Pier della
Vigna®, says: ingiusto fece me contra me gustio, (“it made me unjust against my just self”, Inferno
13.72), as if there were two of him. This implies a loss of self. Cato, however, committed suicide
because he did not wish to live without freedom, he was integer. Lucretia in Limbo was raped and
then committed suicide out of shame. It was the “consequence of an excessive way of
understanding virtue” (Mazzotta 2008, Lecture 6). Dido, who also committed suicide, is in the
circle of the lustful because that was her principal sin. As Mazzotta argues, “whenever we sin, all

sins are involved. (...) Dante highlights one specific aspect” (Mazzotta 2008, Lecture 6).

In the canto on violence against God, the blasphemer Capaneus is the perfect example of the state of
the damned souls. He shouts: Qual io fui vivo, tal son morto, (“As I was in life, so I am in death”,
Inferno 14.51). It may seem to us as a sign of a strong personality, but as Gragnolati points out, in
reality he is not only unforgiven but also unforgivable because he keeps on believing in his sin. He
and all the other dammed souls “are forever stuck in the same sinful condition they had in life,
without any possibility of repentance, change, or improvement” (Gragnolati 2005, 80). This is

because

“sin unalterably damages reason and will, which are the faculties that define the souls as human and
grant them the possibility to be free. Hence, the damned souls have lost the good of the intellect, and
hell is a place where it is impossible to return to good will. The perverse will, which was in life the

result of free decision and the cause of damnation, continues in hell, where it becomes an unchangeable

state of being.”>*

This also shows in the next canto about the sodomites, where his former teacher Brunetto Latini
misunderstands Dante and speaks of glory in the Humanist sense — fame — and not in the Christian
sense. The student Dante moves beyond his former teacher, although Brunetto thinks that Dante will
follow in his footsteps. Sodomy here is not taken literally, as Mazzotta explains, it stands for
rhetorical perversion, a failed theory of knowledge, a proto-humanist pursuit of immortality, and
concludes that sodomy in this way also implies a confusion between the real and the imaginary

(Mazzotta 2008, Lecture 6). Interestingly, Mazzotta draws a connection between the natural scenery

235 His name is “Peter of the Wineyard”, another example of word play.
236 Gragnolati, M., Experiencing the Afterlife: Soul and Body in Dante and Medieval Culture (Indiana, 2005), p.79,
and Dante, Commedia, Inferno 3.17 and Paradise 29.106
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(forest and sandy plain) and violence. The natural world that presents itself here is a violent one,
“the idea is that the natural world can hardly be contained” (Mazzotta 2008, Lecture 6). In fact,
Inferno is full of references to a hostile kind of nature, among them a loud thunderclap, a hurricane,
acid rain, a muddy river, a dead forest, a river of blood, and a lake of ice. There is a natural violence

within us that is difficult to cope with.

In Circle 8, called Malebolge (“Evil Pouches” referring to its ditches), Fraud is the central sin. As
Virgil explains in Inferno 11.25, “Since fraud is man’s peculiar vice, / it gives God more
displeasure; the fraudulent, then, / lie lower down and more pain harries them.”*’ In the ditch of
simony, placing a Pope upside down in a hole, Dante criticizes the Church. He also warns that
worldly and spiritual powers should not be confused. The sorcerers who walk with their heads
turned 180 degrees have a deformed aerial body.>*® This is one of the many hints for the fact that the
aerial bodies of the damned are deformed, their spiritual deformation has its direct impact on their

aerial bodies. Gragnolati argues that,

“since sin permanently disrupts the order within the rational faculties of the damned soul, the aerial
body that the soul radiates in hell can be greatly distorted and altered (...). Sin transforms the damned
souls into monstrous hybrids that are both bestial and reminiscent of the humanity that they rejected on
earth. Moreover, sin is also responsible for the heaviness and tangibility that often characterizes the

shades in hell, especially in the second part of the Inferno” (Gragnolati 2005, 80).

Indeed, Virgil even takes Dante in his arms and carries him. The shades of Purgatory, on the other
hand, seem to be made of air, which is exemplified by the moment that Dante three times in vain
tries to embrace the shade of his friend Casello. Gragnolati adds that “the infernal souls' heaviness
is a sign that they are not only unglorified but also unglorifiable: it represents both the lack of desire
to move toward God and the impossibility of doing so” (Gragnolati 2005, 81). This is essential to

our understanding of the structure of Dante's Afterlife and his idea of Divine justice.

The comic episode of the devils ends for Dante into a fall; Virgil takes him into his arms and slides
down into the next ditch just in time before the devils catch them. It was a set-up by the devils who
had told them there would be a bridge to cross the next ditch. The devils form a chaotic group and

Dante compares them to a bizarre type of military unit. One could think of politics, imagining the

237 “Ma perché frode ¢ de I’uom proprio male, / piu spiace a Dio; e pero stan di sotto / li frodolenti, e piu dolor li
assale”

238 Aerial body is a term used by Gragnolati for the shades' forms because they are an image of the body impressed on
the air. Gragnolati, M., Experiencing the Afterlife: Soul and Body in Dante and Medieval Culture (Indiana, 2005),
p-55
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association of the black devils with the Black Guelphs (Mazzotta 2008, Lecture 7). Indeed these

devils guard and punish the political corrupt souls.

The canto on hypocrisy again refers to the Church. These sinners wear beautifully embroidered
cloaks, “made in a similar style / as those that are made for monks in Cluny”.”* But just like their
shiny outward image did not match their dark insides, these cloaks “are so gilded outside that they
dazzle, / but inside, solid lead, and so heavy that, compared to them, Frederick’s capes were
straw”.** Their contrapasso reflects perfectly how different their inner part was from their shining
appearance when they were still alive. On the ground the high priest Caiaphas is crucified, who was
thought to have organized the plot to kill Jesus. He has to endure all these heavy souls trampling
him. Instead of being crucified straight upwards, as Jesus was, his is a “fallen” crucifixion and

constitutes a parody on the Crucifixion.

The contrapasso for the thieves is a subtle one. Some are robbed of their “lives” over and over
again, in the Phoenix-like cycle falling into ashes and being reconstructed into a human shape
again. Others are robbed of their identity by metamorphoses. There is a parody on the Incarnation
when a human shade changes form with a reptile and his fellow sinners tell him “Look how already

99241

you're neither two nor one”**' and “Then every former likeness was blotted out: that perverse image

seemed both two and neither**.

In the ditch of the evil counsellors and fraudulent rhetoricians, Dante begins with a self-reflective
warning not to abuse his own talent. As Mazzotta comments, “It's always the temptation of the artist
himself, it's Daedalus who builds the labyrinth and gets caught by it. It's the story of the artist who
becomes a captive of that which he himself is constructed” (Mazzotta 2008, Lecture 8). This is the
place where Dante examines transgression of boundaries and asks himself if he is not going beyond
the boundary of knowledge. At this point he begins to worry about God's justice (Mazzotta 2008,
Lecture 8). Justice is essential for Dante, not only within himself but also within society. This is one
of the central issues of Inferno: throughout the Commedia he even goes further and searches for the
possibility of a universal justice, “as opposed to Lucretian ideas of anarchy and chaos in the
cosmos” (Mazzotta 2008, Lecture 8). While the Wheel of Fortune represents distributive justice, in
Inferno it is retributive justice that rules in the form of the contrapasso. But let us keep Gragnolati's

words in mind: “in hell the aerial body allows the soul to experience pain and to express its

239 “fatte de la taglia / che in Clugni per li monaci fassi”, Inferno 23.62

240 “Di fuor dorate son, si ch’elli abbaglia; / ma dentro tutte piombo, e gravi tanto, / che Federigo le mettea di paglia.
241 “Vedi che gia non se’ né due né uno”, Inferno 25.69

242 “Ogne primaio aspetto ivi era casso: due e nessun 1’imagine perversa parea”, Inferno 25.76
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perverted self in a never-ending, repetitive way” (Gragnolati 2005, 82).

In the canto on divisiveness, Dante relates schism to tearing apart a metaphorical body: the political
body of the king (Bertran de Born) or the mystical body of the Church (Mohammed and Ali).
Again, it seems to be a reference to a parodic version of the Incarnation. The aerial body of Bertran
de Born holds his head by the hair, “swinging it like a lantern in its hand (...). / Itself had made a
lamp of its own self, / and they were two in one and one in two: / How can that be? He knows who

so ordains it.”?*

In the ditch of the fraudulent rhetoricians Dante connected language and tragedy. In the ditch of
falsification — full of sick aerial bodies and minds — he creates a relationship between madness and
tragedy. The lower part of Hell is the tragic part of his Commedia. As Mazzotta says, “there is no
such thing as a Christian tragedy” because it is a world of creation, redemption and love but it
contains tragic moments as well, such as the Crucifixion of Christ (Mazzotta 2008, Lecture 9). For
these spirits here below, it is an eternal tragedy. We must keep in mind, though, as Gragnolati
argues, that they are trapped in their own perspectives and thus are incurable. They do not blame
themselves for their damnation and do not seek repentance; instead they think of revenge

(Gragnolati 2005, 80-81).

The giants, who seem to be towers from a distance, connect physically circle 8 and 9. It is another
reference to the city, the public place of politics and inter-human connections. Here is Nimrod, who
built the Tower of Babel. He wanted to reach Heaven by building high enough to reach it, instead of
going down into humility. When the Tower of Babel fell, the confusion of tongues was God's
punishment for such pride of humankind. Nimrod is now only able to babble and says: “Raph¢l may

améch zabi almi”. Mazzotta discovered in it an imperfect anagram®*

of one of the Sayings of Jesus
on the cross: “Eli, Eli, lama sabachthani?”, “My God, why have you abandoned me?”. Not only it is
an imperfect parody on the Crucifixion, furthermore Nimrod is not able to communicate it. The
theme here is human ascent instead of divine descent, which implies pride. Mazzotta also connects

pride and perspective (Mazzotta 2008, Lecture 9).

In the icy circle of treachery, there is a development in Dante's expressions towards ineffability and
silence, just like at the end of Paradise. It is the inverted sublime. The two heads that are stuck

together in the ice are the political traitors Count Ugolino della Gherardesca and Archbishop

243 “pesol con mano a guisa di lanterna (...). / Di sé facea a sé stesso lucerna, / ed eran due in uno e uno in due; /
com’esser puo, quei sa che si governa.”, Inferno 28.122
244 Some letters do not concord.
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Ruggieri degli Ubaldini, on whose head Ugolino is gnawing out of deep hatred. Ruggieri locked
Ugolino and some of his sons and grandsons in a tower and let them starve to death. Now, Ugolino

cannot tell love and hatred apart, he does not have a perspective anymore. As Mazzotta argues,

“there is a way in which the violence inflicted on Ugolino's children seems to repeat or re-enact the
great drama of the Christian sacrifice. (...) The tragic occurrence is in the very presence of the
Christological language in this canto, because the sacrifice of the cross means one thing and one thing
only: that now that all violence is finished and because we have found the voluntary scapegoat (...),
that's why we are made innocent once again. The story here, re-enacting and echoing the story of the
cross, seems to announce the futility of that sacrifice. Retrospectively, he says that that sacrifice too was
just one of the senseless acts of violence that have happened in history and that punctuate human
history. Of course, this is not the end of the poem, but it's the most desperate part of the poem, because
Dante comes to believe that the law of history, that the law of the world is really a tragic law. And there

is something absolute about it, and not quite escapable” (Mazzotta 2008, Lecture 9).

The ambiguous phrase Poscia, piu che 'l dolor, poté 'l digiuno (“Then, stronger than grief was my
hunger”, Inferno 33.75) leaves in the middle if he died of hunger before he died of grief, or if his
hunger was so strong that he reached cannibalism. We have reached nihilism at this point, there are

no universal values anymore (Mazzotta 2008, Lecture 9).

Lucifer, once the most beautiful angel, is now crying and filthy. Although he is enormous, he seems
quite helpless. He cannot even speak. Professor Mazzotta tells us: “as we remember from De
vulgari eloquentia, he is not supposed to speak, because he is one of the angels who do not use the
human language, but more importantly, because he represents evil defeated” (Mazzotta 2008,
Lecture 9). Dante in De vulgari eloquentia argued that angels never had needed language because
they were able to communicate in a more direct manner, and that language was a gift of God
specifically to humanity. Lucifer is stuck there as a dumb object, an instrument for Dante's ascent to
Purgatory. In Mazzotta's words: “The real defeat of evil is when that itself can become the stepping
stone over the threshold of evil itself in order to reach the purgatorial island” (Mazzotta 2008,
Lecture 9). Another interesting detail, as Mazzotta indicates, is that Inferno starts with neutral

angels and ends with the fallen angel.

We have thus seen that Dante in Inferno focusses on psychological and socio-political questions,
ethics and politics. It is the only part of the Commedia where one has to go down in order to go up;
it is a descent into humility and seeing one's own faults. It is also about witnessing the horrible in

order to learn to appreciate the good and beautiful.
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Purgatory

In Purgatory there are both time and light, two aspects that did not exist in Inferno. Where there is
time, there is hope because there is a future for which plans can be made. Cato, who committed
suicide in order to be free, represents political freedom. Being the guardian of the coast of
Purgatory, he also represents a pagan form of new beginnings. For Dante there is another type of
freedom which is spiritual freedom. This kind of freedom has a relation with future. The song of the
newly arriving souls, In exitu israel, is precisely connected with spiritual freedom. This psalm is
about the return of the exiled to the promised land. It is the Christian idea of a new beginning. As
Mazzotta argues, “at the basis of Dante's own religious longing, there is the sense of displacement.”
Dante's poetry is one of exile, not only on a personal level but generalizing it for all human beings,
who are exiled from the place that is their final home (Mazzotta 2008, Lecture 10). Dante believes
that, in our exile, we cannot know God's ways and we should not try to as ourselves the reason
behind the finite reality, like Plato and Aristotle did. According to Dante, their strategy did not

succeed, as we have witnessed in his failed Platonic intent to exit the wilderness.

The message in Ante-Purgatory is that God forgives everyone who repents, even if that was at the
last moment before death. Dante's shadow also becomes an essential element that differs him from
the others, who do not have a shadow anymore. There are different reactions when they see he is
alive. The excommunicated react like a flock of sheep, creeping together, while the souls in the
Valley of the Princes interrupt their Miserere with a long, surprised “O”. Others stare, or point at
him, many come closer out of curiosity and some of them ask how it is possible. The souls here are
very different from the ones in Inferno; they are polite and happy in their suffering because they are
aware that they need to be purged from their sins, through purgation their souls will become pure
enough to go to heaven. In their essence they are not too contaminated by their sins to be redeemed.
Dante continues to recognize in these souls his own faults, and he will even admit that he will have
to spend time on the terraces of Envy and Pride after his death: “My eyes”, I said, "will here [on the
terrace of Envy] be taken from me, / but not for very long, because they rarely / committed sin by
casting looks of envy. / Far greater is the fear that keeps my soul / suspended, of the torment there
below, / for even now that burden weighs me down.”**. But also in Ante-Purgatory he projects the
sin on his own person: when he passes the lazy spirits, Dante feels tired himself. He is aware of the

difficult way up. Gragnolati argues that

245 “"Li occhi", diss’io, "mi fieno ancor qui tolti, / ma picciol tempo, ché poca & 1’offesa / fatta per esser con invidia
volti. / Troppa ¢ piu la paura ond’¢ sospesa / I’anima mia del tormento di sotto, / che gia lo ncarco di 1a gitt mi
pesa."”, Purgatory 13.133
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“through their wait, the souls of ante-purgatory are punished for delaying repentance until the end of
their life on earth but do not experience any of the interior evolution that occurs through the curative
and productive suffering of purgatory, which is physical. (...) Dante's invention of ante-purgatory
indicates that interior grief does not cause any real progression of the soul and that the experience of
physical suffering is necessary for the soul's expiation and healing. (...) Dante insists on the
productivity of suffering in Purgatory, categorically contrasting it with the sterility of suffering in Hell.
While Purgatory is the realm of improvement, Hell is the realm of stasis. The damned are stuck in the
same psychological condition they had in life, without any possibility of repentance or change”

(Gragnolati 2005, 115).

While Limbo in Inferno could be compared to a kind of Kafkaesque and eternal waiting room

without exit, Ante-Purgatory is like a waiting room for real purgation of the soul.

One of the souls in Ante-Purgatory is the son of a damned soul. In this way Dante shows that there
is “no necessary causality between past and present and future”, which gives the way to individual
freedom. Here it is not birth but death as a revelatory event about a soul's destination (Mazzotta
2008, Lecture 11). The human soul even has the freedom given by God, to choose not to love Him.
As Mazzotta says, “Dante understands that the relationship between the soul and God is a
relationship shaped by risk on both sides” (Mazzotta 2008, Lecture 11). On the other hand, Moevs
argues that for Dante “Creator” and “creation” are not the same, yet creation is not separate from
the Creator. A metaphor which partially covers this concept is the idea of us being His thoughts or
dreams, in the sense that “dreams and thoughts have no existence apart from the intelligence in
which they arise, but one cannot point to that intelligence because it is not a thing” (Moevs 2005,
5). This Creator does not exist in the way we exist, not in time or place, so we could not speak about

Him, Her or It as if the Creator were a subject (Moevs 2005, 5).

In canto 6, Dante also speaks about politics, this time about the nation rather than the city as a place
of suffering. The three cantos 6 of the Commedia (Inferno, Purgatory, Paradise) are all about

politics, composing the symbolical Number of the Beast 666.

The Valley of Rulers is the second locus amoenus in the Commedia. Here Dante learns that they
cannot travel after sunset and one of the souls even draws a line on the ground indicating that they
cannot go further than the line. A song about the dangers of the night 7e lucis ante precedes a short
Divine representation, repeated every night like a kind of ritual, to show the dangers of evil and the
power of the Creator to defeat it. Mazzotta says that the song captures “the sense that the night is

fraught with phantasms and that they will intrude on the powers of judgements of the various souls,
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Dante's own included” (Mazzotta 2008, Lecture 11). The angels are green, a colour that represents
hope. Raffa tells us that white, green and red are the colours of respectively faith, hope and charity

(Divine love), which are the three theological virtues.**

As mentioned before in this chapter, Purgatory is about degrees and types of love. It is the theme of
the central canto of the entire Commedia, canto 17 of Purgatory. Also, according to Mazzotta, “the
whole poetic mode of Purgatorio, unlike the poetic mode of Inferno, is played out in Purgatorio
through the imagination, art images, memories, phantasms. In other words, we are really in a world
which is in between that of bodies and souls, the world of the middle ground of the imagination”
(Mazzotta 2008, Lecture 11). Indeed, the souls of Inferno are heavy and apparently flesh-like souls,
while in Paradise the souls are made of Divine light. The mount of Purgatory is still on Earth but is
reaching toward the heavens. It is the bridge between the physical and the spiritual, where corporal
suffering is exactly a way to cleanse the soul. According to Gragnolati, these souls are joyful in

their suffering because

“pain is an instrument of union with Christ, and the souls of purgatory become like Christ through the
pain they experience with the sensitive faculties they keep and express with their aerial body. (...) Like
Christ's torn body, the soul's body in purgatory is tortured and often distorted. But like Christ's body, it
is never liable to any grotesque or parodic caricature. Rather, it has the dignity of productive suffering:
the body of purgatory is always fully human and reflects the process of purgation and assimilation with
the suffering Christ. Its deformation is never the monstrous expression of sin but rather the sign that

pain is working to transform the soul into an image of Christ” (Gragnolati 2005, 137).

On the terrace of Pride, Dante receives an ethical education through God's art. He creates a
relationship between virtue and art, and between an aesthetic and ethical education. Mazzotta links
it to the question: “How do we look at art and what do we learn from 1t?”” Dante is not a mere
spectator of the world, just as the neutral souls wanted to be, so a safe perspective does not exist. As
Mazzotta suggests, “if I think that I can take a safe distance, it is because I do not want to look
within myself” (Mazzotta 2008, Lecture 11). Dante focusses on the Franciscan perspective: “the
only way in which you can understand the creation is really to look from the bottom up and not
from the top down.” However, to know God, perspective is inadequate: God has no perspective. He
is presented here as an infinite circle (Mazzotta 2008, Lecture 12). Art and pride are connected here
by describing the painter Giotto — a contemporary of his whom he knew personally — as the one

who surpassed the art of Cimabue (1240-1302) and took away his fame. The search for fame is

246 Rafta, G.P., Danteworlds, http://danteworlds.laits.utexas.edu/purgatory/02valleyofrulers.html#angels [accessed 6-7
2015]
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something that characterizes some of the proud souls and Dante certainly is not innocent in this
aspect either, as he expresses at the terrace of Envy.?*” But fame, Dante tells us, comes and goes,
just as one painter or poet replaces the other: “Earthly fame is but a breath of wind, / no more;

huffing here and puffing there, / it changes name when it changes quarter.”***

Dante inserts the acrostics VOM (uom, man)**

in his poem as to indicate that pride is a sin common
to mankind. But Dante redefines its concept: pride is not about a love for what is still above you and
the wish to reach it, but it is essentially about feeling better than others, perhaps even having
contempt for what is below you. As Mazzotta says, “humility and pride really have to go hand in
hand and one attenuates and changes the meaning of the other” (Mazzotta 2008, Lecture 12). On
every terrace one of the Ps on Dante's forehead is removed by an angel, which refers to the

cleansing of his own soul throughout his journey up the mountain of Purgatory.

On the terrace of Envy — where the souls have their eyelids sown — Virgil is giving an ode to the
Divine light. Contrasting sharply with his ode is the thick black cloud of the terrace of Wrath,
associated to the cloud of anger (Mazzotta 2008, Lecture 12), which darkens all reasonable thought.
The form of hallucinations in which examples of gentleness and wrath come to these souls refers
even more to the loss of conscious reason. On this terrace, Dante makes a difference between
worldly goods which lessen when shared by more people, and the Divine Good which doesn't. The
Good is unlimited Divine love, a light that is available to everyone. However, the freedom to make
our own choices implies moral responsibilities, if we wish that this light shines within us. These
moral responsibilities imply certain limits within that freedom. Free will is not the same as free
choice: “in fact, so many theologians go on asking if free will means that the will finally can be
moved by an act of choice that follows on the prior act of knowledge” (Mazzotta 2008, Lecture 12).
Here Dante presents the Creation as a free and playful act: “God creates the world in a moment of
freedom and that freedom becomes the foundation for positing our own human freedom. We were
born free. So it is a creation — but it's spontaneous and playful” (Mazzotta 2008, Lecture 12). The
heavens do exert some influence over human desires, but because of free will, individuals are
responsible for their actions. Here is where politics enter, since laws and leadership, if executed

correctly, form a guidance for human beings. However, “misrule, due primarily to the Church's

247 “"My eyes," I said, "will here [on the terrace of Envy] be taken from me, / but not for very long, because they rarely
/ committed sin by casting looks of envy. / Far greater is the fear that keeps my soul / suspended, of the torment
there below, / for even now that burden weighs me down."”, “"'Li occhi", diss’io, "mi fieno ancor qui tolti, / ma
picciol tempo, ché poca & 1’offesa / fatta per esser con invidia volti. / Troppa € piu la paura ond’¢ sospesa / I’anima
mia del tormento di sotto, / che gia lo ncarco di la gitt mi pesa."”, Purgatory 13.133

248 “Non ¢ il mondan romore altro ch’un fiato / di vento, ch’or vien quinci e or vien quindi, / € muta nome perché muta
lato.”, Purgatory 11.100

249 This is not the only time Dante uses the word “man” connected to a vice. At the terrace of gluttony the souls are so
meagre that their faces show the word OMO, which also means “man”.
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illegitimate claim to temporal authority, is the reason the world has fallen into corrupt ways and
virtue is so rarely seen.””° Dante's solution to this common problem of his time is the equality of
Church and Empire. Even in our contemporary secular society, misrule and corruption are still a

common problem.

At the centre of the Commedia's poetic universe, canto 17 of Purgatory, Dante speaks of love. Virgil
tells him that love is the “seed” of all human acts, whether these are sinful or virtuous, and that not
all kinds of love are good. He examines the relation between love and our perception of the world.
Virgil discusses free will in relation to love and the process of making judgements for which the
individual is fully accountable. Dante also explores the relation between perception and
imagination: our perception captures an impression from the reality outside of us and unfolds it
within us, thus perception is the basis of imagination (Mazzotta 2008, Lecture 13). Here, for the
first time, Dante realizes he needs a kind of inner imagination completely independent from the
physical world to approach and comprehend the Divine. Indeed, as Moevs argues, the case in
Dante's Metaphysics, being a heritage of Classical and Christian philosophy, is that “God, as the
ultimate subject of all experience, cannot be an object of experience: to know God is to know
oneself as God, or (if the expression seems troubling) as one 'with' God or 'in' God” (Moevs 2005,
5) and “for Dante the touchstone of salvation, and the resolution of the mystery of life, consists in
the capacity to recognize Christ, which means either to be awake to (to expect), or to awaken to, the
revelation of the infinite in the finite, the divine in the human, that is Christ. (...) It is to know
Christ in and as oneself” (Moevs 2005, 174). “It is to know oneself not only as a thing in space-
time, but also as one with the source of space-time. It is to awaken to [the Divine within] oneself
(...) by voluntarily sacrificing the attachment to, or obsessive identification with, the finite. It is to
experience oneself as attributeless, extensionless, immune to all contingency: one with the
ontological ground that spawns and knows all possible objects of experience as itself. It is to know
oneself as everything, and as nothing, which is to love all things literally, and not just
metaphorically, as oneself” (Moevs 2005, 7). Dante is not yet this far in his development, but he
begins to find the Divine within himself and it seems that his first step is to abandon all finite
experience and use the imagination to begin recognizing the infinite within himself. Now,
retrospectively, we understand the difference between the damned and the saved: “If, hypnotized by
their spatiotemporal form, humans experience themselves only as ephemeral bodies and identities,
they are lost in eternal night and desire; if, following Christ, they turn their mind or awareness back
on itself, surrendering all worldly attachment and greed (cupidigia), they can come to experience

themselves as (one with) the reality that spawns all possible experience, immune to birth and death”

250 Raffa, G.P., Danteworlds, http://danteworlds.laits.utexas.edu/purgatory/0Swrath.html#free [accessed 6-7 2015]
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(Moevs 2005, 6). If one defines Christ as the Divine within the human, instead of the person of
Jesus Christ, respectively we also understand that the fact of having lived before or after Christ's
human life does not make a difference for God's judgement of the soul in Dante's Afterlife.
Furthermore, to understand Dante's metaphysics we do not need to be Christians, since it is not
about the specific person of Christ but about what he represents. This is why Dante also encounters
non-Christian souls in Purgatory and Paradise. The fact that Mohammed and Ali are in Inferno is
not because they have another religion, but because they were believed originally to have been
within the Christian Church and then to have caused a break in this spiritual corporal union

(Mazzotta 2008, Lecture 8).

Here, at the centre of his poetic universe, Dante also understands that apparent opposites go
together: limitations and transgression, pride and humility, subjection and freedom. In Mazzotta's

words,

“each involves the other, (...) a paradox, the knot that joins these things together, the [Platonic] image of
the mirror, the Celestial Hierarchy of the Pseudo-Dionysius. The Pseudo-Dionysius thinks of all
creation being a kind of hall of mirrors where everything is reflected onto the other, a number of

reflections that all give in different ways the light of God” (Mazzotta 2008, Lecture 12).

Mazzotta describes sloth, the theme of this terrace, as a crisis of desire because the mind finds itself

indifferent to the object of desire. He adds that

“it is the so-called noonday devil, the temptation of the monks, that's why I call it a parody of
contemplation. It's the temptation that the monks experienced in their cloisters when they find that the
whole idea of turning their minds to the divine is no longer, or provisionally perhaps, appealing. It's the
loss of appeal of anything outside of oneself and indicates a kind of both intellectual and dreamy sort of

condition” (Mazzotta 2008, Lecture 13).

On the terrace of Avarice and Prodigality, the souls recite examples of avarice during the night and
examples of contentment with little at daytime, while lying on the ground face down. Each time a
soul is liberated from his punishment and ready to go up to the heavens, all sing Gloria, the hymn
that the angel sung at Christ's birth. The mountain trembles, suggesting a connection with the
earthquake just after Christ's death at the Cross. Moreover, Dante compares the liberated soul with
the resurrected Christ. “Incarnation, Crucifixion and Resurrection are recapitulated and refer to the
condition of the soul who has completed purgation”, according to Gragnolati (Gragnolati 2005,

135).
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On the terrace of Gluttony, Dante connects gluttony with poetry. While in Inferno it was about
empty cities because bodies were fed while minds were ignored, here it is about a form of art, “a
worldly type of poetry that does not look beyond itself, beyond the concerns of the flesh” (Mazzotta
2008, Lecture 14) Dante refers to the Occitan love poetry that entered Italy through the art of the
troubadours and found its way into Italian poetry. The mouth can be used for eating and for reciting
poetry, which is the connection Dante establishes here. It is criticism on the lack of Divine
inspiration in the written and recited arts. The gluttonous souls depart like birds but unlike Inferno 5
they do not move in a circle but straight on, which indicates progress instead of stagnation

(Mazzotta 2008, Lecture 14).

On the terrace of Lust, Dante continues about the relation between Divine creation and inspiration
with poetic creation. Here Dante's extended theory about the nature of the soul and body is
explained. He merges the complex theories of unity of form (in which body and soul are one whole)
and plurality of form (in which body and soul are separate unities) into a unique theory that allows
the souls to be perfectly happy in Paradise. According to his idea, when the body dies, the soul
“prints” the body's form on the surrounding air which results in a kind of holographic body that
accompanies the spirit like a flame following fire. As Raffa confirms, “this new form therefore goes
by the name of 'shade' / 'shadow' (ombra): as a 'shadow' follows a real body and repeats its form, so
the 'shade' takes on all bodily parts and functions.”*' Mazzotta adds that “the reality of his presence
there in his body, [with his own shadow,] is the physical aspect that separates him from the others”

(Mazzotta 2008, Lecture 14).

Dante himself has to pass through the fire that separates Purgatory from the Terrestrial Paradise in
order to finish his own purgation. Once he is at the other side, he is a man free to go ahead, making
his own decisions from this point on. As Mazzotta says, desire is the moving force but now pleasure
can become his guide (Mazzotta 2008, Lecture 15). The first part of his journey began in a
wilderness and ends in a garden, the Garden of Eden. Now his original failure in the wilderness is
converted into a successful voyage in the Terrestrial Paradise because now he is purged and ready to
go to the heavens, beyond the original human paradise. According to Mazzotta, “the Garden of
Eden is exactly the wilderness that we left behind, seen from a different perspective; the
supernatural world is the natural world through a different lens and different perspective” (Mazzotta
2008, Lecture 15). Dante still carries the stains of his own humanity which is why he is still
separated from the heavenly spirits that are present at his arrival. Matelda, a Divine creature that

apparently symbolizes the innocence of humankind before the fall, plunges him in the rivers Lethe

251 Raffa, G.P., Danteworlds, http://danteworlds.laits.utexas.edu/purgatory/09lust.html#shades [accessed 7-6 2015]
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(to forget his sins) and Eunoe (to recall his good acts). She tells him that the two rivers come from
the same source - memory and forgetfulness are connected, which is exactly what we will see

confirmed at the end of the Commedia.

Adam will explain later in Paradise that what caused the fall of mankind was not his wish to have
knowledge but the fact that he transgressed the limits God had set for him. Professor Mazzotta
comments that it was a happy fall, felix culpa, because it gave humankind the opportunity to even
go beyond the Terrestrial Paradise (Mazzotta 2008, Lecture 15). In another lecture he comes back to
this:

“The consequence of it or the flip-side of this quest for more knowledge is the violation of boundaries
and that has to be re-established. The fall of man is only a re-establishment of the boundaries; it is not a

way of mortifying the quest for knowledge” (Mazzotta 2008, Lecture 21).

The term felix culpa was first used by Augustine to express the fact that God made something good
out of something evil instead of annihilating it, but it was Thomas Aquinas in his Summa
Theologica who used the term to connect the fall of Adam with the Incarnation, arguing that God

allowed evil to exist because it can lead to more goodness.

With Beatrice he has a great self-confrontation about his own life, while Virgil disappears.
Beatrice's arrival is described with the same words that were used for the entrance of Christ into the
city. This is not so strange if we consider Christ as the Divine with the human; Beatrice represents
the same. Her harsh language is natural for the Christian Medieval reader, who sees it as a just

language for Dante's sins, while it seems cruel and unloving to a contemporary Western reader.

Here is the first and last time that Dante's name appears, as if the whole epic story at this moment
becomes his autobiography (Mazzotta 2008, Lecture 15). Beatrice warns him to be stronger in the
future when faced with temptations: Dante's conversion is not a definitive act, but an ever ongoing
process. Despite his Divine journey, he will still be human and thus will have to keep on managing

his impulses.
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Paradise

Moving out of Purgatory into Paradise the focus shifts from ethics to aesthetics: dance, music,
visual and poetical aesthetic experiences. Paradise is the place where Dante can move beyond the
psychological and sociological issues, asking questions about the universe through a continuous
process of doubts and answers. Paradise is not a purgation anymore, it is a purely educational
journey. From here on it is an exploration of what lies beyond that which we see, achieving the
sublime, which is infinite, although but he still has to communicate them to his readers through his
imperfect, finite senses. His first questions are about the universe of Paradise. Is it a real universe or
a representational one? The souls appear to live on the planets of the Ptolemaic universe but they
turn out to be a Divine representation for his human comprehension. Especially for Dante, the souls
appear in the spheres only as a sign of their varying degrees of beatitude. According to Mazzotta,
“the representation of Paradise is fictional and once the pilgrim disappears so will the souls vanish.
They will return into the bosom of Abraham according to biblical accounts” (Mazzotta 2008,
Lecture 17). Dante's whole Paradise is an accommodation of realities that far exceed the powers of

our human mind. The souls condescend to Dante's level of comprehension.

This universe is a highly ordered one, just as we have seen with Pythagoras, one of numeric
proportions. It is invaded by light. As Umberto Eco writes in his book on Medieval aesthetics, “the
aesthetics of proportion always remained a quantitative aesthetics. It could never explain
satisfactorily the medieval pleasure in light and colour, which was a qualitative experience.”*” He
also states that Dante's Paradise is “a perfect exemplar of the love for light: in part an expression of
medieval spontaneity — the medievals often conceived of God in terms of light, and regarded light
as the original metaphor for spiritual realities — and in part influenced by a patristic Scholasticism”
(Eco 1986, 46). Mazzotta tells us that “all of Paradiso is about the refinement of sight and the
refinement of vision.” But also the fear of transgression or blasphemy continues to be present in
Dante. Paradise is about “limits and impossibility of establishing clear limits” (Mazzotta 2008,

Lecture 16).

According to Mazzotta, Dante tells us here that God is cause and participation in creation (Mazzotta
2008, Lecture 16). In order to understand what that means, one should have an idea of the basic

principles underlying this concept. Moevs summarizes them into five principles:

252 Eco, U. Art and Beauty in the Middle Ages (Yale University Press, 1986), p.42
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* The spatiotemporal world as we know it does not exist within space and time: it exists in
Intellect, which is pure conscious Being.

* Matter is not something “material”. “Matter is ontologically dependent upon Intellect
(consciousness or awareness), but Intellect is self-subsistent, because it is nothing in itself, it
is the act of being” (Moevs 2005, 171).

* All creation is a self-qualification of Intellect or Being, and only exists insofar as it
participates in it. “Intellect-Being is what is, unqualified, self-subsistent, attributeless,
dimensionless. It has no extension in space or time; rather, it projects space-time “within”
itself, as, analogously, a dreaming intelligence projects a dream-world, or a mind gives
being to a thought.” Moevs makes the analogy with the experience of a dreamer and his
dreams, with the warning that this does not imply the idea that the finite world is a dream or
unreal.

* Creator and creation are not two, since creation cannot exist independent of Creator, yet they
are not the same. “Since creation exists only as a facet, or qualification, of the self-
experience of the creator, the two are not two, and yet the distinction between them could
not be sharper: the creator is self-subsistent, attributeless, dimensionless, out of time; its
creation is contingent, dependent, limited by attributes, ephemeral.” In his analogy of the
dreams or thoughts of someone with Creation, Moevs distinguishes three similarities:

a. like dreams or thoughts, created things are contingent, and dependent on what or who is
creating them,

b. being is not a “something” to make things out of, nor in thoughts, nor in the finite world,
c. thoughts have no existence apart from the intelligence in which they arise, but one cannot
point to that intelligence because it is not a thing.

* God, as the ultimate subject of all experience, cannot be an object of experience: to know

God is to know oneself as God, or “in” God (Moevs 2005, 4-5).

The travel to the Moon, which is the first planet, is so fast that he does not comprehend it. As
Gragnolati argues, the souls on the Moon “are still shades, but so pale that he mistakes them as
“specchiati sembianti” or reflected images (Par. 3.19)” (Gragnolati 2005, 82). He continues: “The
pilgrim (..) acknowledges that in the appearance of these shades, something divine makes them
different from their earthly figures, but they are nonetheless recognizable” (Gragnolati 2005, 83). If
we look back on Inferno and Purgatory, there is a clear development in their aerial bodies: from
thick, dark, deformed and heavy shades in Inferno, through immaterial, lighter, sometimes slightly
altered souls in Purgatory, to heavenly shades that are even more perfect than when they were still

alive. In the higher spheres of Heaven, the souls will not be shades anymore but lights. Only in the
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Empyrean Dante will see the perfect bodies of the most virtuous souls. His own body also shows
signs of improvement. At the beginning of Purgatory, the stains are washed off his face, then his
body becomes lighter with each “P” that has been erased from his forehead. Throughout Paradise
his senses will become more perfect so that he is able to withstand the Divine light and sound. In
fact, Dante even invents a new word for it: frasumanar (“transhumanizing”). Gragnolati argues that

Dante's body resembles more and more a resurrected body:

“the mortality that the pilgrim progressively casts off during his heavenly journey seems to correspond
to the transformation of his body into a resurrected body, which is able to endure whatever can please

him” (Gragnolati 2005, 176).

Gragnolati therefore proposes that the pilgrim's journey can also be read as a “journey of the body”
(Gragnolati 2005, 168). The transformation of Dante's body reflects the paradigm “which
emphasizes that the first human being was created immortal, that Christ's pain on the cross
redeemed humankind from the consequences of the Fall, and that only resurrection will conclude

and bring to a closure the experience of humankind” (Gragnolati 2005, 168).

Returning to the theme of representation, Mazzotta makes a statement which connects with Moevs'
arguments on the metaphysics of Dante, in the sense that God himself does not exist in time and

space and cannot be captured into our finite, dualistic language and imagery:

“representation has the power to make appearances (...) the only reality that we manage to see. (...) The
journey of Dante is the journey between images and testing of what these images may mean, finding out
whether behind these images there is some kind of substance, some kind of reality. Dante literally
moves between the two worlds and things, images, or representations and in appearances and the world

of essences, and tries to join the two of them” (Mazzotta 2008, Lecture 16).

This is the sphere of grammar because the allegorical discourse is a grammatical issue, as we saw

before.

Canto 6 of Paradise is a political canto just like the other cantos 6 of the Commedia. Situated in the
sphere of Mercury, it is related to dialectics and logic. This time the politics are not discussed at the
level of the city (Inferno) or the nation (Purgatory) but of the Empire, and its making of laws. Dante
speaks of political justice through laws and criticizes again the power of the Church on worldly
matters. According to Dante, the Empire is necessary in order to stop civil war, a crucial theme for

him because it led to his exile. He chooses the middle between the Virgilian positive model of the
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Empire that leaves no room for the individual internal life and the Augustinian anti-political model.

Here Dante discusses one of the fundamental questions of Christian theology: the Incarnation or
"Why God Became a Man" [Cur Deus Homo], as the Benedictine monk Anselm of Canterbury
(c.1033-1109) called his treatise.” As Raffa states, “Dante (...) develops his argument within the
context of Roman and medieval history, and he makes an important contribution by presenting the
Incarnation as a paradoxical union not only of natures (human and divine) but of choices as well.”
Raffa tells us that Dante comes to a solution in which God was both human and divine at the same
time. “Through the "magnificent process" (Par. 7.113) in which God chooses to become completely
human while remaining completely divine, both God and humankind participate fully in the
redemptive process (Par. 7.103-20).” Indeed this connects well with the interpretation by Moevs of

Christ as the Divine within the human, when he states that

“Incarnation is one with Crucifixion: what is eclipses itself at the very moment that it reveals itself in/as
space-time by giving itself to finite experience. Crucifixion is one with salvation: the divine reveals, and
awakens to, its own transcendence by its perfect self-sacrifice and surrender to and of the finite. This is
the creation and redemption of the world, enacted within history as the Passion, Christ’s and our own”

(Moevs 2005, 7).

In the sphere of Venus, the planet of rhetoric, we encounter souls who indeed carried the Divine
within themselves but had to live with a continuous ardour. The lustful in Purgatory had excessive
love for things that were inherently good but still worldly matters. The souls on Venus experienced
the Divine within themselves and through their worldly experiences. On Venus, the Earth's shadow

comes to its point: these were the last souls of Dante's journey to be influenced by worldly matters.

In the sphere of the Sun, where arithmetic is central, there are two circles of wise spirits dancing
around it. These circles are a representation of the circle of knowledge and indeed the lights are
returning to their point of departure. The circle of knowledge implies travelling through the liberal
arts and coming back to the starting point with a different perspective. Since Dante is moving
beyond the sunlight, the question he poses is: what kind of knowledge is needed here? He reaches
the insight that the journey of knowledge never ends due to “the circle of knowledge as one made of
contradictory voices” coming together.”** There is a redefinition of the relationship between

knowledge and error: through errors we extend our knowledge about the universe. Knowledge with

253 Raffa, G.P., Danteworlds, http://danteworlds.laits.utexas.edu/paradiso/02mercury.html#incarnation [accessed 7-6
2015]

254 In the sphere of the Sun the Dominicans and Franciscans are the contrary voices coming together and even
complementing each other.
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theology on one hand and playfulness with freedom on the other hand can go together; they are
apparent opposite perspectives which are in fact interdependent (Mazzotta 2005, Lecture 17).
Mazzotta says about this playfulness that it is “the notion that God plays, that creation itself is a
spectacle, (...) a 'theodrama', the idea that it doesn't deprive the Divinity of its seriousness but makes
that seriousness part of the world of joy. That is the new aesthetics [here] (...), this kind of playful

idea of the world, a comedy.” It reveals a new dimension to the title of Commedia:

“Of course this is [also] about the happy ending because comedies are always the genre of happy
endings. It is about the low level of experiences, about the vulgar language that Dante uses, but the real
and substantial reason for Dante calling his poem a comedy, and for the readers using the attribute of
divine, is exactly that; a way of responding to this sense of the joyful quality of creation. (...) the tragic

vision is part of something larger” (Mazzotta 2008, Lecture 18).

Dante also moves away from violence and advocates tolerance between religions, which is a new

step in his personal development, overcoming his innate violence with more transcendental values.

In this sphere he also compares God to the sun, being the inexhaustible source of light. The idea of
Divine light is an image from long before Dante's time. Umberto Eco states that metaphysical
symbolism had its roots in Antiquity. His quote of the 9" century John Scotus Eriugena shows that

the use of light as a metaphysical symbol was already well embedded in Christianity by then:

“one God, one Goodness, one Light, diffused in all things so that they may exist fully, shining in all
things so that all people may know and love His beauty, dominating all things so that they may flourish
in their full perfection, and so that all may be one in Him. Thus the light of all lights comes from the
Father” (Eco 1986, 57).

The sphere of Mars stands for the Holy Warriors and is connected to music. It begins with a musical
metaphor: “Gracious will (...) / hushed to silence the sweet-sounding lyre / and stilled the sacred
strings that the right hand / of heaven either slackens or sets tight.”** Music is about Divine
proportions and here we encounter again a geometric figure: a resplendent cross made of light, both

arms equally long.

In this sphere Dante focusses on the self and how it belongs in history. One option is that the self is

a prolongation of the ancestors. Another is that the self forms part of the city. The city involves us

255 “Benigna volontade (...) / silenzio puose a quella dolce lira, / e fece quietar le sante corde / che la destra del cielo
allenta e tira.”, Paradise 15.1
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because we construct its history. Even in exile Dante is still a part of the community. However,
Dante asks himself: if families disappear and the city gradually decays, does this really stand for the
self? He comes with a third option: taking into account that the self is based upon its family and its
community, it also lies within one's personal projects, one's future. He understands that we cannot
step outside of history, we inevitable belong to it. It is at this point where he transforms the idea of
exile as a punishment into exile as a virtue. He proposes that exile — in the sense of dislocation — is
also the root of our religious consciousness and that we are all in exile, being away from Heaven
(Mazzotta 2005, Lecture 19). “An exile, which does not mean the random movement, but always a
sense of the problematical qualities of a place in the world and the relationship that we have with

ourselves and our own ideas” (Mazzotta 2005, Lecture 20).

We arrive at the sphere of Jupiter, related to geometry. As Mazzotta says, “geometry regulates idea
of space and implies perspective.” We saw that Dante in his Convivio described geometry as
operating “between two things antithetical to it, namely the point and the circle”.*® Dante

continues:

“as Euclid says, the point is Geometry’s beginning and the circle its most perfect figure, therefore to be
thought of as its end. Geometry thus operates between the point and circle, its beginning and end, and these

two are antithetical to its exactness; since the point cannot be measured because of its indivisibility, and the

circle cannot be squared because of its arc, and so cannot be measured precisely.”>’

Curiously enough, in the Commedia it is not a circle but a Point that represents Divinity itself. This
coincides with what Umberto Eco notes about the relation between the circle and the point. He
reports that Augustine in his De Quantitate presents a theory based on geometrical regularity,
considering the circle as the most beautiful of all geometrical figures, “which has no angles to
disrupt the continuous equality of its circumference. Above all (...), however, is the point —
indivisible, centre and beginning and end of itself, the generating point of the circle, the most
beautiful of all the figures” (Eco 1986, 43). Dante's Paradise presents many circles of motion and
dance but it is Divinity itself who appears as a Point, towards the end of Paradise, with the circles of

the angels turning around it.

Geometry and justice are also related here because the relationship between crime and punishment

implies proportionality (the contrapasso), but also because, according to Mazzotta, it “always

256 Dante Alighieri, /I Convivio, translation in English by T. Kline,

http://www.poetryintranslation.com/PITBR/Italian/Convivioll.htm [accessed 14-7 2015], Chapter 13
257 Dante Alighieri, I/ Convivio, translation in English by T. Kline,
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implies the existence of other points; it establishes relations therefore.” Here, the souls form the
letters DILIGITE TUSTITIAM, QUI IUDICATIS TERRAM (a verse from the Book of Wisdom™® :
“love, justice, you who judge the Earth). Then the souls transform into a the form of an eagle that
can even fly and talk as if all these souls were one. This is “a divine spectacle, the heavens are a
sacred theatre where God will go on speaking to human beings by using the souls of the blessed”

(Mazzotta 2008, Lecture 20). Through the formation of these letters,

“we really discover that the beauty of geometry underlies the rigour of the alphabet so to speak, but
more importantly, we discover that these souls that dispose themselves in letters are really God's way of
speaking to us. The language that God uses is the language of human beings. We are the syllables, we
are the letters disposed in order to convey whatever God's message may be.” (Mazzotta 2008, Lecture

20)

The essential issues here are thus Divine Justice and the idea that the shapes of the world are the
representations of the perfection of God's geometry. However, this perfection can never be captured

in shapes or language:

“The language of measure, the language of accounting, and the language of limits is set against this idea
of something not finite, something that escapes the logic of geometry, the logic of measurement, an

infinite and excess” (Mazzotta 2008, Lecture 20).

Dante poses the question if justice depends on where we live, and his answer is negative. As we saw
before, there is no difference to have known Christ or not, since it is not about the person but about
the Divine within oneself. Moevs bases himself on the arguments of theologian and philosopher

David Burrell, professor at University of Notre Dame USA, when he outlines that,

“because God is not a thing, but the beginning and end of all things (Aquinas, ST 1a.2. Proem), any
"believer' who assumes that he or she believes in the existence of one more entity than the non-believer
(i.e., the world 'plus something'—and quite an intrusive something!) is in fact an atheist or idol
worshipper; one who considers himself an atheist because he rejects the God of such a believer may

well be responding to Truth, and be a 'believer” (Moevs 2005, 11).

About the issue of our location Mazzotta adds that “boundaries are political but they are not nor can
they be thought of as being moral boundaries” (Mazzotta 2008, Lecture 20). Dante included another

acrostic in his text, this time three lines beginning with L, V and E (/ue), meaning “plague,

258 One of the seven wisdom books included with the Septuagint (the primary Greek translation of the Old Testament),
along with Job, Psalms, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, Song of Songs (Song of Solomon), and Sirach.
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pestilence”. It is, as Mazzotta says, “fitting commentary on the pernicious effects of injustice and
misrule, much as the acrostic in the Purgatory underscored the propensity of humankind (VOM) to
fall victim to pride (Purg. 12.25-63)” (Mazzotta 2008, Lecture 20).

Dante also connects philosophy and theology here as interdependent. As Mazzotta says,

“philosophy without theology ends up in a sort of labyrinth of its own constructions and may lose the
way. Theology, without philosophy, may end up in mere opinion which has no validity at all for people

who believe in the power of reason” (Mazzotta 2008, Lecture 20).

Saturn is the sphere of contemplation, related to astronomy. The main theme here is the degeneracy
of the Benedictine order. In Mazzotta's words, “the contemplatives are those who cut a space of
time and privilege it, or a space in place, and cut it off from the flow of history. The danger of the
contemplation though is that they can bypass and drive a wedge between the contemplative life and

the active life” (Mazzotta 2008, Lecture 20). Here are the contemplatives that were

“desiring to see God, but accepted this longing as the sign of God's presence and gift to them. This is an
extraordinary passage in terms of what Dante thinks of contemplation and clearly the danger of thinking
of contemplation as the condition that would allow and bring about the vision of God. Such a vision,

Dante is saying, is not going to be possible while we are here on Earth” (Mazzotta 2008, Lecture 20).

Thus, perhaps he is linking contemplation with humility; the idea that humankind should not try —
just like the giant Nimrod did — to ascend to the Divine, but rather have the humility to accept that
the Divine descends and possibly not in the way we had wished for. The soul of Saint Benedict tells
Dante that there is perfect happiness in the Empyrean and that it is no part of our physical universe:
“that sphere is not in space, it has no pole, / and our bright ladder reaches up to it”.**’ For them,

there is indeed a ladder by which they can ascend to God, who is not in space; a beautiful paradox.

The Fixed Stars are connected with ethics and focus on the three Holy Virtues: faith, hope and
charity or Divine love. The first two virtues, faith and hope, only exist on Earth, including
Purgatory. In Hell there is no hope because the souls will not be rescued and in Paradise there is no
hope either because there is no need for anymore. Hope cannot exist without faith. A crisis of faith
is not a denial, it is rather a dialectic movement, which implies there are different degrees of faith. It

is compared to a coin, being

“something valuable, authentic, establishing the value of everything. (...) Dante wants us to think about

259 “non ¢ in loco e non s’impola; / € nostra scala infino ad essa varca”, Paradise 22.67
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this kind of the resonance of profanation that is in the language of money and link it with really this
purity of faith. The distinction is really never quite between profanation and the purity of faith and that
somehow the world of faith comes out of the world of profanation. That it belongs to the world of time,

it can be profane and yet it still manages to put things into circulation” (Mazzotta 2008, Lecture 21).

Hope is a virtue of time and future. We all have to live our own Exodus: exile and hope are related.

Dante tries to see if St. John carries his body, just like Maria and Christ, as was speculated in his
days, and becomes blind, just before his exam on love. When he passes the exam, his eyesight
returns better than before: it is as if he had to become blind in order to see Divine Love. In fact, love
is the most mystical of the three, the only one impossible to capture into words for Dante, just like
God's name. Both love and God are ineffable. Here he asks himself how one can know God.
Language marks our distance to the Divine because it can only be used to describe the definable. As
Mazzotta says: “language is part of our exilic longing”. The three holy virtues are necessary to get

to know God (Mazzotta 2008, Lecture 21).

The Primum mobile, linked to metaphysics, is a crystalline heaven with a very thin materiality, still

physical but at the edge of the material universe. All motion begins from here. Moevs tells us that

“without the nexus or bridge of the Primo Mobile, there could be no “transhumanizing” (¢trasumanar),
no Incarnation, no revelation, no redemption, no journey. There could be no translation of being into

contingent or finite experience, and hence no space-time and no Comedy” (Moevs 2005, 8).

He explains later that “Dante conceives the Primo Mobile, the source of all being in space-time, as
pure motion, ubi plotted against quando, conceptually inseparable from each other” (Moevs 2005,
189). Dante looks up to see a representation of the spiritual universe. There is a Point smaller than
the smallest star and yet so bright that it illuminates the whole sky. Nine circles of angels are
dancing and turning around it, representing the nine spheres, like an inverted Ptolemaic universe

where the highest angels are closest to the centric Point and thus most illuminated by its Light.

“Beatrice tells Dante that when he realizes that all spatial extension is parvenza (appearance, not a self-
subsistent reality), he will see that the two opposing pictures of creation are perfectly equivalent. (...) In
perfect self-knowledge, it knows itself as a dimensionless point of awareness spawning all experience,
or as an infinite, spaceless, timeless reality encompassing all space and time.” (Moevs 2005, 6-7).

The Point is like an inverted singularity, very small, but emitting great amounts of light.**® Physics

260 In modern astronomy, a singularity is a point with an infinitely small volume and an infinitely high density. In it,
space-time is so curled up, that space and time in a way cease to exist. The general physical laws do not apply here
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and metaphysics are connected; while the first searches for explanations for the physical world, the
second seeks the general rules behind it. As we saw before, Dante in his Convivio linked physics to
the visible and metaphysics to the invisible. Here, Dante focusses on the issue of the origin of
space-time. Mazzotta tells us that “the real beginning, the real universe is in God's mind, so he
distinguishes two worlds: the physical world we see and the spiritual world, which is in God's mind.
In a way, and just to make it very simple, Dante is journeying into the mind of God” (Mazzotta

2008, Lecture 21). Moevs indeed confirms that the Empyrean

“is nowhere at all. It does not exist in space or time; thus neither does the spatiotemporal world it
'contains'. The Empyrean is the subject of all experience, it is what does the experiencing. (...) It may be
imagined as an infinite reality containing the entire universe of every possible object of experience (this
cosmological picture is the framework of the Paradiso) or it may be conceived as a point with no
extension in either space or time, which projects the world of space and time around itself, as a light

paints a halo onto mist. (...) Dante takes both these tacks” (Moevs 2005, 6).

The shape of Dante's cosmos could be seen, according to Mazzotta, like a spiralled shell (Mazzotta
2008, Lecture 22). This is only a partial image; the spiritual universe does not exist in time or place,
it is only a representation that Dante sees here. Ultimately, “language, thought, and propositions can
all express the structure and articulation of reality, but they can say nothing about the subject of
experience itself, because it is not part of that structure; there is nothing to say about it” (Moevs
2005, 171). Dante also poses the analogy of time with a tree, whose roots are in the pot of eternity
and only the shadow of the falling leaves is what we see. There is a ninefold hierarchy of angels.
Their function is to move the spheres and to be the intermediary agents between the Divine and the

human (Mazzotta 2008, Lecture 22).

Dante describes the Creation as something very peculiar: there was no time before creation, yet
creation was like a tiny break in continuous speech. It is an act of love and he uses language of
natural production and reproduction to describe it: love opening up within new loves. Moevs

explains it the following way:

anymore, but quantum physics laws do. There is still very little known about them. A singularity can either be a
black hole or a naked singularity. The latter has not been observed yet and is until the moment only a theoretical
type, which would arise from a spinning black hole forming two event horizons that eventually merge and at that
moment send out light or other information. The opposite of a black hole, however, would be a white hole, another
theoretical possibility not observed yet. While a black hole can only be entered from the outside and nothing can
escape from it, not even light, a white hole cannot be entered from the outside but matter and light can escape from
it. The original universe must have been a kind of singularity, but with the behaviour similar to a white hole.
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“the ultimate ontological principle is a splendore, the reflexive self-awareness of pure consciousness;
creation is its re-reflection as an apparently self-subsistent entity, a limitation of its unqualified self-
experience as something, as a determinate thing. This voluntary self-experience of self as “other” is

love; thus Dante can say that creation is an unfolding of divine love” (Moevs 2005, 5).

Redemption is only possible until “the whole of evil is overcome and destroyed, so that even the
world of hell now appears as part of what we get to know about the ultimate structure of the
universe. (...) Redemption means that the cosmos can go back to its beginning and be restored in its

original form” (Mazzotta 2008, Lecture 22).

Dante seems to be an Aristotelian but his thoughts on cosmology are rather Neo-Platonic. As
Mazzotta states, they are ideas coming from the 12" century School of Chartres. In the Empyrean,
Dante centers this part around the Incarnation: the Divine within the human. In a way the
Incarnation was a re-creation, a redemption in order to redirect the world towards order. Here Dante
explores the relation between the finite and the infinite, only seemingly disjointed. Mazzotta tells us

that

“the finite universe can only be part of the infinite universe and so [Dante] describes how the infinite
enters the finite and the finite enters the infinite. This is the heart of the cantos of metaphysics which we

can call the cantos of physics and metaphysics at the same time” (Mazzotta 2008, Lecture 23).

From here on, gradually his memory begins to fade, while starting to have problems to capture into
words what he experiences. In the very end he is not sure even what he sees. He is still a mortal
being trying to convey his experiences and visions through a limited language which cannot capture
the ineffable. Now, the Empyrean is presented to him as a city-garden®' and a mystical white rose
where the spiritual and the material come together. His journey has been from the wilderness,
passing through the Garden of Eden, to reach the city-garden. As we indicated in our overview of
the Commedia, Dante also describes it as a theatre using words such as “lowest rank™ and
“procession”, referring again to the idea that Paradise as it appeared to him has been a theatrical
performance. The special characteristic of this heavenly theatre is that Dante does not just have one,
but all perspectives at the same time: he can see the whole universe, just like these souls can. At the
same time he still belongs to the material universe; his poem is political, not only spiritual, and is

his way of taking part in history. “The idea of city always implies some human contact, the polis”

261 Prof. Mazzotta mentiones the combination that Dante makes between city and garden already in his Lecture 15
when he speaks of the Terrestrial Paradise on top of the mount of Purgatory, and comes back to the term to describe
the representation of the Empyrean in Lecture 23. Normally, the garden was an escape from the polis, the city, but
for him the ideal heavenly polis is one where both are combined. Mazzotta, G., “Dante in Translation”, Yale Online

lectures (2008), http://oyc.yale.edu/italian-language-and-literature/ital-310, Lectures 15 and 23.


http://oyc.yale.edu/italian-language-and-literature/ital-310
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(Mazzotta 2008, Lecture 23).

The souls are no longer mere lights, they appear with recognizable bodies. “There I saw faces given
all to love, / bright with Another’s light and their own smiles, / and gestures touched with grace and
dignity.”?* Mazzotta comments that “these blessed are blessed because there is some other in them.
They are themselves and there is another in them too” (Mazzotta 2008, Lecture 23). But Moevs
argues that the Divine within human being is not “Other” because there is only “One” and we form
a part of it. Moevs suggests that if the Commedia has a philosophical or theological message, it
would be to make us comprehend that there is no duality, only One which is and of which

everything forms a part or is an expression, even if we need dualistic imagery to speak about reality.

“To understand is not to grasp ideas or concepts: it is for Intellect, reflected in or as the human mind, to
see and know itself as the basis of creation, which is to see truth, what alone is. It is to see that there is

no where, no when, and no how in the creation of the world, no place, no time, and no manner in which
the non-contingent One either does or does not experience itself as the contingent Many” (Moevs 2005,

7).

Dante focusses on images and reflections. “The journey of the Comedy is one between images and
essences; here he wants to go beyond the images” (Mazzotta 2008, Lecture 23), or rather, he is
ready to go beyond them, he now experiences the Divine within himself. He understands that, with
the words of Moevs, “one may describe everything that is seen, but not what is ultimately doing the
seeing. (...) The world itself cannot resolve the mystery of its own being, which is precisely why

Dante travels from within to beyond space-time” (Moevs 2005, 169-170).

Symbolically, Eve sits at the feet of Maria, Eve being the one that caused the Fall while Maria being
the one that gave birth to the re-opening of the Heavens and the possibility of going beyond the
Earthly Paradise. The archangel Gabriel is re-enacting the Annunciation and the whole of heaven

answers as a choir, which is again an example of theatrical representation.

Creation is a gift to us, and Mazzotta says that “therefore we are invited to have an aesthetic
admiration of it.” He continues: “The poem will end up with being a sort of registering the defeat,
the unavoidable defeat of memory and importance of forgetfulness” (Mazzotta 2008, Lecture 23).
This mystical rose represents Mary's womb, who became the feminine part of Divinity from the
moment of Incarnation. Dante describes the Incarnation — the humanizing of the Divine — as her

womb being an immense sphere. In this sphere, the finite and infinite converge. Its centre is at the

262 “Vedga visi a carita siiadi, / d’altrui lume fregiati e di suo riso, / e atti ornati di tutte onestadi.”, Paradise 31.49
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same time nowhere and everywhere because its circumference is nowhere. Interestingly, Guy P.
Raffa writes that, “like a hologram, a three-dimensional image, the rose is formed from a ray of

light reflected off the outer surface of the Primum Mobile (30.106-17).2%

According to Mazzotta, there is the danger that the pilgrim looses his human mind at this level. His
language becomes incantatory with repetitions and loss of words (Mazzotta 2008, Lecture 23).
Incantatory language implies some kind of musicality in it. However, the final experience contains
primarily light, color and image, and not sound. Mazzotta comments that here Dante “is in the
presence of the eternal instant. First memory fails, then language fails: not everything is reducible to
language” (Mazzotta 2008, Lecture 23). Dante writes it with the future in mind: “That it may leave
behind a single spark / of [thy] glory for a people still to come.”*** He does not experience a beatific
vision, instead he sees the Incarnation, the human image within God, “painted with our likeness”.*
He sees the origin of the light but not God himself. According to Moevs, it is impossible for Dante
to see God, since he is not in time or space. The eye that sees is outside of its own visual field. The
telling of the journey and the journey itself are an unending circle: he comes back so that we can
undertake the journey ourselves. Here is where Dante expresses what Mazzotta calls the “closed

circularity of God” (Mazzotta 2008, Lecture 23): “O everlasting Light, you dwell alone / in

yourself, know yourself alone, and known / and knowing, love and smile upon yourself**%

The fact that he uses the word “our” again in “painted with our likeness” reminds us of the
beginning of the Commedia: “midway upon the journey of our life**’. His story is always written
for all humanity, not only for himself. He has taken us with him on his journey, so it has become our
own journey. Moevs writes that “the Comedy's aim is self-knowledge, the self-experience of what
1s” (Moevs 2005, 9). It “mirrors us to ourselves and places us where we place ourselves” (Moevs
2005, 182), which means that it does not tell us what to think or do, but rather hands to us a journey
through all-compassing finite forms and images, where it is not about what he writes but about what
we ourselves experience while reading it. This is for Dante the way to awaken to Being within
ourselves, to self-knowledge, while reading the Commedia. However, Moevs states that “we cannot

know what we are until we surrender what we think we are” (Moevs 2005, 8).

263 Raffa, G.P., Danteworlds, http://danteworlds.laits.utexas.edu/paradiso/10empyrean.html#rose [accessed 30-6 2015]
264 “ch’una favilla sol de la tua gloria / possa lasciare a la futura gente”, Paradise 33.71

265 “ pinta de la nostra effige”, Paradise 33.131

266 “O luce etterna che sola in te sidi, / sola t’intendi, e da te intelletta / e intendente te ami e arridi!”, Paradise 33.124
267 “Nel mezzo del cammin di nostra vita”, Inferno 1.1 (I have used Henry Wadworth Longfellow's translation here:

http://www.divinecomedy.org/divine_comedy.html)


http://www.divinecomedy.org/divine_comedy.html
http://danteworlds.laits.utexas.edu/paradiso/10empyrean.html#rose
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3.4 Dante's Metaphysical Journey

Medieval thought on non-dualistic Being has some resonances in modern quantum mechanics and
is perhaps not as foreign to us as we think when we read the Commedia in a literal way rather than
looking through its images. Moevs gives a number of philosophical and dialectical reasons against
materialism and dualism, among which he states that “it is difficult for materialism to provide a
non-arbitrary answer to the question, "Why is there something rather than nothing?' In (non-
materialistic) non-duality the distinction between something and nothing dissolves: they are not
two.” He also mentions that “the direct awareness of being conscious is the one non-contingent

certainty of human experience” (Moevs 2005, 189).

But also in science, quantum physics show that on the smallest level of materiality it is precisely
materiality that is not applicable anymore. The smallest elements act like waves and particles at the
same time. Moevs quotes the physicist Werner Heisenberg (1901-1976) — known for his uncertainty

268

principle”®® within quantum mechanics — who observed that

“the smallest units of matter are, in fact, not physical objects in the ordinary sense of the word; they are
forms, structures, or — in Plato’s sense — Ideas, which can be unambiguously spoken of only in the

language of mathematics” (Moevs 2005, 188).

Ideas, which can also be interpreted as bits of information. They can act in ways we would not
expect them to do. For example, they can be in various places simultaneously and thus interact with
themselves. Our observation interacts with them and causes them to be in a specific place at the
moment of being monitored, but we can observe their behaviour at arriving at their end point and
note that they have interacted with themselves. Furthermore, in an empty space, particles can appear
and disappear “spontaneously”. Also, the interaction within a system does not diminish together
with distance between the several components of that system. The interaction can be direct, faster
than the speed of light. So, certain places can be directly connected with each other regardless of the

space between them. Moevs argues that

“the speed of light constitutes the limit of motion, and thus the boundary of space-time; it is the constant
of conversion between matter and energy or electromagnetic radiation. The substance and limits of the
physical universe seem in some sense to consist in the nature of light, broadly conceived, and its

mysterious convertibility into spatiotemporal form, and thus into gravity. Bonaventure and other

268 The uncertainty principle states that certain pairs of variables of a particle cannot be known simultaneously: the
more precisely one of the two variables is known, the less precisely the other one can be known. Examples of such
pairs are energy and time, or impluse and position.
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proponents of the 'metaphysics of light' would not be surprised” (Moevs 2005, 189).

Dante, whose Paradise is all about Divine light, would probably not be surprised either. Moevs

continues later on about this issue, stating that

“the fact that 'information gets around' superluminally, ignoring any constraints of spatiotemporal
extension, would suggest that all experience is in some sense one and indivisible (it is not made of
'locally connecting separate parts'): it is coherent only if conceived as a whole. It also implies that 'what
the world consists in', the ground of its being, is not subject to the constraints that operate within the
world. In some sense, the very notion of locality—of position, distance, and separation in space-time—

is an illusion. Reality is ultimately one, and ultimately dimensionless” (Moevs 2005, 191).

There is an alternative theory of multiple universes, which states that all possibilities an event could
experience are developing simultaneously in an infinite number of universes. However, despite the
fact that these theories go far beyond human logic and intuition, our study follows the idea of all
possibilities within the same reality — whatever that reality might be — rather than within an infinite

number of separate realities that will never communicate.

The idea of space-time is perhaps not as new either as we think. In his Primo Mobile, Dante links
space to time as inseparable from each other. Moevs connects this to the concept of space-time in
the theory of general relativity and adds that “mass is simply a 'condensation' of space-time, that is,
of an energy field” (Moevs 2005, 189). He continues to observe that what not yet has been proven,

is

“the convertability between light-energy-vacuum (or strings) and consciousness, what Dante calls Juce
intellettual. This is to be expected: to use Wittgenstein’s image, the visual field does not include the eye
itself*; what alone is absent from any description of experience is the subject of experience, because

nothing can be said about it, it is nothing” (Moevs 2005, 189).

In quantum mechanics it was found that the observance of a particle determines its behaviour; the
observer and the observed are closely connected. The observer forms part of the reality he is trying

to observe:

269 On pages 169-170 of his book Moevs already mentioned this image: “one may describe everything that is seen, but
not what is ultimately doing the seeing. (...) The seeing eye is one with its visual field, and yet is not contained in
that field but lies outside it.”.
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“every description of reality is simply a picture that is in part determined by the act of observation itself.
The observing subject’s point of view as an entity within the world, its frame of reference, and the
questions it asks are all factors that determine its picture of the reality it seeks to describe: they are part
of that picture. The 'world in itself' may be approximated and imaged—but never grasped or
communicated—by descriptions, concepts, or equations: reality lies beyond, beyond all concept, all
description, all thought, [p.190] all image. That beyond, the architects of quantum physics unanimously
concluded, lies in consciousness itself. There is no such thing as the world 'in itself' autonomous of

consciousness” (Moevs 2005, 189).

Quantum mechanics seem to reinforce this concept. Indeed, even the physicist Erwin Schrodinger
(1887-1961), known for his scepticism against the uncertainty principle, realized that the duality
between the observer and the observed was an illusion: ”Subject and object are only one. (...) The
reason why our sentient, percipient, and thinking ego is met nowhere within our scientific world
picture can easily be indicated in seven words: because it is itself that world picture.” Moevs adds to
Schrédinger's words that “the true subject cannot interact with its experience: it is nothing in itself,
it is its experience. (...) Consciousness is ultimately one: the subject of all experience is singular

and attributeless” (Moevs 2005, 190).

Finally, we would like to add some observations on the creation of the universe according to
scientists. Stephen Hawking tells us that the very early universe was infinitely small, so small that
only quantum mechanics can be applied for its explanation. There is no quantum theory of gravity
yet, so there is no theory that correctly could describe the early universe yet. But what is known

already is that,

“once we add the effects of quantum theory to the theory of relativity, in extreme cases warpage can
occur to such a great extent that time behaves like another dimension of space. In the early universe —
when the universe was small enough to be governed by both general relativity and quantum theory —
there were effectively four dimensions of space and none of time. That means that when we speak of the

“beginning” of the universe, we are skirting the subtle issue that as we look backwards towards the very

early universe, time as we know it does not exist!”?’

Time is so curled up that there was no beginning of time, like a starting point on a chronological

straight line. He continues:

270 Hawking, S. and Mlodinow, L., The Grand Design (New York, 2010), e-book location 1400
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“suppose the beginning of the universe was like the South Pole of the earth, with degrees of latitude
playing the role of time. As one moves north, the circles of constant latitude, representing the size of the
universe, would expand. The universe would start as a point at the South Pole, but the South Pole is
much like any other point. To ask what happened before the beginning of the universe would become a
meaningless question, because there is nothing south of the South Pole. In this picture space-time has no
boundary — the same laws of nature hold at the South Pole as in other places. In an analogous manner,
when one combines the general theory of relativity with quantum theory, the question of what happened
before the beginning of the universe is rendered meaningless. This idea that histories should be closed
surfaces without boundary is called the no-boundary condition” (Hawking and Mlodinow 2010,

pos.1400).
He also states that the so-called Big Bang was an 'inflation': “the universe expanded by a factor of
1,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000 in 0.00000000000000000000000000000000001
second. It was as if a coin 1 centimetre in diameter suddenly blew up to ten million times the width
of the Milky Way. That may seem to violate relativity, which dictates that nothing can move faster
than light, but that speed limit does not apply to the expansion of space itself” (Hawking and
Mlodinow 2010, pos.1344).

These ideas connect at least on an associative level to the image that Dante evokes about when and
how Creation happened. And, as we stated before, the Point that Dante sees in the Primum Mobile
makes us think of a kind of inverted singularity, a White Hole. We explained it in footnote 260 as
follows: in modern astronomy, a singularity is a point with an infinitely small volume and an
infinitely high density. Within it, space-time is so curled up, that space and time in a way cease to
exist. The general physical laws do not apply here anymore, but quantum physics laws do. There is
still very little known about them. A singularity can either be a black hole or a naked singularity.
The latter has not been observed yet and is until the moment only a theoretical type, which would
arise from a spinning black hole forming two event horizons that eventually merge and at that
moment send out light or other information. The opposite of a black hole, however, would be a
white hole, another theoretical possibility not observed yet. While a black hole can only be entered
from the outside and nothing can escape from it, not even light, a white hole cannot be entered from
the outside but matter and light can escape from it. The original universe must have been a kind of

singularity, but with the behaviour similar to a white hole.

The early universe was in a highly ordered state: it had low entropy. The second law of
thermodynamics regulates that the entropy in a system can increase, but not decrease along the

arrow of time, in other words: the universe has developed from a highly ordered state to an
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increasingly “chaotic” state. The Medieval theory of musica mundana, the highly ordered universe
with perfect proportions, is different to this theory because it is a static and ordered model.
However, we have seen that the Fall of Adam and Eve did represent the beginning of dualistic
thinking and of a growingly chaotic worlds. Inferno represents this chaos, while Paradise represents

order. This scientific idea artistically can connect to a representation of Dante's Afterworld.

Not all scientists come to the conclusion that there is something “behind” or “inside” reality that is
Consciousness or Being. Stephen Hawking is an example, stating that if the universe is finite, which
still has to be proved, then “it will be a model of a universe that creates itself” (Hawking and
Mlodinow 2010, pos.1875). However, in general there are indeed associative similarities between
Dante's metaphysics and modern science. His metaphysics are much closer to non-dualistic thought
in many contemporary religions and philosophies then we think when we read his text only on the
literal level. This is important because it gives us the possibility to see through Dante's historical
culturally bound expressions of thought. We can transcend his work to the level of universal
questions that we still ask ourselves and try to answer either through science, philosophy or

religion.
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CHAPTER 4 - THE SONOROUS WORLD OF THE COMMEDIA

While the previous chapter dealt with the general issues and questions Dante discusses or implies in
the Commedia, this chapter focusses specifically on the aspect of musical and non-musical sounds
in the text. The Commedia's many sonorous references often do not only have a literal interpretation
but also a metaphorical one. Our music theatre work Incipit will be based upon the Commedia's
sonorous landscape through a historically informed approach. The aim of this approach is “opening
a window” to Dante's inner sonorous world as well as combining the specific methodology of Early
Music with the multidisciplinary language of music theatre. Thus, the sonorous references of the

Commedia and their interpretation are essential to this thesis.

In his book Dante's Journey to Polyhony’”, Francesco Ciabattoni did considerable work by
transmitting information from a great range of bibliography on Dante, among others works by
Italian-writing authors that have not been translated into English. In this aspect it has served as a
useful source of information for our study. Unfortunately his book is not precise in its reasoning and
conclusions, rather based on wishful speculations than facts, sometimes even using erroneous
data®”. Ciabattoni bases his hypothesis on the assumption made in a number of writings that Dante
seems to be making a journey from Anti-Music in Inferno through monophonic music in Purgatory
to polyphonic “hyper-music” in Paradise.””” However, the idea that music in Purgatory is
monophonic and in Paradise polyphonic is not as evident as it may seem. Most references to music
in the Commedia do not give any specified information about its performance. As we will see,
Ciabattoni has interpreted certain poetical expressions as indications for either monophony or
polyphony but they are not that obvious. First of all, improvised note-to-note organum could range
from parallel movement in octaves and fifths to contrary movement. There was no break between
monophony and polyphony but rather a continuum in everyday liturgical practice. Organum or
cantus planus binatim was a colouring of the sound, not a polyphonic form with different rhythmic
patterns. Thus, it is perfectly possible that Dante might have thought of organum in Purgatory at
some points. On the other hand, in Paradise many musical descriptions are of an incomprehensible,

supernatural type of music while polyphony is only clearly implied in a few cases. Perhaps we

271 Ciabattoni, F., Dante's Journey to Polyphony (Toronto, 2010)

272 Two notable erroneous statements in Ciabattoni, F., Dante's Journey to Polyphony (Toronto, 2010): p. 17: ““ The
Chapter Library of Padua preserves two early thirteenth-century manuscripts (signed C 55 and C 56)”. These are the
Padua Biblioteca Capitolare C 55 and C 56 and date from the early fourteenth century. p.48: “Although instruments
often appear appear in similes or metaphors, they embody the first of Boethius's three categories: musica
instrumentalis, musica humana and musica mundana”. This is incorrect: musica instrumentalis is the audible music
for the human ear and involves both vocal and instrumental music, while musica humana is about the proportions
within the human soul and body.

273 Among the writings with this assumption are “Dante's musical progress through the Commedia” (2004) by William
Peter Mahrt and “The Music of Dante's Purgatorio” (2005) by modern flutist Mimi Stillman.
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should not take for granted that Dante imagined anything like human musica instrumentalis, even if
such vocal, audible music produced by humans was thought to be a creation of God. Just as Inferno

hosts Anti-Music, Paradise hosts Hyper-Music.

Definitions and suggestions of musical forms and performance have changed considerably over
time. In order to understand what Dante is really describing, a study of Medieval definitions is
essential. Margaret Bent wrote an excellent article on how Dante defines poetical and musical terms
in De Vulgari Eloquentia. Bent shows herself very critical on a number of these musical and non-
musical issues, confirming the problem of Medieval terminology. She poses the question why the

bibliography on Dante and music is so scarce.

“One reason may be a disjunction between, on the one hand, Dante’s apparent expectation of musical or
at least oral performance of his work and, on the other, the total absence of any near-contemporary
musical settings of his poetry. Dante seems to imply that canzoni from his own poetic output were
musically composed and performed, but no such settings survive. A second reason why Dante’s several
striking reports of music in the Commedia have eluded comment could be that most do not inform us
about music as such, but about its affective impact on listeners. However powerful in effect, the content
of such reports is hard to pin down. Thirdly, there are serious problems of terminology, and ambiguities

as to where the line falls between verbal poetry and what we would call musical settings or musical

performance.”*”*

As to the first reason given by Bent, none of the texts of Dante have been used for a 14™ century
musical composition: “No musical settings of his poetry survive from the fourteenth century. This is
the more surprising since polyphonic settings of other secular Italian poetry survive in large
numbers from soon after Dante’s death” (Bent 2004, 162). In Purgatory 2 of the Commedia, the
troubadour Casella sings a song with the text of one of Dante's poems, but such a setting has never
been found. Bent notes that the madrigal as a polyphonic musical form became only popular from
around the 1340s.”” Indeed, Dante just mentions the poetic forms canzone, ballata and sonnet in his
De vulgari eloquentia, adding that there are other forms that he has not yet discussed. Bent
concludes that “there is thus a considerable disjunction between the surviving poetic genres and
actual musical settings. Dante sets out a hierarchy which in no way correlates with whether forms
were or were not set to music” (Bent 2004, 163). Nevertheless, the development of the new

polyphonic genres probably came just at the end of Dante's lifetime, after the propositions of binary

274 Bent, M. "Songs without music in Dante's De vulgari eloquentia: cantio and related terms", in "Et facciam dol¢i
canti". Studi in onore di Agostino Ziino in occasione del suo 65° compleanno. ed. Bianca Maria Antolini, Teresa M.
Gialdroni, Annunziato Pugliese (Lucca: LIM- Libreria Italiana Musicale, 2004), vol. I, p. 161

275 This musical genre is not to be confused with the later Renaissance madrigal.
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rhythmic modes by Marchettus da Padova between 1317 and 1319. It is thus probable that Dante

never knew the madrigal.

Bent mentions as a second reason the fact that the musical references in the Commedia are not

informative about the actual music but rather its effect on Dante. She continues:

“musical references in the Commedia take their identity largely from the words attached to them, and
are reported for rhetorical effect, usually praised as sweet [dolce] (...), a performative quality to which
we have no access and which permits no reconstruction, even in those cases where we can point to the

chant melody Dante would have had in mind.” (Bent 2004, 164).

She questions the idea that Dante had any technical musical knowledge:

“Such affective reporting of music has always been common for the great majority of music-lovers, of
all degrees of culture, who are sensitive to its effects but who are not themselves musically trained.
Isidore [of Seville, ca.560 — 636] attests to the universally moving effect of music, corresponding to
Dante's Aristotelian understanding of passio or effect in De Vulgari Eloquentia 11.viii. 1 find nothing in
Dante’s mentions of music to suggest that he was musically adept beyond an acquaintance with the
somewhat abstract theory of Isidore and Boethius as the sources for his definitions of harmony.” (Bent

2004, 165).

Bent points out that Dante's “impressionistic” way of describing the effects of music does not reveal
any “authority of an ars or techne”, a craftmanship, while specifying that “in addition to any
aesthetic or emotional effect it produces, artful, composed music has its own inner logic or
grammar, independent of words, hard but not impossible to hint at in verbal description” (Bent
2004, 166). This is a very interesting argument, although some caution is required, since the musical
knowledge of Medieval professional and amateur musicians was very different from ours and we
should get acquainted with their musical expressions. There is no certain knowledge of the musical
education of Dante, even though modern flutist Mimi Stillman in her article suggests otherwise,
basing herself on the musician Michele Croese, arguing that there two stages in Dante’s musical
education: in his early years his contact with music was through making music and working with
musicians, and later on he explored the theory and philosophy of music. Croese bases this
conclusion on the fact that high-born classes normally received practical musical training. However,
there is no existent evidence for the suggestion that Dante made music himself. Stillman continues:
“In this elegant, leisurely world described by Dante in his Vifa nuova and by Boccaccio in the

Decameron, aristocrats and intellectuals gathered to read poetry, perform music, and dance. In his
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Trattatello in laude di Dante, Boccaccio records that the young Dante played, sang, and composed
skillfully”.?”® This work was one of the first biographies of Dante, written by someone who had not
known him personally. We have to be aware again of the fact that Medieval society and manner of
self-expression were very different from ours. It is likely that the stories on Dante's life that
circulated in the 14™ century were embellished or changed slightly through time. Bocaccio did not
do any historical research for his biography but rather mentioned the information and personal ideas

he had about Dante's life and work.

As a third reason in Margaret Bent's article for so little bibliography on the Commedia's musical
references she lists problems of terminology for verbal poetry versus musical performance. She

specifies that

“it is sometimes hard to determine which of three possible levels Dante might be talking about [in De
Vulgari Eloquentia]: music as we understand it; musical terms as metaphors or analogies for poetry;
undifferentiated terminology common to both and transferable between them. (...) Some apparently
musical terms did not have uniquely ‘musical’ connotations in the middle ages but were borrowed from

grammar, rhetoric and other word-based disciplines.” (Bent 2004, 166).

She continues stating that “’song' and 'music' are not necessarily 'sounding music' in our sense; there
are also many overlaps and much interchangeability in the medieval vocabulary of speech and
song.” (Bent 2004, 171). To take the most obvious example, the three cantiche (canticles) and the
hundred cantos are not referring to sounding music but to poetical definitions. Furthermore, Bent
confirms that “the Commedia is full of apparently interchangeable words for saying and singing”
and that “dicere and canere seem to be interchangeable as words for authorship, for saying and
singing, just as facere is used both for making and doing, composition and performance.” (Bent
2004, 178). She warns against an understanding of the word armonia solely as the modern concept

of musical harmony:

“armonia relates to the science of harmonics, the proportions, ratios or numerical relationships (ratio)
both between the heavenly bodies and between the components of musical intervals. (...) At another
level armonia is a qualitative word expressing the proportioned joining of diverse components, and for
music the definitions are parallel to those used by Dante for words. Armonia denotes relationships
between people, between words, between musical sounds (consonant intervals) as well as silent
mathematical relationships, but the word had no compositional musical meaning in Dante’s time, and

most certainly nothing like the idea of ‘musical setting’,‘musical accompaniment’ or harmonising in the

276 Stillman, M., “The Music of Dante's Purgatorio”, in Hortulus: the Online Graduate Journal of Medieval Studies
Vol.1, No.1 (2005)
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sense familiar to us from recent usage” (Bent 2004, 174).

She warns that terms such as “musical” or “song” in the Middle Ages “might apply to some kind of
chanted monotone with inflections, more so to an actual melody applied to the words, spontaneous
or composed, and finally and most clearly to a composed polyphonic setting of those words” (Bent
2004, 178). As examples she refers to the declamatory performances of Sarah Berhardt (1844-1923)
and the Comédie Francaise of the early 20" century, where speech and song are mingled into “a
high, declamatory style of delivery inconceivable to modern theatre-goers.” (Bent 2004, 179).
Finally, Bent concludes that “music, as Dante understands it, consists of internal relationships
perceived by the mind and potentially transmittable to the mind of another person via the sense of
hearing, but not necessarily realised in sound” (Bent 2004, 180). She refers to a kind of mental,

inner listening that does not have to sound in order to be musical.

Keeping Bent's statements in mind, we read Ciabattoni's book with some caution when he writes
enthusiastically about the musical references, stating that Dante meant a monophonic performance
in Purgatory and a polyphonic performance in Paradise. When Ciabattoni writes that “historical and
musicological evidence tells us that Dante's exposure to polyphony was such that we should
actually be surprised if he had not made polyphonic songs an important element in his poem”, it
should be noted that this polyphony was the simple, note-to-note, improvised organum, which was
generally not perceived as polyphony but rather as adding a musical colour to the plainchant

melody. Ciabattoni in his introduction quotes Margaret Bent's words on the matter:

“There are very few places in the Commedia that can be construed as referring to polyphonic music (...)
Most of Dante's references to sounding music lend themselves most readily to interpretations either of
monophonic music or, if polyphonic, in a relatively simple style, such as Dante doubtless heard in

Tuscan churches.” (Bent 2004, 162 and Ciabattoni 2010, 11).

We see that Medieval definitions of polyphony and monophony were quite different from ours, and
it is wise to follow Margaret Bent's caution in this matter as we discuss the Commedia's musical and
non-musical sonorous references. Thus, instead of polyphony in the modern sense, it is possible that
Dante's “polyphonic” references in Paradise were principally metaphors for the Trinity (using
expressions such as “triple melodies”) and that a word such as armonia pointed to a poetical

harmony rather than a musical one.
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4.1 Inferno

In Inferno there is no music. The souls are not only denied any form of music but they are also
unable to express themselves musically. Their reason and will are so distorted that they are simply
not capable of singing nor they wish to do so. They are stuck in their sinful perspective, as
Gragnolati has shown in his book on the aerial body in Dante's Commedia®”’. We read in Chapter 1
that music in its Medieval understanding is in fact a reflexion of Divine order by means of perfect
numeric proportions. Since Inferno is a place of disorder and the souls themselves are internally
discomposed without any possibility to return to their natural inner harmony, music has no place

down here. Ciabattoni states that,

“as the orderly structure of the heavens is expressed in musical terms by the choirs of the blessed, so the
chaos of hell produces a cacophonic mockery of the sacred songs. Such mockery, however, turns
uniquely against the wretched and reminds them that their eternal damnation cannot be alleviated”

(Ciabattoni 2010, 83).

The sounds emitted by the damned are expressions of negative emotions, principally anger and
pain. Mostly, the souls express themselves by shouting or other aggressive behaviour. Some are not
even able to verbalize their emotions, either because they are submerged in some substance or
because they are babbling nonsense. This does not mean that there are no references to music. The
sounds of Inferno together form a kind of Anti-Music, a term coined by writer and academic
Edoardo Sanguineti (1930-2010).27® Apart from a lack of any audible music, Dante even goes
further and includes non-musical parodies on liturgical music. The main audible characteristic of
the sounds in Inferno is their cacophonic nature.”” In Ciabattoni's words, “cacophony is a primary
element of the landscape and an instrument of punishment” (Ciabattoni 2010, 78). Thus, musical

disorder is not only a reflection of the damned souls' distortion but also their punishment.

At the beginning of Inferno, Virgil appears when Dante's path out of the wilderness is blocked by
three beasts. Dante anxiously pleads to Virgil: “Miserere di me”, a translation into Italian of the
Latin miserere mei. These words are the incipit of Psalm 50, meaning literally “have pity on me”**°.

They are the first spoken words in the canticle of Inferno. In the whole Commedia, the Miserere

277 See Chapter 3. Gragnolati, M., Experiencing the Afterlife: Soul and Body in Dante and Medieval Culture (Indiana,
2005)

278 Mentioned in M. A. Roglieri, “La dolce Sinfonia di Paradiso: Can Mere Mortals Compose It?”, Braida, A. and
Cale, L., Dante on View (Ashgate: Aldershot, 2007), p.66, referring to Sanguineti, E., "Infernal Acoustics: Sacred
Song and Earthly Song", Lectura Dantis, 6 (1990), p.69-70.

279 Cacophony is a combination of dissonant or harsh sounds with no obvious relationship between them.

280 This is Psalm 50, translating as “Have mercy on me, o God, according to thy steadfast love; according to thy
abundant mercy blot out my transgressions. Wash me thoroughly from my iniquity, and cleanse me from my sin.”
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only appears two more times: in Purgatory 5.22, sung by the late repentants who have to wait in
Ante-Purgatory, and in Paradise 32.12, only mentioned — but not sung — by Saint Bernard when he
speaks about Ruth, the great-great-grandmother of David, “the singer who in remorse cried

‘Miserere mei’ 2%,

Ciabattoni tells us that

“the invocation miserere, as Sapegno warns, was used in its original Latin form even by the common
people in everyday situations, but in the Psalms it recurs in specific association with the recognition of
the condition of sinfulness and the plea for divine help. It is an invocatio peccatorum, a desperate cry
for help in the darkest time of trouble when the soul is so burdened with sin that it cannot be lifted
without God's merciful intervention. It is a request to heal the soul and create a clean heart in the sinner.
Such supplication for help can obviously only take place once the singer has become aware of his

desperate condition and is alone before his sin” (Ciabattoni 2010, 67).

He argues that this is the reason why Dante himself is not singing: he cannot sing because he is in
sin himself. However, Dante is a living man so he is still in time to change his destiny — at the
moment of a man's death, the Divine judgement will be unchangeable for the rest of times. “There
is a defect of the pilgrim's state that prevents him from singing it”, as Ciabattoni formulates it
(Ciabattoni 2010, 67), who sees it as the deciding moment where Dante the sinner, heading towards
his damnation, realizes for the first time that he has to change. Ciabattoni remarks that “Dante's
spoken word of desperation is a musicless anticipation of the reversal of sacred chants we shall find

later on.” (Ciabattoni 2010, 73).

Ciabattoni also tells us that “music is programmatically made the herald of infernal reality because
it introduces the landscape and character of Hell before images are added.” (Ciabattoni 2010, 76).
Indeed, the choir of the neutral angels and souls is introduced by its sound rather than by its visual

aspect (Inferno 3.22-30):

Quivi sospiri, pianti e alti guai Here heartsick sighs and groanings and shrill cries
risonavan per 1’aere sanza stelle, re-echoed through the air devoid of stars,

per ch’io al cominciar ne lagrimai. so that, but started, I broke down in tears.

Diverse lingue, orribili favelle, Babbling tongues, terrible palaver,

281 “cantor che per doglia / del fallo disse ’Miserere mei’ ”’
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parole di dolore, accenti d’ira, words of grief, inflections of deep anger,

voci alte e fioche, e suon di man con elle strident and muffled speech, and clapping hands,
facevano un tumulto, il qual s’aggira all made a tumult that whipped round and round
sempre in quell’aura sanza tempo tinta, forever in that colorless and timeless air,

come la rena quando turbo spira. like clouds of sand caught up in a whirlwind.

The souls are not presented physically but audibly: “here he offers us only the sinners' disembodied
voices and a handful of whirling sand. We are, therefore, presented with an array of ghosts. (...) It is
the racket that whirls around, rather than their bodies.” (Ciabattoni 2010, 77). Dante indicates the
neutral angels with “wicked choir” (cattivo coro) in Inferno 3.37. This description and the sound of
their eternal circular motion indicate a parodic version on the angelic choir. “A fitting form of
symbolic retribution, their punishment is a lowly imitation of the angelic wheels: they are arrayed in
a circle and must forever spin, fixing their attention on a meaningless and yet unreachable banner
(...), instead of looking to God in whom all truth lies.” (Ciabattoni 2010, 78). After a while, Dante is
able to see them as well (Inferno 3.52-57):

E io, che riguardai, vidi una 'nsegna And I, looking again, observed a banner

che girando correva tanto ratta, which, as it circled, raced on with such speed
che d’ogne posa mi parea indegna; it did not seem ever to want to stop;

e dietro le venia si lunga tratta and there, behind it, marched so long a file
di gente, ch’i’ non averei creduto of people, I would never have believed

che morte tanta n’avesse disfatta. that death could have undone so many souls.

Another aspect to this parody on the angelic choir are the cacophonic, bizarre and senseless sounds
they produce. There is nothing harmonious in their utterances and nothing proportional in their
intervals and rhythm. Ciabattoni argues that “the hidden musical datum of this passage is revealed
in all its technical implications if we skip ahead to Paradiso 10.139, which stresses the importance
of measuring time for polyphonic singing by envisioning a clock made of singing souls. (...) The
infernal mockery of angelic music has no rhythm, no accordance of tempo.” (Ciabattoni 2010, 78).
The first commentator on the entire Commedia, Jacopo della Lana (1290-1365) wrote about the

expression sanza tempo (Inferno 3.29):

“He says this because every sound that is musically attuned produces pleasure to the hearing, that tempo
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is the order in music, making the voices resound sweetly together. If that noise is without tempo, it

means it lacks order, and, consequently, does not give any pleasure.”*,

Ciabattoni also points out that “the neutral angels in Inferno are presented in a position that forms a
mirror image of the angels at the end of the poem, where Dante employs the same rhyme words
'(co)loro' / 'coro' / 'fuoro' (Inf. 3.35-9; Par. 28.92-6).” (Ciabattoni 2010, 79). In Paradise 28.118, all
the angels sing a Hosanna, confirming the image of the choir of angels. Prof. Mazzotta suggests, as
we saw in Chapter 3, that the “choir” of neutral souls and angels is linked to the end of Inferno,
where the fallen angel Lucifer resides: “Inferno begins and ends with angels rejected from Paradise”
(Mazzotta 2008, Lecture 9). Moreover, the neutral angels run eternally after a meaningless banner,
while Lucifer is indicated by Virgil with the words Vexilla regis prodeunt inferni (“The Banners of

the King of Hell Advance™) - a parody on the 6™ century hymn Vexilla regis prodeunt™.

At the beginning of the circle of the lustful, it is again the sound rather than the image that

introduces the scene (Inferno 5.25-27):

Or incomincian le dolenti note Now the notes of suffering begin
a farmisi sentire; or son venuto to reach my hearing; now I am arrived
la dove molto pianto mi percuote. at where the widespread wailing hammers me.

The souls that inhabit this circle are compared to birds. First they are described as crying similar to
the cranes' song. Curiously, Dante uses the musical-poetical term /ai for their song (Inferno 5.46-

49):

E come 1 gru van cantando lor lai And as the cranes fly over, chanting lays,
faccendo in aere di sé lunga riga forming one long line across the sky,

cosi vid'io venir, traendo guai, so [ saw come, uttering their cries,

ombre portate da la detta briga shades wafted onward by these winds of strife

When Francesca and Paolo descend, they are describes as two pigeons (Inferno 5.82-87):

282 Quoted in Ciabattoni 2010, 79

283 The opening stance of this hymn is: “Vexilla regis prodeunt, fulget crucis mysterium, quo carne carnis conditor
suspensus est patibulo” (“The banners of the king issue forth, the mystery of the cross does gleam, where the creator
of flesh, in the flesh, by the cross-bar is hung.”)
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Quali colombe dal disio chiamate Just as the doves when homing instinct calls them
con I’ali alzate e ferme al dolce nido to their sweet nest, on steadily lifted wings
vegnon per 1’aere, dal voler portate; glide through the air, guided by their longing,
cotali uscir de la schiera ov’¢ Dido, so those souls left the covey where Dido lies,

a noi venendo per I’aere maligno, moving toward us through the malignant air,

si forte fu I’affettiioso grido. so strong was the loving-kindness in my cry.

The word lai refers to a poetical genre of which is known that it also appeared as a musical setting.
There are no surviving Italian musical sources containing any lai. The /ai was mostly a French form
used in the 13™ and 14" centuries. In the 12" century it gained popularity in France because of the
works by Marie de France who claimed that they were adaptations of Breton narrative lais. Descort
was the Provengal name for /ai, while in Italy it seems to have been translated into discordio (for
example, a poem of Jacopo da Lentino was defined with this word). It is thus surprising that Dante
uses the Northern French name /ai. Musicologist David Fallows on his article on the /ai writes that
“the very irregularity of the poetic form led to large metrical and rhyming patterns that have caused
the /ai and its German equivalent the Leich to be described as the major showpieces of medieval
lyric poetry; and there is much truth in Spanke’s useful distinction (1938) between songs that are
primarily metrical in their formal concept (i.e. nearly all medieval strophic song) and those that are
primarily musical (the /ai and the sequence), a distinction that almost inevitably brings with it the
suggestion that the /ai and related forms represent by far the earliest surviving attempts at
continuous extended musical composition outside the liturgy.”*** Why would Dante use the North-

French /ai instead of discordio or descort? Ciabattoni points out that the term returns in Purgatory
9.13-15:

Ne l'ora che comincia 1 tristi lai At the hour nearing dawn when the swallow
la rondinella presso a la mattina begins to sing her mournful melodies,
forse a memoria de 'suo’ primi guai perhaps remembering her former woes

This is a reference to the mythological story of the sisters Procne and Philomela who were turned
into a swallow and a nightingale. Procne's husband Thereus had raped Philomela, cut her tongue off
and hidden her from her sister, but Procne found out. She killed her own son, whom she cooked and
served as food to her husband. When she told him whom he had just been eating, the outrageous

Thereus wanted to kill the both of them but as a protection the gods turned all three into birds.

284 David Fallows. "Lai." Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online. Oxford University Press,
http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/15841 [accessed July 27, 2015]
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Ciabattoni notes that “the lustful tinge of the story, the elements of aviary zoology, and the reference
to the flesh in line 17 represent a thematic link to Inferno 5.” (Ciabattoni 2010, 89). Lais could be
set to music but were a poetical genre in the first place. Perhaps Dante used the term /ai to reinforce
his criticism against certain types of written secular poetry, such as the love poetry that had led his
characters Francesca and Paolo to believe that they could live just like the protagonists in the book.
Ciabattoni argues that, “by portraying the cranes while they are 'cantando lor lai', Dante introduces a
musical element into his critique of French love lyrics” (Ciabattoni 2010, 89) but in reality these
souls are emitting a sound similar to that of cranes, which is rather non-musical. It also reflects the

somewhat beastly state the damned souls are in.

In the next circle, where the gluttonous are lying on the ground and continuously flipping over
under the sour rain, we encounter “the demon Cerberus thundering loudly against the souls who
wish that they were deaf.”* This is yet another indication that the chaotic and shrill non-musical
sounds in Inferno are a punishment. Many of the unpleasant sounds in Inferno, though, are
produced by the souls themselves. The yells in the circle of the avaricious and prodigals in Inferno
7.30 are a good example of those sounds, since they keep on screaming: “Perché tieni?” “Perché
burli?” (“Why do you hoard?” “Why do you splurge?”). Their guard is Plutus, the Roman god of
wealth, who can only try to warn Lucifer with a strange clacking voice and in a gibberish kind of
language: “Pape Satan, pape Satan, aleppe!”. The god of wealth has become a powerless creature

that cannot express itself very well.

The expression “perché?” (“why?”) reappears from time to time in Inferno, apparently expressing
the confusion of these souls and at the same time showing that they are completely blind to their
own accountability for the situation they are in. In the circle of heresy, the father of Dante's best

friend and poet Guido Cavalcanti**

asks anxiously for his son: “Mio figlio ov'e? E perche non e
teco?” (“Where is my son? Why is he not with you?”, Inferno 10.60). The suicidal soul of Pier della
Vigna®' in the form of a tree puffs and cries: “Perché mi schiante? (...) Perché mi scerpi? (“Why
do you break me? (...) Why do you rip me?”, Inferno 13.33-35). In the lowest circle of Hell,

trapped inside the frozen lake except for his head, Bocca degli Abati**®

screams through his tears
when Dante kicks him by accident in the face: “Perché mi peste? (...) Perché mi moleste?” (“Why

do you kick me? (...) Why do you pester me?”, Inferno 32.79-81).

285 “(...) lo demonio Cerbero, che ’ntrona / I’anime si, ch’esser vorrebber sorde”, Inferno 6.32-33

286 Guido Cavalcanti was still alive in 1300, but at the moment of writing he had already died in exile, as a
consequence of a decision in which Dante had taken part.

287 The former chancellor to Emperor Frederick 1I in the 13™ century.

288 A Florentine nobleman from the 13" century whom Dante regarded as a traitor.
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Most damned souls express themselves either with aggressiveness (shouting, screaming, yelling,
hitting, biting) or with deep sadness (weeping, wailing, moaning). Yet there are some that simply
cannot express themselves. We have already seen the choir of the babbling neutral angels and souls.
From the ditch of thieves in circle 8 arises “a voice that seemed incapable of forming words.”** The
giant Nimrod, whose body is so large that it connects circles 8 and 9, “for which no sweeter psalm
is better suited”, can only babble with his beastly mouth the words “Raphél mai amecche zabi almi”

(Inferno 31.67-69):

"Raph¢l mai amecche zabi almi", "Raphéel mai amecche zabi almi"
comincio a gridar la fiera bocca, began to shout the savage mouth,
cui non si convenia piu dolci salmi. for which no sweeter psalms were fit.*”

We saw already in chapter 3 that Mazzotta reads these words as an imperfect anagram of “Eli, Eli,
lama sabachthani” (“My God, My God, why have you forsaken me?”), the fourth saying of Jesus
on the Cross. Nimrod built the tower of Babel in order to ascend toward God through his own
effort, instead of having the humility to wait for the Divine descent. God's punishment was the
confusion of language, which is exactly what Nimrod is representing. Interpreting Nimrod's
phraseas an imperfect anagram of the fourth saying of Jesus on the Cross, we understand the
indication of “psalm” for Nimrod's intent to express himself as a most suitable description for a
parodic version of a liturgical psalm. Nimrod's enormous physical size is not in balance with his

powerless state, something that is also seen in Lucifer himself.

The souls that are below the surface of the mud are the sullen.””' They always carried around a great
unexpressed internal anger and now their opportunity of self-expression has been taken away from

them completely (Inferno 7.121-126):

Fitti nel limo dicon: “Tristi fummo Mired in slime, they moan, "We were morose
ne l'aere dolce che dal sol s'allegra, in the sweet air made cheerful by the sun;
portando dentro accidioso fummo: we bore within ourselves the torpid vapors:
or ci attristiam ne la belletta negra”. now morbid we are made in this black mud."
Quest’inno si gorgoglian ne la strozza, This hymn they gurgle in their gullets

ché dir nol posson con parola integra. since they can’t sound it with full syllables.

289 “una voce usci de 1’altro fosso, / a parole formar disconvenevole”, Inferno 24.65-66
290 Here I have followed Ciabattoni's translation.
291 Not the slothful, as Ciabattoni calls them.
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Just like in the case of the ironic term of psalm for Nimrod's babbling, here the word hymn is used
for the gurgling: “a hymn that enacts a reversal of the liturgy that cannot be performed in Hell but
will properly celebrated in Purgatory by the penitents” (Ciabattoni 2010, 82). Ciabattoni argues that
the plural verb indicates various souls gurgling this “hymn” and calls the result a “poly-cacophony”.
Cacophony in itself is already a multitude of sounds. It is what pervades all soundscape of Hell,
except the soft sighs of Limbo and the silent processions we will discuss below. Other souls unable

to express themselves are the ones in the lowest circle, captured within the ice like straws (Inferno

34.10-15):

Gia era, e con paura il metto in metro, I was now — and with fear I set it down

la dove I’ombre tutte eran coperte, in verse — where the shades were wholly sealed
e trasparien come festuca in vetro. and yet showed through like straws in glass.
Altre sono a giacere; altre stanno erte, Some of them lie flat, some stand upright,
quella col capo e quella con le piante; one on his head and one upon his soles;

altra, com’arco, il volto a’ pi¢ rinverte. another, like a bow, bends face to foot.

The ultimate inhabitant of Inferno who cannot express himself is Lucifer. We also saw in chapter 3
the reason for his muteness: angels do not use language and he represents evil defeated in Dante's

narration.

Silence also plays a special role in Inferno. Limbo is a relatively silent place but its air is filled with
sighs. However, the way the sorcerers and foretellers walk — with their heads 180° turned around so

that they are forced to walk backwards — is compared to a “silent litany” (Inferno 20.7-9):

e vidi gente per lo vallon tondo When through the valley’s circling I descried
venir, tacendo e lagrimando, al passo people coming hushed and weeping, at the pace
che fanno le letane in questo mondo. followed by procession [litanies] in this world.

As Ciabattoni informs us, “letane are properly the supplications and chanted litanies intoned by the
priests and the congregation during slow-paced processions” (Ciabattoni 2010, 80). In a further
ditch of the same circle, the hypocrites walk very slowly under the weight of their lead-filled cloaks,
similar to a procession, while their capes are compared to the shiny mantles of the monks of Cluny.

They trample Caiaphas, crucified on the floor, a fallen version of the Crucifixion. These are
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parodies on liturgical events, just as Nimrod's “psalm” is a parody on a liturgical chant. Ciabattoni

claims that,

“through the frequent quotations of, and hints at, liturgical songs, Dante constructs the first musical
cantica as a musical parody of the other two. (...) In Dante's time certain parts of the sacred scriptures
were commonly understood as inherently musical. Everybody, for example, would think of a hymn or a

Psalm in conjunction with its manner of intonation.” (Ciabattoni 2010, 44).

Also the silent litanies are clearly a parody on real litanies, where there would be chant

accompanying the processions.

Before encountering the babbling Nimrod, there is the sound of a horn, much louder than Roland's
Olifant**when he was in danger. It might be the only musical note sounding in all Inferno, it is too
loud so it is unpleasant to the ear. Furthermore, the horn can only produce one note, which makes it
unsuitable for melodic use.?* Ciabattoni is correct in pointing out that the only real musical
instrument in the whole Commedia precedes Nimrod's incomprehensible “psalm” (Ciabattoni 2010,

83).

Parodic “instruments” are found in the passage of the devils, for example in Inferno 21.136-139:

Per ’argine sinistro volta dienno; They turned around upon the left-face bank,

ma prima avea ciascun la lingua stretta But first each pressed a tongue between his teeth
coi denti, verso lor duca, per cenno; To sound a signal to their commandant,

ed elli avea del cul fatto trombetta. And with his ass he blew a bugle-blast.

The trombetta that the devil Malacoda blows with his ass as a kind of signal, according to
Ciabattoni, is the degraded imitation of the military trumpet, while cenno means a raspberry.*
(Ciabattoni 2010, 51) Indeed, in the subsequent canto (Inferno 22.1-12), the walking devils are

compared to a chaotic and bizarre army:

Io vidi gia cavalier muover campo, I have seen horsemen in the past break camp,

292 As narrated in the late 11" century Chanson de Roland and mentioned by Dante in this part of his Commedia.

293 Mentioned by Ciabattoni (Ciabattoni 2010, 83). Commentary by Claudio Bacciagaluppi, “La 'dolce sinfonia di
paradiso”: Le funzioni delle immagini musicali nella Commedia”, Rivista di studi danteschi 2, no 2 (July-December
2002), p.279-333, at. p.298.

294 The “rude” sound made by pushing one's tongue outside the lips and blowing air out of the mouth.
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e cominciare stormo e far lor mostra, muster their army and open assault,

e talvolta partir per loro scampo; and at times even beat a quick retreat;
corridor vidi per la terra vostra, I have seen outriders roam your countryside,
o Aretini, e vidi gir gualdane, o Aretines, and seen raiding-parties charge,
fedir torneamenti e correr giostra; tournaments clash and jousters galloping,
quando con trombe, € quando con campane, some called by trumpets and some by bells,
con tamburi e con cenni di castella, by drumrolls and by flares from castle-walls,
e con cose nostrali e con istrane; by homemade and imported instruments;

né gia con si diversa cennamella but never before have I seen horsemen,
cavalier vidi muover né pedoni, footsoldiers, or ships that sail by sighting

né nave a segno di terra o di stella. of land or stars move to a stranger bugle.

Ciabattoni comments on the specific symbolism of this scene that

“the entire scene employs musical and military elements to build a perfect mockery of a regular army:

trumpets, bells, local and foreign customs, even the strangest behaviours to which the poet testified on
real battle grounds are not as ridiculous as the team of improvised soldiers. And they will indeed prove
incapable of discharging a soldier's most elementary duty when they disobey orders and start a fight

among themselves”, which will be in 22.91-151 (Ciabattoni 2010, 51-52).

Ciabattoni also points out that “the devil's trumpet and raspberries (...), most improper 'wind'
instruments are a hybrid of musica artificialis and musica naturalis, as theorized by tenth-century
chronicler Regino of Priim” (Ciabattoni 2010, 53). Musica artificialis, instrumental music, represent
the devises created by human beings instead of the voice, given by Divinity. The “bugle-blast” by
Malacoda is a perverted and inverted version of the human voice, since it is produced by the human
body. “A perverted quality of both types, artificialis and naturalis, this 'music' is the reversal of the
breath employed in real singing and stands in sharp contrast to the melodious vocal harmony of
heavenly music” (Ciabattoni 2010, 53). Thus the music of the devils is the opposite of the music of

God, as suggested by Dante specialist Gian Sarolli.*”

In the ditch of the fraudulent speakers, the voices within the flames are sputtered out when they

295 Mentioned in Ciabattoni 2010, 53: Saroll, G.R., “Musical Symbolism: Inferno XXI, 136-139, Exemplum of musica
Diaboli versus musica Dei.” In Sarolli, Prolegomena alla 'Divina Commedia.', 363-380. (Florence: Olschki, 1971).
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wish to speak. They have difficulty expressing themselves, because their voices have to pass the
obstacle of the flame itself. The sound of the flame is perfectly noticeable in the onomatopoetic
speech of one of these souls, characterized by the repetitive use of the consonant “s” (Inferno 27.58-

66):

Poscia che ’l foco alquanto ebbe rugghiato After the flame had roared on for some time

al modo suo, 1’aguta punta mosse in its unique way, the pointed tip swayed

di qua, di 1a, e poi di¢ cotal fiato: back and forth and then released this breath:
"S’1” credesse che mia risposta fosse "If I thought that my answer was to someone

a persona che mai tornasse al mondo, who might one day return up to the world,
questa filamma staria sanza piu scosse; this flame would never cease its flickering;

ma pero che gia mai di questo fondo however, since no one ever turned back, alive,
non torno vivo alcun, s’i’ odo il vero, from this abyss — should what I hear be true —
sanza tema d’infamia ti rispondo. undaunted by infamy, I answer you.

In the circle of the falsifiers resides Master Adam, distorted physically by dropsy which gives his
body the shape of a lute (Inferno 33.49-51):

Io vidi un, fatto a guisa di l1€uto, I saw one sinner there shaped like a lute
pur ch’elli avesse avuta 1’anguinaia if only he’d been cut off below the belt
tronca da I’altro che I’uomo ha forcuto. at the groin where the body forks in two.

The “false Sinon” (a pun on si/non, yes/no) lying next to him**, reacts to this adjective given to him
by punching Master Adam in the stomach. Surprisingly, the lute-shaped Master Adam sounds like a
drum. The lute, a popular instrument with its origens in the Arabic culture as the ud, appears here as
a corrupt version of the cithara, mentioned by Dante in his Paradise. The cithara, psaltery, lyre and
zithern were all stringed instruments which were not always clearly easy to distinguish. As
Ciabattoni writes, “given the salvific associations of the cithara with David's psaltery, the lute
fittingly plays its comic dark-world counterpart.” (Ciabattoni 2010, 61). Although instruments in
general were considered worldly and man-made objects, with a certain danger of mundane
seduction through wordless music, the cithara was an exception due to the following section from

Samuel 16:

296 “I’altr’e ’1 falso Sinon greco di Troia: / per febbre aguta gittan tanto leppo” (“The other is false Sinon, the Greek
from Troy. Their burning fever makes their bodies reek.”), Inferno 30.98-99
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6 “iubeat dominus noster et servi tui qui coram | 16 “Let our lord command his servants here to

te sunt quaerant hominem scientem psallere search for someone who can play the harp
cithara ut quando arripuerit te spiritus Dei [cithara]. He will play when the evil spirit from
malus psallat manu sua et levius feras” God comes upon you, and you will feel better.”

23 igitur quandocumque spiritus Dei arripiebat |23 Whenever the spirit from God came upon
Saul tollebat David citharam et percutiebat Saul, David would take his harp [cithara] and

manu sua et refocilabatur Saul et levius habebat |play. Then relief would come to Saul; he would

recedebat enim ab eo spiritus malus feel better, and the evil spirit would leave him.

The word cithara has been translated into harp®’ or lyre*®. In the Spanish Sagradas Escrituras of
1569 it is called arpa (harp) as well, but in the 1649 Italian version of Giovanni Diodati it
surprisingly appears as cetera (cithara). In the 1907 Riveduta version it is arpa. We can assume that
at a certain moment in history the term “cithara” fell out of use because the instrument itself was not
known anymore. Ciabattoni uses the term “psaltery”, and although this is not correct, he does
mention the very similar historical descriptions of psaltery and cithara (Ciabattoni 2010, 60). The
cithara existed in similar forms, both with or without neck, so a general confusion between the
instruments is not surprising. Nevertheless, even if the lute could resemble the cithara, their

symbolic meaning were very different.

The fact that the lute-body of Master Adam sounds like a drum when he is hit in the stomach, is an
accentuation of the perverted musical symbolism. The drum is a martial instrument, and as

Ciabattoni points out,

“it is no accident that a martial instrument underscores the fight. The dull sound is synaesthetically
rendered by the rhymes tamburo / duro, all dark vowel, and , above all, by the word oscuro, in which the
signifier itself expresses the acoustic obscurity of the signified. Thus, Master Adam's body undergoes a
change in the rhetorical unfolding of the canto, and what was initially presented as resembling a lute

gives out a much duller drum sound instead” (Ciabattoni 2010, 65-66).

The symbolic representation of falsifying money is double: “Not only is Adam's body altered to

look like a lute, as repayment for altering coins, but its sound is altered as well! When hit, his body

297 For example in the New International Version and generally in American, Spanish, German, Dutch, French
versions.
298 For example in the English Standard Version and generally in all British versions.
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resonates like something else, the way a counterfeit coin would ring differently from an authentic

one.” (Ciabattoni 2010, 66).

Master Adam and Sinon continue arguing, to which Edoardo Sanguineti has attributed an

“amoebaean character”®’. Amoebaean singing was a kind of competition between two singers in
Greek antiquity. One singer would choose a topic of his own election, and the other singer would
contest with either an opposed view, a similar topic or additive information, trying to surpass his

opponent.”” Virgil's Eclogue VII gives a good example of this genre.*"!

As we saw, Lucifer himself is a representation of the defeat of Evil. Additionally, he is a parody on

the Crucifixion:

“Lucifer's threefold nature, his being stuck and planted at the middle of the earth, even his winged form
with a disproportionate three-headed body, are the constitutive elements of a tragic parody of the
Crucifixion as well as a parody of the Trinity. His tears, streaming down his three chins, and the dribble
mixed with blood are a perpetual, distorted version of the weeping and bleeding of Christ on the cross.
Lucifer's three mouths are busy chewing three sinners, and are therefore unfit for singing. Thus the
hymn, here evoked in a merely verbal disguise, marks the frustrated desire for the liturgical songs that
will appear in the following cantica. (...) Thus, the last of the songs of Hell (...) [the spoken Vexilla
regis prodeunt Inferni,] crowns the underworld's unholy racket with a reversal of the kingly song of the

Holy Cross (...)” (Ciabattoni 2010, 84-85).

Once having climbed Lucifer's body — the fact that he serves as an object for Dante's ascent is
another aspect of his defeat — Dante and Virgil come in a subterranean cave. Ciabattoni suggests
that there is a connection of this last step before Purgatory with the wall of fire which separates
Purgatory from the Terrestrial Paradise: “the sound of a stream, not the sight of it, guides the
pilgrim out of the tunnel that connects the Inferno to the shores of Purgatory, the same way as, in
Purgatorio XXVII, the song of the guardian angel of Eden will lead a blinded Dante through the
thick wall of flames into the Earthly Paradise.” (Ciabattoni 2010, 46-47).

299 Mentioned in Ciabattoni 2010, 66: Sanguineti commented this during the convention called “Dante Studies in the
Nineteen Hundreds”, held in Turin on 18 May 2004.

300 Pearce, J.B., “Theocritus and Oral Tradition”, Oral Tradition, 8/1 (1993): 59-86, p.63,
http://journal.oraltradition.org/files/articles/8i/4 pearce.pdf [accessed 11-8 2015]

301 As suggested by Ciabattoni (Ciabattoni 2010, 66). An English version can be found here:

http://classics.mit.edu/Virgil/eclogue.7.vii.html [accessed 11-8 2015]



http://classics.mit.edu/Virgil/eclogue.7.vii.html
http://journal.oraltradition.org/files/articles/8i/4_pearce.pdf
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In the poetic words of Sarolli,

“even the lowest words or ugliest lines, not ugly anymore but tragic, are indispensable and even central
to the gigantic structure of the Divina Commedia, since they clearly belong to the Inferno as musica

diabolica, to the tragic and disharmonic anti-Trinitarian kingdom of Lucifer, where everything is

antithesis, reversed and opposed (...) to the Triune God.”**

302 Mentioned in Ciabattoni 2010, 84: Sarolli, G.R., “Musical Symbolism: Inferno XXI.136-139, Exemplum of musica
Diabolica versus musica Dei”, in Sarolli's Prolegomena alla 'Divina Commedia’ (Florence: Olschki, 1971), 363-380.
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4.2 Purgatory

While in Inferno the sonorous disorder and the musical absence are both an expression of the souls'
state and their punishment, music in Purgatory serves as an aid in cleansing or even healing the
soul. This idea is a very ancient one and was already expressed in a Christian framework by St.

Augustine:

“With an appropriate voice and harmony in our hearts we seek a physician so as to be healed. Our
salvation is not within our power, though it is within our power to wound ourselves. Our soul alone is

capable of sinning, but we must pray for God's healing hand to cure the wound of sin. Whence it is said,

in another Psalm: ' said, Lord, be merciful unto me: heal my soul; for I have sinned against thee.”**

Ciabattoni comments on St. Augustine's expression “the sick invokes the physician™** that the
healer is God and the psalms are a cry for help.” He adds that “Augustine proposes the Psalter as a
way of treating the soul's sickness by invoking the help of Christ, because he associates healing

with the Psalms as the most musical texts in the Bible.” (Ciabattoni 2010, 113).

As we discussed at the beginning of this chapter, Ciabattoni's hypothesis is that all music sung by
the penitent souls is monophonical, while polyphony is only reserved for celebration. This makes
sense if we think of the rhythmically more complex Parisian polyphony: on feast days the
plainchant melody was to be sung slower, more solemnly. There, the note-to-note practice changed
into an extended plainchant melody with faster notes above it. The improvised note-to-note
organum, however, was a kind of “polyphony” that was not specially saved for feast days. We can
imagine that suffering souls in Purgatory do not take the trouble to improvise a second voice, since
they are completely focussed on their pain or discomfort. Ciabattoni points out exactly this aspect,
basing himself on the conclusions by Gianni Vinciguerra: “Here in Purgatory there is no time or
place for joyful celebrations; all the musical effort is aimed at purging sins and repairing the dead
poetry and the dead songs of Hell” (Ciabattoni 2010, 93). The churchgoers would not improvise

organum, only some of the clerics. Ciabattoni's conclusion is that polyphony only exists in Paradise.

However, there are some moments in Purgatory that would allow for organum. All terraces are
preceded by an angel at the gate, singing one of the Beatitudes monophonically. Sometimes, it is not

the angel who sings, but “voices”. They are angelic and according to Ciabattoni's reasoning, they

303 Psalm 40:5, Augustine, Sermones ad populum, classis prima: Sermo XX.1 (PL, vol. 38, col. 137), as found in
Ciabattoni 2010, 112.
304 “Clamat aeger ad medicum”
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would thus sing in polyphony. Another possibility would be Ante-Purgatory, where the souls have
plenty of time because they have to wait years before they can start their purging. On the other
hand, the music in Paradise is clearly described by Dante as a kind of perfect music that he has
difficulty to comprehend. We imagine that it is the musica mundana that is only comprehensible by
the souls and angels that reside there. How would this music sound to them? As mere polyphony?
There are thus various reasons that show the gaps of Ciabattoni's hypothesis. One could even state
the opposite: going from polyphony to monophony because the Divine unity is translated into

sound.

Beside the healing chants sung by the penitent souls and the angelic music in the Terrestrial
Paradise, Ciabattoni indicates a third type of music present in Purgatory: the deceptive songs. In this
category are the song of Casella on the words of a poem by Dante, “Amor che ne la menta mi
ragiona” (Purgatory 2.112), and the siren's song in Dante's dream (Purgatory 19.19). Both of these
will not appear in Incipit, because they are the protagonist's own personal experiences, thus we will
not discuss them here. For the healing chants, specialist in Italian literature Erminia Ardissino
identified two groups of chants. The first are penitential ones from the Easter liturgy and the others
have a rejoicing character.® Many of the penitential chants are psalms, which according to
Ciabattoni represent “a particularly fitting aesthetic choice since the Book of Psalms has an

inherently penitential connotation.” (Ciabattoni 2010, 110).

Tthe Beatitudes that mark the transitions between the different terraces are the eight declarations of
blessedness spoken by Jesus at the beginning of the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 5). They
describe the ideals of the teachings of Jesus in the form of a number of short phrases beginning with
the word Beati, “Blessed are...”. They illustrate those who have learnt the teachings of Jesus and
their rewards. In Matthew 5 there are nine Beatitudes but Augustine acknowledged only eight of
them and the scholastics just seven. Dante expert Chiavacci Leonardi suggests that Dante followed
the scholastic ordering, but omitted Beati mites (“Blessed are the meek™) so that he could split in

two Beati qui esuriunt et sitiunt (“Blessed are those who hunger and thirst after justice”).’*

Ciabattoni claims that “the musical and liturgical facets of the Beatitudes are less easy to evaluate
than might be expected. All we know is that three of them were employed in the communion

antiphon on All Saints' Day. There was probably no tune specifically associated with any of them,

305 Mentioned in Ciabattoni 2010, 110: Ardissino, E., “I canti liturgici nel Purgatorio dantesco”, Dante Studies 108
(1990): 39-65.

306 Mentioned in Ciabattoni 2010, 138: Chiavacci Leonardi, A.M., “Le beatitudini e la struttura poetica del
Purgatorio”, Giornale storico della letteratura italiana 161, n0.513 (1984): 1-29.
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but they must have been chanted on a psalm tone.”” Historical manuscripts suggest that Ciabattoni
might be wrong: all six Beatitudes can be found in existing 14" century chant books as antiphon or

responsory verse.

Now that the general aspects of both the “healing” chants and the angelic chants have been
discussed, all musical references of Purgatory in their chronological order of appearance shall be

reviewed.

At the shore of Purgatory Dante observes over a hundred souls arriving in a boat, singing

monophonically the psalm In exitu israel (Purgatory 2.46-48):

'In exitu Isrdel de Aegypto' 'From exile Israel came out of Egypt'

cantavan tutti insieme ad una voce they all intoned together with one voice

con quanto di quel salmo ¢ poscia scripto. right through the psalm as it had been
composed.

Basing himself on an article by Charles Singleton, Ciabattoni writes that “the penitential phase on
the shore of Ante-Purgatory represents the transition from the age of darkness to the age of light. In
fact, 'In exitu Israel de Aegypto' was sung in the Proprium for the Nativity, announcing the
liberation of humankind from the captivity of sin.” (Ciabattoni 2010, 116). Indeed, the
commentaries by Prof. Mazzotta in his Yale lectures already showed us that the theme of exile is
essential to Dante: not only his own exile but in its generalization into man's exile from Heaven.
Furthermore, this psalm symbolizes their journey toward Paradise (Mazzotta 2004, Lecture 10).

)308

These souls sing psalm 113 (114)°™ ad una voce (monophonically) and right through the psalm,

without any antiphonal treatment of the chant.

In Purgatory 5.22-27 the Miserere sung by the late repentants is psalm 50 (51):

E ’ntanto per la costa di traverso And meantime all across the mountainside
venivan genti innanzi a noi un poco, came people slightly ahead of us, singing
cantando "Miserere’ a vVerso a verso. the Miserere, verse answering to verse.

307 He adds a bibliographic source to compare his findings with: Birge-Vitz, E., “The Liturgy and Vernacular

Literature”, in The Liturgy of the Medieval Church, ed. Heffernan, T. and Matter, A. (Kalamazoo: TEAMS, 2001), 551-

618, at p.592

308 The first psalm number refers to the number in the Vulgate, the number in between brackets indicates versions that
do not base themselves on the Vulgate but on the Hebrew version and thus have a slightly different numbering.
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Quando s’accorser ch’i’ non dava loco When they had noticed that the rays of light
per lo mio corpo al trapassar d’i raggi, did not pass through my body, they soon

mutar lor canto in un "oh!" lungo e roco; changed

their chant into a hoarse and drawn-out "Oh!"

Just like Dante in the first canto, they are asking for forgiveness:

Miserere mei deus Have mercy on me, God
et a delicto meo mundame and cleanse me from my delict
quia tibi soli peccavi. because to you alone I have sinned.

Supposedly, they sing this during all the years they have to wait for their real cleansing. Ciabattoni
directs our attention on verso a verso, asking himself if this means “line by line”, suggested by the
early commentators Benvenuto (ca.1320-1388) and the Anonymous Florentine (14™ century), or
“verse by verse” as Ottimo thought (first half of 14™ century). If it is the last case, then Dante refers
to responsorial chant, in which two groups are singing the verses in alternatim, each group one
verse. Ciabattoni comments that “other chants that had many verses were also performed this way,
for the sake of variation and inclusion. (...) The most frequent practice was just two half-choirs
singing monophonically in alternation.” (Ciabattoni 2010, 117). He also informs us that there was a
practice in which the congregation or one half of the choir sang a verse and then the soloists sang
the next verse in polyphony : “responsories, in thirteenth-century ordinals, are often mentioned
among the sections containing polyphony; see, por example, the ordinal of S. Maria Patavensis”
(Ciabattoni 2010, 117 footnote). Ciabattoni sees the souls here as newcomers and concludes that
therefore they can only sing monophonically, but this is a assumption that is not necessarily true:
the souls have to wait the number of years they waited until they repented, which was almost the
duration of their entire life. Surely, one can learn to sing organum in those years and embellish the

praise to God; moreover, some of them could have been soloists when they were still alive.

As we saw in chapter 3, the Valley of Princes is a locus amoenus, a beautiful place such as a garden
or a green valley which makes the visitor feel safe. The souls here have to wait for their cleansing
but their “waiting room” is beautiful and pleasant. The Salve Regina is sung, apparently not by all

souls (Purgatory 7.82-4):

’Salve, Regina’ in sul verde e ’n su’ fiori 'Salve Regina' — I saw the souls who sang

quindi seder cantando anime vidi, this hymn seated on the flowering green:
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che per la valle non parean di fuori. they had been hidden till then in the valley.

He then describes the souls: one sits highest and refuses to sing (lines 91-93), with a soul next to
him comforting him. There is a snub-nosed one (nasetto) “thick in talk” (stretto a consiglio) with
another (103). One beats his chest (106). There is also one that cradles his cheek in the palm of his
hand while he sighs (107-108). Then there is a strong-built soul who chimes his singing (s'accorda,
cantando) with the big-nosed shade (maschio naso, “male nose”) (112-113). Finally, there is one
gazing upward (115), who sits with them on lower ground. He depicts nine souls of which at least 3
to 5 are actually singing. We do not know if others are singing too (which would be probable) or if
they are simply further away. Ciabattoni writes about this group of souls that “the general
impression is of a Babel of different performances, in which each soul is singing on his own, or (...)
in small groups. The 'Salve, Regina' prayer was adopted by the Cistercians as a daily processional
chant as early as 1218, and, shortly after, it became the ending hymn of Compline.” (Ciabattoni
2010, 118). Its text is perfectly suitable to the situation, including both “exiled children of Eve” and

“this valley of tears”:

Salve, regina, Madre di misericordia Hail, Queen, Mother of mercy

vita, dolcezza e speranza nostra, salve.
A te ricorriamo, esuli figli di Eva;

a te sospiriamo, gementi e piangenti

in questa valle di lacrime.

Our life, our sweetness and our hope, hail.
To thee we cry out, exiled children of Eve;
to thee we sigh, mourning and weeping

in this valley of tears.

In this valley, every night just before sunset, the same song precedes a kind of angelic

representation in which two angels come to chase away a serpent. The chant is the ancient hymn 7e

lucis ante, a chant to ask for God's protection against the dangers of the night:

Te lucis ante terminum,
rerum Creator, poscimus,
ut solita clementia,

sis praesul ad custodiam.

Procul recedant somnia,
et noctium phantasmata:

hostemque nostrum comprime,

ne polluantur corpora.

To thee before the close of day,
Creator of the world, we pray
That, with thy wonted favour, thou

Wouldst be our guard and keeper now.

From all ill dreams defend our sight,
From fears and terrors of the night;
Withhold from us our ghostly foe,

That spot of sin we may not know.
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Praesta, Pater omnipotens, O Father, that we ask be done,

per Iesum Christum Dominum, Through Jesus Christ, thine only Son,
qui tecum in perpetuum Who, with the Holy Ghost and thee,
regnat cum Sancto Spiritu. Doth live and reign eternally.

Amen. Amen.

First it is sung by a solo singer who stands up, asks for attention with some gestures, and begins to
sing as if he were leading a kind of liturgical service. Then, the choir joins him after his solo

(Purgatory 8.8-18):

(...) una de I’alme (...) one of the souls there

surta, che ’ascoltar chiedea con mano. who had stood up and gestured to be heard.
Ella giunse e levo ambo le palme, He folded his hands in prayer and lifted them,
ficcando li occhi verso 1’oriente, with his eyes fastened on the east, as if

b

come dicesse a Dio: ’D’altro non calme’. saying to God, "I care for nothing else".

"Te lucis ante’ si devotamente "To You before the light is done" — devoutly
le uscio di bocca e con si dolci note, came from his lips with such melodious tones
che fece me a me uscir di mente; that it made me step straight out of myself.

e laltre poi dolcemente e devote Then the rest with sweetness and devotion
seguitar lei per tutto 1’inno intero, harmonized with him through the whole hymn,
avendo li occhi a le superne rote. fixing their eyes on the spheres of heaven.

Ciabattoni writes about this scene: “in a reconciling climate that reminds us of the meeting with the
Wise Men of limbo, their courteous conversation is intermingled with scenes from a full-fledged
liturgical drama. The action of the play takes its direction from the inherently visual, theatrical
nature of the gestures, as was custom of the time in many areas of Italy. Historian of liturgy Antonio
Lovato notes how a 'strong dramatization of liturgy' characterized the celebrations of an
'ecclestiastical community which continuously prays through singing, accompanied by definite

19

stage-direction.' ” (Ciabattoni 2010, 119). Ciabattoni follows the commentarist Jacopo della Lana
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(1324-28) who interprets the word seguitar as “to follow”, and he concludes that they sing in
monophony. However, as we already stated, simple organum was not seen as an entirely polyphonic
genre, it was rather still seen as singing the same song, only with adding a colour to the sound. In
such a ceremony meant to ask for God'snocturnal protection, repeated at every sunset, one could

imagine the use of organum just as well as monophony.

Precisely after this hymn and representation, Dante has his first dream. While he is asleep, Saint
Lucia takes him up and put him in front of the entrance gate of Purgatory proper. When Dante

enters through the entrance gate, a 7e Deum sounds in a peculiar manner (Purgatory 9.133-145):

E quando fuor ne’ cardini distorti And when the pivots of that holy entrance,

li spigoli di quella regge sacra, which were round rods of ringing and strong steel,
che di metallo son sonanti e forti, turned within the sockets of their hinges,

non rugghio si né si mostro si acra they made a louder and more resonant clangor
Tarpéa, come tolto le fu il buono than Tarpeia did, when the good Metellus
Metello, per che poi rimase macra. was snatched from it, the treasure gone forever.
Io mi rivolsi attento al primo tuono, I turned around at the first thundering sound

e 'Te Deum laudamus’ mi parea and thought I heard "Te Deum: Praise to God"
udire in voce mista al dolce suono. chanted by voice(s) mixed with that sweet strain.
Tale imagine a punto mi rendea The notes I heard conveyed to me the same

cio ch’io udiva, qual prender si suole exact impression which we have at times
quando a cantar con organi si stea; when people sing in concert with con organi
ch’or si or no s’intendon le parole. and now and then we just make out the words.

The Te Deum is an early hymn of praise to God. It will return in Paradise 24 sung by “the saintly
court on high”. From the text in Purgatory there are some translations, like the one of James Finn
Cotter who translates cantar con organi as “with an organ”. However, the expression is more
ambiguous than it seems. Ciabattoni indicates its three possible interpretations. The first is singing
organum, which is a simple improvised polyphony. The second is singing it in alternatim with an
organ. The third is “that some songs have sections of voice singing above the sound of the opening

door, which to the pilgrim resembles the sound of an organ.” (Ciabattoni 2010, 124). He does not
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believe that the first option is the correct one because

“everywhere else [Dante] describes polyphony as sweet and harmonious, so how can this thundering
blast accompanied by screeches be interpreted as polyphonic? Moreover, (...) there is no explicit

indication here that allows us to read this song as polyphonic.” (Ciabattoni 2010, 124).

It is true that in organum the words would have been perfectly understandable. The incertitude
about the meaning of Dante's words is amplified by the knowledge that organs were not used yet in
service as in later centuries and they would certainly not be played simultaneously with the singers
as an accompaniment. The organetto, a small hand-organ, was a much more common instrument
which was played instead of a singer and could be used in alternatim with singers. Interestingly,
Ciabattoni reports the discovery in 1931 by A.M. Vicentini of the first church organ brought to the
Florence Church of Ss. Annunziata in 1299 (Ciabattoni 2010, 124 footnote), just in Dante's time.
This raises several questions about its construction, sound and use. Ciabattoni states that “organ-
making methods in Europe remained primitive in many ways until the fifteenth century, and the
sound of these instruments was more disconcerting than uplifting.” (Ciabattoni 2010, 124). He adds
that some very large organs did exist, with pipes made of copper, “which were built for the purpose
of grandiosity.” We are not sure if Dante knew such an organ, if the Ss. Annunziata was such an
organ and if he visited the church, but Ciabattoni has a point when he writes that the sound of the
screeching hinges is reminiscent of these organs. It is not even necessary for Dante to have known
these organs: he could have read descriptions of the early organs. The St. Gall monk Notker
Balbulus (ca.840-887) described an organ that was a gift to Charlemagne by a Byzantine delegation
in 812:

“An outstanding organum of the musicians which with vessels cast in bronze and bellows of bullhide

blowing magnificently through the bronze pipes, matched the very roar of the crash of thunder, the

chattering of the lyre, or the sweetness of bells”*"”

So even if these organs were not a usual practice in liturgical services, such a thundering organ
would suit a Divine gate very well. Ciabattoni therefore proposes the option of voices together with
the organ, not because it was a habitual practice or a practice at all, but because of its symbolical
nature (Ciabattoni 2010, 127). All this information, however, does not take away the possibility that
the voices sing in polyphony, except if it is only one voice. The expression in voce mista al dolce

suono does not give us certainty about this issue. This is actually the only chant in the Commedia

309 Quoted in Ciabattoni 2010, 127; translation taken from P. Williams, The Organ in Western Culture, 750-1250
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993).
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considered by Margaret Bent as an example of polyphony, but she adds that “it is unclear whether
this refers to vocal polyphony, to organ or to other instruments, but the fact that the words are
obscured may suggest some kind of elaboration” (Bent 2004, 162). Ciabattoni adds to his argument
an interesting detail: “it is not inconceivable that a harsh sound is oxymoronically perceived as

sweet: the creaking of the gate opens the way of suffering but also of hope” (Ciabattoni 2010, 123).

Not all prayers in Purgatory seem to be sung, an exception might be the following one (Purgatory

21.1-24):

"O Padre nostro, che ne’ cieli stai, "Our Father, who art in heaven, not bound there,
non circunscritto, ma per pit amore but dwelling in it for the greater love

ch’ai primi effetti di 1a su tu hai, Thou bearest toward thy firstborn works on high,
laudato sia ’l tuo nome e ’l tuo valore hallowed be thy name and be thy worthiness

da ogne creatura, com’¢ degno through every creature, as it is most fitting

di render grazie al tuo dolce vapore. to thank thee for the sweet breath of thy wisdom.
Vegna ver’ noi la pace del tuo regno, Thy kingdom come to us in peacefulness,

ché noi ad essa non potem da noi, because we cannot reach it by ourselves,

s’ella non vien, con tutto nostro ingegno. unless it come, for all our striving effort.

Come del suo voler li angeli tuoi And as the angels do thy will in heaven

fan sacrificio a te, cantando osanna, by sacrificing theirs, singing hosanna,

cosi facciano li uomini de’ suoi. so let the men on earth do with their wills.

Da oggi a noi la cotidiana manna, Give us this day our daily manna, since

sanza la qual per questo aspro diserto without it, through this bitter wilderness

a retro va chi piu di gir s’affanna. he retreats who tries hardest to advance.

E come noi lo mal ch’avem sofferto And as we pardon all for the trespasses
perdoniamo a ciascuno, e tu perdona that we have suffered, so in loving kindness
benigno, € non guardar lo nostro merto. forgive us: do not judge by our deserving.
Nostra virtu che di legger s’adona, Our strength so easily fails: lead us not

non spermentar con 1’antico avversaro, into temptation through our ancient foe,
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ma libera da lui che si la sprona. but deliver us from the evil he provokes.
Quest’ultima preghiera, segnor caro, This last petition, dearest Lord, we make

gia non si fa per noi, ché non bisogna, not for our sake, since now we have no need,
ma per color che dietro a noi restaro". but for those people who remain behind us."

It is an altered version of the Pater Noster, Our Father, adapted to these souls. The proud souls,
weighed down under their stones, seem to say the prayer rather than singing it. This is logical
because the Pater Noster was always said or murmured but not sung. Only at one other point in the
Commedia there is such a spoken prayer: in Paradise 33.1-21 by Saint Bernard to Mary for Dante's
beatific vision. We can imagine the proud souls lowered by the immense weight of the stones and

only being able to murmur the prayer.

At the gate to the second terrace, the first Beatitude sounds (Purgatory 12.109-111):

Noi volgendo ivi le nostre persone, When we turned ourselves to that direction,
’Beati pauperes spiritu!” voci "Blessed are the poor in spirit" voices sang
cantaron si, che nol diria sermone. more sweetly than words ever could describe.

It is not the angel who sings Beati pauperes spiritu, but voci, “voices”; they could either sing

monophonically or polyphonically. The text of the Beatitude is a comment on the proud:

Beati pauperes spiritu Blessed are the poor in spirit

quoniam ipsorum est regnum celorum. because theirs is the kingdom of Heaven.

On the terrace of the envious, there are flying bodiless voices crying out examples of gentleness to
the envious, who have their eyelids sewn and cannot see. The souls themselves cry out — it is not

sure if they sing — what seems to be the Litany of All Saints (Purgatory 13.49-51):

E poi che fummo un poco piu avanti, And when we went straight forward a short space,
udia gridar: ’Maria Ora per noi’: I heard cried out " Mary, pray for us!":
gridar "Michele’ e "Pietro’ e *Tutti santi’. cried out "Michael" and "Peter" and "All saints."

The melody of the Litany is very simple and repetitive, so it could well have been sung. The Litany

is very long, invoking practically all holy beings. The selection of its text that is mentioned in the
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(..)

V. Sancta Maria.
R. Ora pro nobis.

V. Sancta Dei Genitrix.
R. Ora pro nobis.

V. Sancta Virgo virginum.
R. Ora pro nobis.

V. Sancte Michael.
R. Ora pro nobis.

(..)

V. Sancte Petre.
R. Ora pro nobis.

(..)

V. Omnes Sancti et Sanctz Dei.
R. Intercédite pro nobis.

(..)

V. Holy Mary.
R. Pray for us.

V. Holy Mother of God.
R. Pray for us.

V. Holy Virgin of virgins.
R. Pray for us.

V. Saint Michael.
R. Pray for us.

(..)

V. Saint Peter.
R. Pray for us.

(..)

V. All Holy Saints.
R. Intercede for us.

The “V” stands for the verse sung by the soloist, while the “R” represents the responsory sung by

the choir or congregation. We can well imagine that these souls have all day long to recite the entire

text; Dante the pilgrim is just passing by so he only captures a part of the text. It seems that these

souls are not reciting continuously, since they must be interrupted regularly by the disembodied

voices that come hurtling again. After the fragment of the Litany, these ghostly voices are shouting

examples of envy in a more aggressive manner.

When Dante crosses the gate to the next terrace, the second Beatitude sounds (Purgatory 15.34-39):

Poi giunti fummo a I’angel benedetto,

con lieta voce disse: "Intrate quinci

When we had come up to the blessed angel,

he said with a glad voice, "Enter here
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ad un scaleo vie men che li altri eretto".

Noi montavam, gia partiti di linci,

e ’Beati misericordes!’ fue

cantato retro, e ’Godi tu che vinci!’.

to stairs that are less steep than were the others."

We left him there and we then climbed beyond,
until "Blessed are the merciful" rang out

in song behind us, and "Conqueror, rejoice!"

“Beati misericordes” is sung behind Dante, and “Godi tu che vinci!” The latter probably refers to

Gaudete et exultate (“rejoice and be glad”™), the last phrase of the Beatitudes. Musical sources®!’

give almost the exact melody for both and it is logical that the voices sing one unified or similar

melody rather than two completely different ones. The two texts are shown below:

Beati misericordes

quonim ipsi misericordiam consequentur

(..)

Gaudete et exultate

quoniam merces vestra copiosa est in caelis

Blessed are the merciful

for they shall obtain mercy

(..)

Rejoice, and be exceeding glad

for great is your reward in heaven

The terrace of the envious is thus concluded with the Beatitude of the merciful followed by this

expression which previews the reward of Paradise.

On the terrace of wrath, in the cloud of anger where the souls cannot see anything, they sing

perfectly together Agnus Dei (Purgatory 16.16-21):

Io sentia voci, e ciascuna pareva
pregar per pace e per misericordia

I’ Agnel di Dio che le peccata leva.

Pur ’Agnus Dei’ eran le loro essordia;

Voices I heard and each one seemed to pray
the Lamb of God who takes away our sins

to grant his mercy to us and his peace.

"Agnus Dei" their response began,

310 To give two very different examples, both an early 12" century French manuscript as well as a late 16™ century
German manuscripts contain the same melody for the Gaudete et exultate: Antiphonarium ad usum Sancti Mauri
Fossatensis, 1101-1125 (France), http://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/btv1b60005312/f404.image and DK-Kk 3449 8o
XII, Date: 1580 c., Provenance: Augsburg, http://www.uni-
regensburg.de/Fakultaeten/phil Fak I/Musikwissenschaft/cantus/microfilm/copenhagen/voll2/images/210.jpg,
while yet again 14™ century manuscripts give the same melody for Beati misericordes, like the 14™ century
antiphoner in two volumes (29 and 30) from the Abbey of Sankt Lambrecht (Steiermark, Austria) or the 14th-
century antiphoner from the monastery of Einsiedeln, Switzerland.



http://www.uni-regensburg.de/Fakultaeten/phil_Fak_I/Musikwissenschaft/cantus/microfilm/copenhagen/vol12/images/210.jpg
http://www.uni-regensburg.de/Fakultaeten/phil_Fak_I/Musikwissenschaft/cantus/microfilm/copenhagen/vol12/images/210.jpg
http://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/btv1b6000531z/f404.image
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una parola in tutte era e un modo, as if one word and measure were in all

si che parea tra esse ogne concordia. so that full harmony appeared among them.

Ciabattoni interprets their way of singing as monophonic: “As Sapegno points out, 'modo' refers to
the way they sing and therefore means 'intonazione', 'pitch' or 'intonation'. Hence every soul is
singing the same words and the same melody.” (Ciabattoni 2010, 129). We have already seen in the
article of Margaret Bent that “concordia” does not mean polyphony, but rather “being harmoniously
together” without any further specification. It does not tell anything about performance but, if
combined with una parola in tutte era e un modo, it does seem to suggest monophony. The Agnus
Dei, whose placement at this terrace “is a perfect example of the law of symbolic retribution”,

contrasts the sin of these wrathful by focussing on the lamb, symbol of humility and peacefulness

(Ciabattoni 2010, 129):

Agnus Dei, qui tollis peccata mundi, miserere
nobis. (2x)

Agnus Dei, qui tollis peccata mundi, dona nobis

pacem.

Lamb of God, you who take away the sins of the
world, have mercy on us.
Lamb of God, you who take away the sins of the

world, give us peace.

To reinforce this opposite of wrath, the angel at the gate to the next terrace “says” the Beati pacifici

(Purgatory 17.67-69):

senti’ mi presso quasi un muover d’ala near me I felt the brush as of a wing

e ventarmi nel viso e dir: 'Beati fanning my face, and I heard said, 'Blessed are

pacifici, che son sanz’ira mala!’. the peacemakers, those free of wicked wrath.'

He declaims the following text:

Beati pacifici Blessed are the peacemakers

for they shall be called the children of God.

quoniam filii Dei vocabuntur.

Although the word is “dire” (speak) and not “cantare” (sing), we read at the beginning of this
chapter that both were used interchangeably for either singing, cantillating®'' or speaking. It would
be strange if this were the only Beatitude to be recited with a speaking voice. However, if it is sung,

should the end of the text be changed? After all, this angel adds “those free of wicked wrath” to the

311 A kind of singing speech.
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first part of the Beatitude. We can imagine a Divine reign where total freedom of melodies and texts

312 We could even think of a Divine trope®"’, where the angel inserts

form part of a ludic theology
new text with its own melody (che son sanz'ira mala) behind the words Beati pacifici in order to

continue with quoniam filli Dei vocabuntur afterwards.

At the end of the terrace of the slothful, who are running around and shouting examples of religious

vigor in tears, the next angel “affirms” Beati qui lugent (Purgatory 19.49-51):

Mosse le penne poi e ventilonne, Then he moved his feathers and he fanned us
’Qui lugent’affermando esser beati, as he affirmed that "they who mourn" are blessed
ch’avran di consolar I’anime donne. for they shall have their souls richly consoled.

The text of this Beatitude is:

Beati qui lugent Blessed are those who mourn

quoniam ipsi consolabuntur. for they will be comforted (consoled).

Although mourning and sloth apparently do not match, making this Beatitude seem a bit awkward
in this moment, they correlate in two possible ways. The first was suggested by Federigo
Tollemache based on Thomas Aquinas' definition of accidia (sloth) as tristitia de spirituali bono
(“sadness over one's spiritual health”) (Summa theologiae, 11a-11ae q.35 a.2). The second was
pointed out by Nicola Fosca basing himself on Augustinian and Thomistic explanations of the
Beatitude, where knowledge and weeping are associated with each other. Thomas Aquinas wrote
that “omnia peccata quae ex ignorantia proveniunt, possunt reduci ad acediam” (“all the sins that
are due to ignorance can be reduced to sloth”) (Summa theologiae, 1a-1lae q.84 a.4). Augustine had
stated that those who obtain knowledge, realize that the things and actions they thought to be good
were actually a sin, and they mourn over it, which is a first step towards salvation (Augustine, De
sermone Domini in monte, 1.iv.11). The slothful were once ignorant but now they comprehend, so
their mourning signifies their liberation from sloth and finally their salvation. (Ciabattoni 2010,

142).

The avaricious and prodigals on the next terrace murmur their psalm due to their posture (Purgatory

19.70-75):

312 Prof. Mazzotta speaks about the idea of the ludic theology (Mazzotta 2004, Lecture 12).
313 The insertion of new text on a melisma, or even of both text and melody, in a chant.
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Com’io nel quinto giro fui dischiuso,
vidi gente per esso che piangea,

giacendo a terra tutta volta in giuso.

’Adhaesit pavimento anima mea’

sentia dir lor con si alti sospiri,

che la parola a pena s’intendea.

When I stepped out into the fifth circle,
I witnessed people on it who were weeping,

lying on the ground with faces downward.

'My soul cleaves to the dust,'

I heard them say with sighs so deep and gasping

that scarcely could the words be understood.*'

These souls “are forced to stare at the ground as a punishment for not lifting their eyes to lofty

matters during their lives on earth”( Ciabattoni 2010, 131). The psalm phrase they sing has

associations with the tendency of the avaricious and prodigals to cling to earth and its worldly

goods (Psalm 118 (119): 25):

Adhaesit pavimento anima mea;

vivifica me secundum verbum tuum.

My soul clings to the ground;

revive me according to thy word.

Dante witnesses the moment that one of the souls is liberated in order to go to Paradise. The

mountain trembles and “Gloria in excelsis Deo!” is sung by all souls (Purgatory 20.136-138):

'Gloria in excelsis’ tutti ’Deo’

dicean, per quel ch’io da’ vicin compresi,

onde intender lo grido si poteo.

"Glory to God in the highest" they all cried,

by what I understood from those close by,

where the crying could be comprehended.

Again the word “dicere” is used for what could be crying (“/o grido”). It could be loud singing or

cantillating. It is the purging souls themselves who are pronouncing these words, apparently

interrupting their purgation.

At the gate there is an angel singing a Beatitude, but not wholly (Purgatory 22.1-6):

Gia era I’angel dietro a noi rimaso,
I’angel che n’avea volti al sesto giro,

avendomi dal viso un colpo raso;

By now the angel had been left behind us,
the angel who’d turned us to the sixth circle,

having erased a letter from my face,

314 I have followed the translation of Ciabattoni since the James Finn Cotter translation is not as precise (Ciabattoni

2010, 131).
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e quei ¢’ hanno a giustizia lor disiro and he’d told us that those who crave for justice
detto n’avea beati, e le sue voci are blessed, and his words had accomplished this
con ’sitiunt’, sanz’altro, ci0 forniro. with "they that thirst" and no more of the text.

Sitiunt, thirst, forms part of the Beatitude of hunger and thirst for justice:

Beati qui esuriunt et sitiunt Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for justice

quoniam ipsi saturabuntur. for they will be filled.

The section of esuriunt, hunger, is sung after the terrace of the gluttonous. Ciabattoni connects the
sitiunt part of the Beatitude to the avaricious because “thirst for justice is an exemplary virtue that
the angel points to for those who must unshackle themselves from the thirst for gold and earthly
wealth. (...) It is for justice that we should thirst” (Ciabattoni 2010, 143). The musical difficulty is
that the word esuriunt comes before sitiunt in the Beatitude. A solution is simply skipping the
esuriunt and going directly to sitiunt. If Divinity can add a trope, it can also move flexibly through

its own musical and textual material.

The gluttonous sing while crying (Purgatory 23.10-12):

Ed ecco piangere e cantar s’udie And suddenly in tears and song we heard
’Labia méa, Domine’ per modo "Open my lips, O Lord," sung in such tones
tal, che diletto e doglia parturie. that it gave birth to gladness and to grief.

Labia mea is a phrase in psalm 50 (51). The mouths of these souls were used as a instrument for
their own gluttony, whether literal or metaphorical for gluttonous poetry as Prof. Mazzotta proposes

(Mazzotta 2004, Lecture 14), but now they ask for it to be a means of praise to God:

Domine labia mea aperies Lord, open my lips

et os meum adnuntiabit laudem tua and my mouth will declare your praise

The angel at the gate can now complete the Beatitude by quoting the first section of the Beatitude:
“Beati qui esuriunt” (Purgatory 24.151-154):
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E senti’ dir: "Beati cui alluma
tanto di grazia, che I’amor del gusto

nel petto lor troppo disir non fuma,

esuriendo sempre quanto € giusto!".

And I heard say: "Blessed are they whom grace
enlightens so, the love of taste enkindles

no overindulgent longings in their breasts,

hungering always only after justice!"

At the terrace of lust, “Summae Deus Clementiae” is sung by the souls within the fire (Purgatory

25.121-123):

’Summae Deus clementiae’ nel seno
al grande ardore allora udi’ cantando,

che di volger mi fé caler non meno

e vidi spirti per la flamma andando;
per ch’io guardava a loro e a’ miei passi,

compartendo la vista a quando a quando.
Appresso il fine ch’a quell’inno fassi,
gridavano alto: ’Virum non cognosco’;
indi ricominciavan 1’inno bassi.
Finitolo, anco gridavano: "Al bosco

si tenne Diana, ed Elice caccionne

che di Venere avea sentito il tosco".
Indi al cantar tornavano; indi donne
gridavano e mariti che fuor casti

come virtute e matrimonio imponne.

E questo modo credo che lor basti

con tal cura conviene e con tai pasti

che la piaga da sezzo si ricuscia.

per tutto il tempo che ’1 foco 1i abbruscia:

"Summae Deus Clementiae" I heard then,
sung in the heart of the huge burning blaze,

and this made me more ardent to turn to it

And I saw spirits walking through the flames,
so that I looked at them and at my steps,

dividing my gaze between one and the other.

After that hymn had gone on to the end,
they cried in a loud voice, "I know not man!"

Then quietly began the hymn again.

When it was once more done, they cried, "Diana
kept to the woods and chased out Helice

for having felt the poison lust of Venus."

Then they returned to singing; then they cried
in praise of wives and husbands who were
chaste,

as virtue and the marriage vows require.
And this way, I believe, they stir themselves
during all the time the fire burns them:

with such a searing cure and songful diet

must the last wound of all be finally healed.
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The text of Summae Deus clementiae, as Ciabattoni informs us, was modified in 1632 (Ciabattoni

2010, 135). The Solesmes standard version of 1983 uses the text from before 1632:

Summae Deus clementiae
mundique factor machinae,
qui trinus almo numine

unusque firmas omnia,

Nostros piis cum canticis
fletus benigne suscipe,
quo corde puro sordibus

te perfruamur largius.

Lumbos adure congruis
tu caritatis ignibus,
accincti ut adsint perpetim

tuisque prompti adventibus,

Ut, quique horas noctium
nunc concinendo rumpimus,
donis beatae patriae

ditemur omnes affatim.

Praesta, Pater piissime,
Patrique compar Unice,
cum Spiritu Paraclito

regnans per omne saeculum. Amen.

God of great mercy,
creator of the world's machine,
you who as three persons and one God

make everything strong by your nurturing will,

our tears and pious prayers:
receive them in kindness
so that with hearts free from impurity

we may the more fully enjoy you.

Set our loins on fire
with the proper flames of charity
so that they may be girt up at all times

and ready for your coming,

so that we who interrupt the hours of the night
with singing
may all be made utterly rich

with the gifts of our blessed heavenly home.

Grant this, most merciful Father and Only Son,
the Father's equal,

together with the Spirit,

the Comforter, reigning for ever and ever.

Amen’"

The third paragraph is perfectly suitable to these souls. The words they shout in between are

representing three levels of laws according to Teodolinda Barolini, expert in Late-Medieval Italian

literature: “Mary and Diana are examples of a 'divine law', Pasiphaé of a 'bestial law', while 'human

315 Slightly adapted version of translation by David Kovacs,
http://www.worldofdante.org/docs/chanttexts translations.pdf [accessed 3-8 2015]
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law' is upheld by the chaste husbands and wives who preserve marriage and society.”*'® Ciabattoni
claims that a monophonic performance is suggested by the text, because shouts and cried-out words
are alternated with the singing and they sing all at once with the same intensity. (Ciabattoni 2010,
137). Although this does not exclude the possibility of organum, a monophonical performance

indeed seems more plausable.

At the last stage, just before the curtain of fire separating Purgatory from the Terrestrial Paradise,
the angel sings the last Beatitude for all the souls that must cross the fire, including Dante

(Purgatory 27.7-9):

Fuor de la flamma stava in su la riva, He stood upon the bank, outside the flames,

e cantava ’Beati mundo corde!’ and sang aloud, "Blessed are the clean of heart!"

in voce assai piu che la nostra viva. in a voice far more alive than ours.

The text of this Beatitude is:

Beati mundo corde Blessed are the pure in heart

quoniam ipsi deum videbunt. because they will see God.

Only those that have a clean heart, purified from the sin of lust, can cross the fire and enter the
Terrestrial Paradise. Once in the fire, the eyes will not see anything and the voice of an angel will be
the only guidance to the other side. The song that Dante hears when he is in the fire is Venite,

benedicti Patris mei (Purgatory 27.55-60):

Guidavaci una voce che cantava A singing voice, beyond, was guiding us;

di 13; e noi, attenti pur a lei,

venimmo fuor 1a ove si montava.

’Venite, benedicti Patris mei’,

sono dentro a un lume che li era,

tal che mi vinse e guardar nol potei.

and we, while listening all the time to it,

came outside at the point which starts to climb.

"Come, you who are blessed of my Father,"
resounded from within a light, so bright

it overcame me, and I could not look.

The text as it appears in Matthew 25:34 of Venite, benedicti Patris mei is as follows:

316 Barolini, Teodolinda. "Purgatorio 26 : Human Sexuality." Commento Baroliniano, Digital Dante. Center for Digital
Research and Scholarship. New York, NY: Columbia University Libraries, 2014.

http://digitaldante.columbia.edu/dante/divine-comedy/purgatorio/purgatorio-26/ [accessed 3-8 2015]



http://digitaldante.columbia.edu/dante/divine-comedy/purgatorio/purgatorio-26/

207

Venite benedicti Patris mei

possidete paratum vobis regnum

a constitutione mundi

Come, ye blessed of my Father,

possess you the kingdom prepared for you

from the foundation of the world

Ciabattoni tells us that this text actually appears in a mosaic in the Florence Baptistry (Ciabattoni

2010, 144). However, all musical settings beginning with Venite benedicti Patri mei paraphrase the

original text:

Venite benedicti Patris mei

percipite regnum

quod vobis paratum est ab origine mundi

Come, ye blessed of my Father,
inherit the kingdom

prepared for you since the foundation of the world

The only place where we have encountered such a text is in St. Augustine's sermon 77 on the New

Testament, commenting on the meaning of these words.?'" It seems that Augustine knew an alternate

translation from the original Greek, which must have been well known if it became the text of the

chant. The only historical chants with the exact words of the version of Matthew 25:34 as we know

it are those that start with the words of Matthew 25:1, not with Venite itself.

When Dante has crossed the fire, he arrives to a beautiful forest which has its own musicality

(Purgatory 28.7-18):

Un’aura dolce, sanza mutamento
avere in s¢, mi feria per la fronte

non di piu colpo che soave vento;

per cui le fronde, tremolando, pronte
tutte quante piegavano a la parte

u’ la prim’ombra gitta il santo monte;

non pero dal loro esser dritto sparte

tanto, che li augelletti per le cime

lasciasser d’operare ogne lor arte;

A sweetly scented breeze, which did not vary
within itself, struck me across the forehead

with no more force than would a gentle wind;

the branches quivering at its touch all bent
spontaneously in the direction where

the holy mountain casts its shadow first;

yet the trees weren't so swayed from standing

straight

that little birds among the topmost boughs

317 Augustinus, Sermones, 11, 77 - SERMO LXXVII. De verbis Evangelii Matthaei, cap. XXV, 34-43, Venite,
benedicti Patris, etc. . http://www.monumenta.ch/latein/text.php?tabelle=Augustinus&rumpfid=Augustinus,

%20Sermones.%2011.%20%20%2077&nf=1

[accessed 3-8 2015]
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had to leave off the practice of their art,
ma con piena letizia I’ore prime,
cantando, ricevieno intra le foglie, but with their song they welcomed, full of joy,

che tenevan bordone a le sue rime the early morning hours among the leaves

which kept up an accompaniment to their rhymes

This rustling is one of the quotations of Virgil's writings before he disappears, which is the phrase
illice, sic leni crepitabat brattea vento (“The leaves there rustled to the light breeze”, Aeneas
VI1.209). Ciabattoni describes the connection between Virgil's and Dante's writings: “at this point in
Virgil's poem, Aeneas is preparing to descend into Hell and meet his long lost wife Creusa. The
pilgrim of the Commedia is, therefore, in a similarly liminal position, about to cross the threshold
that will reveal to him a dead lover” (Ciabattoni 2010, 146 footnote). Ciabattoni adds that “the
allegorical scenes that follow celebrate a liturgy whose musical component is integrated with the

textual, the visual, and the gestural” (Ciabattoni 2010, 146).

When Dante meets Matelda, a beautiful young woman who seems to be representing the innocence
of mankind before the fall, she is dancing and singing on the other side of the river (Purgatory

28.79-81). When she is close enough, she tells him the following:

maravigliando tienvi alcun sospetto; "A doubt of some kind keeps you wondering,
ma luce rende il salmo Delectasti, but the psalm “You made me glad’ sheds light
che puote disnebbiar vostro intelletto. that can clear up the mist that clouds your minds.

The psalm she refers to is the first part of psalm 91 (92):

Bonum est confiteri Domino et psallere nomini |It is good to praise the Lord and make music to
tuo Altissime your name, O Most High

ad adnuntiandum mane misericordiam tuam et |to proclaim your love in the morning and your
veritatem tuam per noctem faithfulness at night,

in decacordo psalterio cum cantico in cithara to the music of the ten-stringed lyre (psaltery)
and the melody of the harp (cithara)

quia delectasti me Domine in factura tua etin | For you make me glad by your deeds, O LORD;

operibus manuum tuarum exultabo I sing for joy at the works of your hands.
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Then she continues her jubilant singing (Purgatory 29.1-3):

Cantando come donna innamorata, Singing like a woman who is in love,
continiio col fin di sue parole: she — after finishing her speech — continued,
’Beati quorum tecta sunt peccata!’. "Blessed are they whose sins are covered over!"

The text she is singing is a blend of the two original phrases in Psalm 31:

Beati quorum remissae sunt iniquitates: Blessed are they whose iniquities are forgiven:

et quorum tecta sunt peccata. and whose sins be covered.

From this point on there will be a Divine procession introducing Beatrice to Dante. The enchanting
music they sing precedes their colourful sight, but only when Dante discerns the candles as the
banners of the procession (literally called as such — insegne — in Purgatory 29.154), he discerns the
text: “the voices sang the word Osanna' ” (Purgatory 29.51). This could refer to the Hosanna —
Osanna filio david: benedictus qui venit in nomine domine, rex israel, osanna in excelsis (“Hosanna
to the son of David: Blessed is he who cometh in the name of Lord, the King of Israel, Hosanna in
the Highest”). Although it could also refer to a Sanctus, which contains the expression Osanna in

excelsis, a Hosanna is more plausible because Dante does not mention the word sanctus.

The next song soon afterwards (Purgatory 29.85-87) seems to be referring to the Ave Maria:

Tutti cantavan: "Benedicta tue They all were singing, "Blessed are you among
ne le figlie d’Adamo, e benedette the daughters of Adam, and blessed be
sieno in etterno le bellezze tue!". your beauties throughout all eternity!"

As we can observe in the text of the Ave Maria, only the first part matches the original chant:

Ave Maria, gratia plena, Hail Mary, full of grace,

Dominus tecum. the Lord is with thee.

Benedicta tu in mulieribus, Blessed art thou amongst women,

et benedictus Fructus ventris tui, Iesus. and blessed is the fruit of thy womb, Jesus.
Sancta Maria, Mater Dei, Holy Mary, Mother of God,

ora pro nobis peccatoribus, pray for us sinners,

nunc et in hora mortis nostrae. Amen. now and at the hour of our death. Amen.
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There is a thunderclap in Purgatory 29.152, the only one in the whole Commedia besides the blast
in Inferno 4.1 when Dante regained conscience in Limbo. This time the thunderclap functions as a
signal for the procession to stop. If we add Dante's definition of the candles as banners and of the
procession being a divine army, we could even associate it with a military order to stop. They all
turn to the chariot carrying Beatrice and one of them sings Veni sponsa de Libano (“Come, my
spouse, from Libanon”) three times, followed by the others. All the songs by the procession are for

the grand annunciation of Dante's meeting with Beatrice.

After Beatrice's harsh reprimand at Dante's tears when Virgil has disappeared, the angels sing
straightway In te, Domine, speravi until the words pedes meos (Purgatory 30.83). They do not sing
any further because the next words in the chant text are miserere mei, and Dante expert Robert

Hollander states that mercy is not necessary here anymore because Dante is rewarded for his

hope’'®. These words derive from Psalm 30:
in te domine speravi; non confundar in In you, O Lord, I hoped; let me not be confounded
aeternum in iustitia tua liberame into eternity, liberate me in your justice

inclina ad me aurem tuam adcelera ut eruas me | Turn your ear to me, come quickly to my rescue;
esto mihi in Deum protectorem et in domum | be my rock of refuge, a strong fortress to save me.

refugii ut salvum me facias
quoniam fortitudo mea et refugium meum es | Since you are my rock and my fortress, for the
tu et propter nomen tuum deduces me et sake of your name lead and guide me.

enutries me

educes me de laqueo hoc quem absconderunt |Free me from the trap that is set for me, for you

mihi quoniam tu es protector meus are my refuge.

in manus tuas commendabo spiritum meum Into your hands I commit my spirit; redeem me, O

redemisti me Domine Deus veritatis Lord, the God of truth.
odisti observantes vanitates supervacue ego I hate those who cling to worthless idols; I trust in
autem in Domino speravi the Lord.

318 Mentioned in Ciabattoni 2010, 149: Hollander, R., “Dante's Use of the Fiftieth Psalm”, p.148.
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exultabo et lactabor in misericordia tua I will be glad and rejoice in your love, for you saw
quoniam respexisti humilitatem meam salvasti | my affliction and knew the anguish of my soul.

de necessitatibus animam meam

nec conclusisti me in manibus inimici statuisti | You have not handed me over to the enemy but

in loco spatioso pedes meos have set my feet in a spacious place.

The angels sing it as a kind of consoling Dante after Beatrice's hard words, and their singing has the

desired effect on Dante (Purgatory 30.91-99):

cosi fui sanza lagrime e sospiri so was I senseless without tears or sighs

anzi ’l cantar di quei che notan sempre before I heard the song of those whose notes
dietro a le note de li etterni giri; are ever in tune with the eternal spheres;

ma poi che 'ntesi ne le dolci tempre but when I sensed how in their sweet harmonies
lor compartire a me, par che se detto they took my part, almost as if to say,

avesser: ’Donna, perché si lo stempre?’, "Lady, why do you shame him in this way?"

lo gel che m’era intorno al cor ristretto, The ice that was packed tight around my heart
spirito e acqua fessi, e con angoscia turned into breath and water, and with anguish

de la bocca e de li occhi usci del petto. poured from my breast out of my mouth and eyes.

The word fempre has been translated here into “harmonies”, but the literal translation would be
“temperaments”. Its etymologic origin is the Latin temperamentum, which means “proper mixture”
(temperare means “to mix”).*" Literary scholar Leo Spitzer points out in his book Classical and
Christian Ideas of World Harmony that many early Christian writers used the term temperare or its
Italian version tempra to refer to something similar to the English word “chord”.*** Again, the
difficulty of interpreting Medieval definitions of musical harmony or monophony makes it
problematic to formulate a precise modern definition. Perhaps femperare just referred to harmony in
the sense of being together in balance, as Margaret Bent's article indicates. This section in the
Commedia does not really specify with certainty if they sing monophonically or polyphonically, in

spite of Spitzer's and Ciabattoni's conclusions about the word tempra.

319 Douglas Harper, http://www.etymonline.com/index.php?term=temperament [accessed 4-8 2015]
320 Mentioned in Ciabattoni 2010, 150: Spitzer, L., Classical and Christian Ideas of World Harmony (Baltimore: John
Hopkins University Press, 1963), p.80
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Singing and dancing is something inherent to this heavenly procession appearing in the Terrestrial
Paradise and it will actually be a characteristic of all souls in Dante's Paradise. In Purgatory 29.128
the dancing women are symbolizing the theological and cardinal virtues**', and dal canto di questa
I’altre toglien I’andare e tarde e ratte (“from their leader’s song the others took the measure fast
and slow”). Also they dance in Purgatory 31.131-138: danzando al loro angelico caribo (“dancing
to their angelic roundelay”) while singing the petition to Beatrice to take away the veil covering her
mouth: la sua canzone (“their song”). Indeed, Margaret Bent points out that canzone as a general

term was understood as “song”, although it could also mean a poetic genre (Bent 2004, 172).

The washing of Dante in the two Divine rivers (Lethe and Eunoe) is a ritual of purging so that
Dante's soul will be pure enough to meet Beatrice and, under her guidance, continue his journey to

Paradise (Purgatory 31.94-102):

Tratto m’avea nel fiume infin la gola, She plunged me in the stream up to my neck

e tirandosi me dietro sen giva and, pulling me behind her, passed along,
sovresso 1’acqua lieve come scola. lighter than a shuttle, on the water.

Quando fui presso a la beata riva, When I had nearly reached the sacred shore,
’Asperges me’ si dolcemente udissi, I heard "Asperges me" so sweetly sung

che nol so rimembrar, non ch’io lo scriva that I cannot recall, much less describe it.

La bella donna ne le braccia aprissi; The lovely woman opened her arms wide;
abbracciommi la testa e mi sommerse she clasped me by the head and dipped me under,
ove convenne ch’io I’acqua inghiottissi. so deep that I was forced to swallow water.

The ritual is thus accompanied by voices singing Asperges me, Psalm 50:9 (51:9), which is normally

sung at baptism:

Asperges me, Domine, hyssopo et mundabor, | Sprinkle me with hyssop, Lord, and I shall be

Lavabis me, et super nivem de albabor. cleaned,

Miserere mei, Deus, secundum magnam wash me, and I shall be whiter than snow.

321 The three theological virtues are Faith, Hope and Charity. They were called as such from the Middle Ages on in
order to distinguish them from the four cardinal virtues: Prudence, Justice, Temperance and Fortitude. While the
cardinal virtues are important in both Classical and Medieval Christian writings, the theological virtues are
specifically Christian, centred around the understanding of the Divine (Mazzotta 2008, Lecture 21)
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misericordiam tuam.

Pity me, Lord, according to thy great mercy.

Purgatory 32.16-24 gives us other military references for this heavenly procession, apart from the

fragments where the candles are called “banners” and where the procession comes to a halt at a

thunderclap:

vidi ’n sul braccio destro esser rivolto
lo glorioso essercito, e tornarsi

col sole e con le sette fiamme al volto.

Come sotto li scudi per salvarsi
volgesi schiera, e sé gira col segno,

prima che possa tutta in s€¢ mutarsi;

quella milizia del celeste regno

che procedeva, tutta trapassonne

pria che piegasse il carro il primo legno.

I saw that the magnificent army there
had wheeled round to the right, and was now
turning

with faces toward the sun and the seven flames.

Just as a squadron, underneath their shields,
turn to retreat and, with the standard, wheel

around before the rest can swing about,

so the militia of the celestial realm
in the advanced guard passed in front of us

before the chariot circled on its pole.

This heavenly army moves to “an angelic tune” (Purgatory 32.31-33). We can compare it to the way

the devils moved in Inferno 22.10-12: né gia con si diversa cennamella cavalier vidi muover né

pedoni, né nave (...). (“But never before have I seen horsemen, footsoldiers, or ships (...) move to a

stranger bugle.”) Clearly, the heavenly procession and the diabolic march are the total opposite of

each other.

Si passeggiando I’alta selva vota,

colpa di quella ch’al serpente crese,

temprava 1 passi un’angelica nota.

So pacing through the soaring forest, empty
because of her who trusted in the serpent,

our steps kept time to an angelic tune.

The heavenly creatures sing a hymn that exceeds Dante's mortal comprehension (Purgatory 32.61-

63):

Io non lo ’ntesi, né qui non si canta
I’inno che quella gente allor cantaro,

né la nota soffersi tutta quanta.

I did not understand — it is not sung
on earth — the hymn that company sang there,

nor could I hear the music to the end.
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This Divine music that is too perfect to be understood by mortal ears will reappear constantly in
Paradise. As we pointed out in chapter 3, in Paradise Dante's body will be improved gradually so he

will be able to understand the perfect music better than at this point in Purgatory.

A dramatization of the chariot symbolizing the corrupted Church follows and the procession sings
Deus venerunt gentes in Purgatory 33.1-3, “one of invocation of righteous vengeance and contempt

against those who have defiled the temple of God” (Ciabattoni 2010, 152):

’Deus, venerunt gentes’, alternando "O God, the Heathen Come," alternating
or tre or quattro dolce salmodia, now three, now four, melodic psalmody,
le donne incominciaro, e lagrimando the weeping women now began to sing

Ciabattoni suggests that this is a clear indication for singing in alternatim by the Theological
Virtues on one side and the Carnal Virtues on the other. He adds that “the way this song is
introduced connects back to the last song of Hell, the perverted version of 'Vexilla regis': not only do
both songs appear in the very first line of the last canto of their canticas, but they were both

designated for the liturgy of Good Friday” (Ciabattoni 2010, 152).
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4.3 Paradise

In her article on Dante's definitions of musical and poetical terms, Margaret Bent enumerates the

fragments that might refer to polyphonic music:

“possible candidates include Paradiso VI.124, XXVIIL.94, 118, XXVIIL.4, and probably most explicitly
in Paradiso VIII.16-18. For Paradiso XXIII John Stevens rightly warns against interpreting «la circulata
melodiay as a polyphonic reference. E dicemo bello lo canto, quando le voci di quello, secondo debito

de l'arte, sono intra sé rispondenti (Convivio I v. 13) could be construed as a reference to polyphonic

voices.”??

The last sentence in English would be: “And song is beautiful, when its voices, according to the
debt of the art, within themselves are responsive”. These somewhat enigmatic words explain that
when a melody is circulata, “circulated”, it refers to an inner coherence rather than a polyphonic

form.

Before discussing all heavenly musical references, we shall list the five references which are
considered by Margaret Bent as possible candidates for polyphony. The first fragment Bent refers to
is expressed by Justinian in the sphere of Mercury (Paradise 6.124-126):

Diverse voci fanno dolci note; Assorted voices make sweet melody:
cosi diversi scanni in nostra vita and so the varied ranking of our lives
rendon dolce armonia tra queste rote. renders sweet harmony among these gyres.

Bent considers Paradise 8.16-18 as the most explicit reference to possible polyphony, but it is not

about an actual sound in the Commedia, only a metaphor:

E come in fiamma favilla si vede, And as we see a spark within a flame
€ come 1n voce voce si discerne, or as a voice sounds in a voice when one
quand’ una ¢ ferma e altra va e riede, ... holds steady while the other comes and goes, ...

Bent lists Paradise 28.4 as the fourth option in her article, but she has confirmed that this should be
Paradise 12.4:*%

322 Bent, M. "Songs without music in Dante's De vulgari eloquentia: cantio and related terms", in "Et facciam dol¢i
canti". Studi in onore di Agostino Ziino in occasione del suo 65° compleanno. ed. Bianca Maria Antolini, Teresa M.
Gialdroni, Annunziato Pugliese (Lucca: LIM- Libreria Italiana Musicale, 2004), vol. I, p. 161 footnote 4

323 Personal e-mail correspondance.
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e nel suo giro tutta non si volse
prima ch’un’altra di cerchio la chiuse,

€ moto a moto e canto a canto colse

And it had not yet turned completely when

a second circle closed around the first,

motion matched with motion, song with song

In fact, a little more ahead, Dante refers to the effect of an echo in the singing (Paradise 12.13-15):

nascendo di quel d’entro quel di fori,
a guisa del parlar di quella vaga

ch’amor consunse come sol vapori,

The outer band formed by the inner one:
the way the words were of the wandering nymph

whom love consumed as sunlight consumes vapors

Dante here mentions the nymph Echo, who wasted away in a mere voice because her beloved

Narcissus did not love her back since he was in love with his own reflection (Metamorphoses III,

305-411).

The following fragment is where the entire choir of angels sings (Paradise 28.94-96):

o sentiva osannar di coro in coro

al punto fisso che li tiene a li ubi,

e terra sempre, ne’ quai sempre fuoro.

From choir to choir I heard Hosanna sung

to the Still Point that holds them fast forever

to that one spot where they have always been.

Finally, in Paradise 28.118-120 Beatrice speaks about the angelical circles mentioning the same

Hosanna:

perpetiialemente ’Osanna’ sberna
con tre melode, che suonano in tree

ordini di letizia onde s’interna.

unceasingly in birdsong sings Hosanna
with triple melodies that warble from

the three degrees of bliss that form the triad.

These are the sections in which Margaret Bent recognizes a possible reference to polyphony. She

does stress, however, that the main polyphony that Dante might have had in mind was the simple

improvised organum, not the rhythmically independent lines of what we understand as polyphony.

Furthermore, as we mentioned before, Dante's descriptions are not technical indications of how the

music must have sounded, but rather of the impact it had on him (Bent 2004, 164-166). It is

important to keep this information in mind as we will discuss the musical references

chronologically.
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Music in Paradise has a different function than in the other canticles. While in Inferno the lack of
music served as a punishment, in Purgatory music was a means of purgation and healing. Now, in
the representation of Paradise that the protagonist Dante is witnessing, music expresses the harmony
among the souls that live in it, or in the words of Ciabattoni: “musical metaphors (...) act as a
symbolic allegory of the reconciliation of the multiplicity of human nature in the unity of God”. He

adds that,

“as an expressive means of low semanticity, music is employed to accompany the more mystical and
mysterious steps of the pilgrim's ascent. Indeed the exact meaning of the songs' words becomes
incomprehensible to the pilgrim, (...) [an] extraordinary spiritual experience, (...) who is incapable of

recollecting it rationally or transcribing it.” (Ciabattoni 2010, 155).

Nonetheless, the final moment of Dante in Paradise is seemingly a non-musical, visual experience —

or at least his memory has not preserved any musical aspect.

The music of Paradise is not comprehensible for mortal ears, a fact that Dante already prefaces at
the end of Purgatory. Dante's body gradually becomes more perfect throughout Paradise, as
Gragnolazzi has pointed out (see chapter 3). Dante uses the neologism trasumanar
(“transhumanize”, in Paradise 1.70) to describe this phenomenon. One of the new abilities of his
perfected body is that it will allow him to comprehend most of the heavenly music. His physical
progression is gradual and does not always reach the level of understanding of the music at every
stage. For example, in the sphere of Saturn, Dante only hears silence because the singing would

have been too much for his senses (Paradise 22.10).

Another important issue is Dante's adaptation of the theory of musica universalis, the Harmony of
the Spheres (see chapter 1). The music of Paradise is musica mundana, which is about perfect
proportions among the heavenly spheres. It was Cicero in his Dream of Scipio (Somnium scipionis,
ca.51 BC) who had actually argued that each planet sounded in a different tone of the scale because
of their different vibrations. He based himself upon the argument of Pythagoras that the planets
made a humming sound. Cicero added the idea of one tone for each planet: the faster the planet, the
higher the pitch of the note. This sound depended on the speed of their orbit. The Moon would
sound lowest and the Fixed Stars the highest, while Mercury and Venus would sound at the same
tone because they were thought to move at the same speed. The only problem with Cicero's
argument was the fact that all planets together would sound as one great dissonance. The Roman

writer Macrobius in his Commentary on the Dream of Scipius (early 5" century) added Plato's
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mathematical conception of the world soul to Cicero's argument, stating that the notes had to be
consonant together. In Plato's 7imeo the planets are numbered by their distance from the Earth,
taking as a measurement unity the distance between Earth and Moon, which would be 1. This
results in the following number series: 1 (Moon), 2 (Sun), 3 (Mercury), 4 (Venus), 8 (Mars), 9

(Jupiter), 27 (Saturn). Philosopher Luc Brisson, specialized in Plato, comments that

“there are three types of intervals that correspond to musical ratios, already known in Plato's time: the
fourth 4:3, the fifth 3:2 and the whole tone 9:8. (...) Seen from a strictly musical point of view, the
mathematical structure of the world soul would thus include 4 octaves, one fifth and one whole tone:

2:1x2:1x2:1x2:1x3:2x9:8=27. But it must be noted that Plato did not intend to apply the theory

to the type of music that the celestial bodies could emit.”***

As Guy P. Raffa tells us, 12" century Alan of Lille distinguishes the slow, low tones of the Moon
(Anticlaudianus 4.347-55), the 'sweet and finer sound' of the Sun (4.386-88), the 'treble voice' of
Venus (matched by Mercury's song [4.408-13]), the 'Siren of thundering Mars' (4.434-36), Jupiter's

99325

'sweet song' (4.458-62), and the 'matured harmony' of Saturn's voice (4.478-81).

Long before the Commentary by Macrobius, Aristotle had expressed severe critics on the theory of
Plato, arguing that the idea of the planets emitting sound is impossible. In the first part of the
Middle Ages, however, many of Aristotle's writings had not been conveyed. In early Medieval
Europe ancient Greek was no longer studied, so only his Organon was known due to the translation
into Latin by the 6" century philosopher Boethius. Boethius had planned to translate all of his works
into Latin, but his death sentence ended with his life at the age of 44. In the 12" and 13" centuries
Aristotle's works were introduced in Christian Europe through Arabic translations and because of a
renewed study of the original Greek. It was only then that Aristotle's ideas began to enter European
thinking. Dante had knowledge of both Platonic and Aristotelian ideas. In his Commedia, there is
one reference to a strange new sound he hears at entering Paradise, which implies that, in a poetic
way, he is referring to the Platonic idea of the Harmony of the Spheres. This is the only reference to
the sound of orbiting planets; in general only the souls themselves and the angels are singing. There
is even silence in the sphere of the contemplatives, which clearly contradicts the Platonic idea. Guy

P. Raffa states that “Dante does not treat the celestial harmony systematically in the Paradiso, but he

324 “trois types d'intervalles correspondent a des rapports musicaux, déja connus a I'époque de Platon : la quarte 4/3, la
quinte 3/2 et le ton 9/8. (...) Considérée d'un point de vue strictement musical, la structure mathématique de I'Ame
du monde comprendrait donc 4 octaves, une quinte et un ton : 2/1 x 2/1 x 2/1 x 2/1 x 3/2 x 9/8 =27. Mais il faut
bien remarquer que Platon n'a pas du tout 'intention de faire la théorie du type de musique que pourraient émettre
les corps célestes”. Plato, Timée/Critias (Garnier-Flammarion, 1996), p. 287

325 Guy P. Raffa, http://danteworlds.laits.utexas.edu/paradiso/07saturn.html#harmony [accessed 4-8 2015]
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conceives of God as both the composer and conductor of the heavenly music (Par. 1.76-85).”%

When Dante just arrives in Paradise he is surprised by la novita del suono e 'l grande lume (“the
strangeness of the sound and the bright light”, Paradise 1.82) of the revolving planets, which is the
only explicit Platonic-inspired idea about the Harmony of the Spheres (Paradise 1.76-84):

Quando la rota che tu sempiterni When that revolving, which you make unending
desiderato, a sé mi fece atteso by longing for you, captured my attention

con I’armonia che temperi e discerni, with the harmony you tune and modulate,
parvemi tanto allor del cielo acceso so much of heaven then seemed to me aflame

de la fiamma del sol, che pioggia o fiume with fire from the sun that rain or river

lago non fece alcun tanto disteso. never formed a lake that spread so wide.

La novita del suono e ’l grande lume The strangeness of the sound and the bright light
di lor cagion m’accesero un disio inflamed in me an ardor to know their cause,
mai non sentito di cotanto acume. sharper than I had ever felt before.

He speaks of la novita del suone: the newness or strangeness. Here he refers to the kind of sound
that the imperfect human hearing cannot capture. Now that he is “transhuminized”, for the first time

he can hear their sound.

The sphere of the Moon is the only one where the souls still appear in the form of shades, but they
are more beautiful than when still alive. They seem specchiati sembianti, “mirrored semblances” to
Dante. The Ave Maria that is sung by one of the souls is supposedly still a “human” version

(Paradise 3.121):

Cosi parlommi, e poi comincio ’Ave, So she addressed me, and then began to sing
Maria’ cantando, e cantando vanio Ave Maria, and singing, disappeared,
come per acqua cupa cosa grave. just like a solid weight down through deep water.

Ave Maria gratia plena dominus tecum, benedicta tu in mulieribus et benedictus fructus ventris tui,
lesus, “Hail, Mary, full of grace, the Lord is with you; blessed are you among women, and blessed

1s the fruit of your womb, Jesus”. She does not need to sing more, because the following part of the

326 Guy P. Raffa, http://danteworlds.laits.utexas.edu/paradiso/07saturn.html#harmony [accessed 4-8 2015]
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Ave Maria is a petition for Mary to pray for “us sinners, now and at the hour of our death”. This
soul already perfectly happy in Paradise and does not need Maria to pray for her anymore. The Ave

Maria is a suitable symbolization of these souls who broke their vows to God.

The next musical reference, in the sphere of Mercury, is one of Bent's candidates for polyphony. It

is what the political ruler Justinian tells Dante (Paradise 6.124-126):

Diverse voci fanno dolci note; Assorted voices make sweet melody:
cosi diversi scanni in nostra vita and so the varied ranking of our lives
rendon dolce armonia tra queste rote. renders sweet harmony among these gyres.

As Ciabattoni argues, “the different voices, the sweet harmony, and the verb rendere — in its
implication of 'to respond', 'to sing against' (...) also appearing in Paradiso X.146 — are all elements
that suggest polyphony” (Ciabattoni 2010, 157) but at the same time they refer to a political
harmony. Paradise 10.146 is about the wise men dancing around the sun and contains the same
verb: render voce a voce in tempra (‘“answer voice to voice with harmony”). Dante did not indicate

a specific chant here.

Justinian himself sings the next song (Paradise 7.1):

«Osanna, sanctus Deus sabaoth, "Hosanna to the holy Lord of Hosts,
superillustrans claritate tua relighting by your brightness from above
felices ignes horum malacoth!». the blissful burning fires of these kingdoms!"

He sings a mixture of Latin and Hebrew and although it seems to be a Sanctus, it starts with the

word osanna instead of sanctus. The regular Sanctus is as follows:

Sanctus, Sanctus, Sanctus Holy, Holy, Holy

Dominus Deus Sabaoth. Lord God of hosts.

Pleni sunt cali et terra gloria tua. Heaven and earth are full of your glory.

Hosanna in excelsis. Hosanna in the highest.

Benedictus qui venit in nomine Domini. Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord.
Hosanna in excelsis. Hosanna in the highest.
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The first part of the Sanctus comes from Isaiah 6:3, et clamabant alter ad alterum et dicebant
sanctus sanctus sanctus Dominus exercituum plena est omnis terra gloria eius (“And they were
calling to one another: 'Holy, holy, holy is the Lord Almighty; the whole earth is full of his glory.'
). The part from Benedictus on comes from Matthew 21:9, turbae autem quae praecedebant et
quae sequebantur clamabant dicentes hosanna Filio David benedictus qui venturus est in nomine
Domini hosanna in altissimis (“The crowds that went ahead of him and those that followed shouted,
'Hosanna to the Son of David!' 'Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord!' 'Hosanna in the
highest heaven!' ) As we can see, Dante has not taken his fragment from the Bible, but from the

Sanctus and has placed Hosanna in front of it, while the second part of his song is newly invented.

In the sphere of Venus a Hosanna is sung (Paradise 8.28-31):

e dentro a quei che piu innanzi appariro And from the midst of those appearing foremost
sonava "Osanna’ si, che unque poi Hosanna sounded in such strains that I
di riudir non fui sanza disiro. have always craved to hear it once again.

This time it is probably a Hosanna and not a Sanctus. The Hosanna focusses on the above
mentioned phrase from Matthew 21:9. In fact, there are many Medieval manuscripts that contain the
Hosanna, which has a slightly different text but still conveys the same meaning as in Matthew 21:

Hosanna filio David benedictus qui venit in nomine domini rex Israel hosanna in excelsis.

Paradise 10, the sphere of the Sun, is full of nonspecific musical references. In 10.66 piu dolci in
voce che in vista lucenti, “with voices sweeter than their looks were bright”. In 10.70-81 Ne la corte
del cielo...molte gioie...e 'l canto di quei lumi era di quelle. Poi, si cantando, quelli ardenti soli si
fuor girati intorno a noi tre volte, donne mi parver, non da ballo sciolte, ma che s arrestin tacite,
ascoltando fin che le nove note hanno ricolte. (“In the courts of heaven...are myriad jewels...it was
of them these radiances sang. When, singing in this way, those flaming suns three times had circled
round about us both, they looked like ladies pausing in the dance to listen to the music silently until
they catch up to the tune anew”). In canto 10.106 one of the souls talks of them as i/ nostro coro

(“our choir”).

The last fragment of Paradise 10 uses the image of a clock for the dance of the wise men (Paradise

10.139-148):
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Indi, come orologio che ne chiami Then, like a clock that chimes us at the hour
ne I’ora che la sposa di Dio surge when the Bride of God rises to sing

a mattinar lo sposo perché I’ami, her matins to her Spouse to make him love her,
che I’una parte e I’altra tira e urge, with one part pulling and the other pushing,
tin tin sonando con si dolce nota, sounding ding-dong with notes so dulcet that
che ’1 ben disposto spirto d’amor turge; the true-devoted spirit swells with love,

cosi vid’ io la gloriosa rota just so I saw the wheel of glory rotate
muoversi e render voce a voce in tempra and answer voice to voice with harmony

e in dolcezza ch’esser non po nota and sweetness that can never be conceived

se non cola dove gioir s’insempra. except where joyfulness is everlasting.

The souls are turning around Dante and Beatrice just like the hands of a clock, which was actually a
relatively recent invention from the 13™ century. As mentioned before, the verb rendere of canto
6.124-126 is used here as well. The image of the clock corresponds well with the rhythmical pulse
of music, as Dante expert John Freccero has implied®”’, but also with the rhythmic dance these
Franciscans and Dominicans perform 