reserves direct

at the General, Health, Law, Oxford, and Theology Libraries

The United States copyright law (Title 17 of the US Code) governs the making of
copies of copyrighted material. A person making a copy in violation of the law is
liable for any copyright infringement. Copying includes electronic distribution of
the reserve materials by the user. The user should assume that any works in the
reserve items are copyrighted.



Mar. 29. 2006 4:27PM Reserves _ © No. 0898 P

Christinc Perkell

Irony in the underworlds of Dante and Virgil:
Readings of Francesca and Palinurus '

INTRODUCTION

‘The purpose of this paper is to draw readers’ attendon to a
similarity of poetic procedure in the underworlds of Dante and -
Virgil: namely, the ironic presentation. of the souls of the.
darnned in the Inferno and also, as I propose here, of the shades
‘who speak (or, in the case of Dido, fail to speak) with Aeneas
in the underworld in Aemeid 6.' In both texts, degrees of self-
Inisrepresentation and/or self-delusion shape the utterances of
the underworld speakers, with the effect that readers are invited
t0 see these speakers differently from the way that they see and
present themselves. I would ask my own readers please to note’
that T am not proposing that Dante derived this application of
irony from Virgil: intentional borrowing of this trope would be
impossible to prove. In addition, [ myself do not hold such firm
conviction on the matter as to put forward this argument. Nev-
ertheless, the similarity of the two poets’ use of this ironic pro-
cedure in their underworlds, as I do propose to argue, has po-
tenrial interpretive resomance for both texts. Consequently, I
wish to set forth for other readers of Dante and Virgil my un-
derstanding of how irony, the constitutive trope of the Inferno,
figures as poetic procedure in Aeneid 6 as well. Similarity of prac-
tice, of course, does not necessarily entail similarity of signifi-
cance or effect. Indeed, on my reading, the irony that I observe
in these two texts subserves virtually antithetical purposes. In
my conclusion, therefore, I will speculate briefly on differences

1.1 follow the definition of irony in Quintilian; that it is a function of difference,
discrepancy, contradiction. Quint, Inst. 8.6.54: “in €0 uera genere: quO Contraria
ostenduntur ironia est...quae aut pronuntiatione intelleginur aut persona aut rei na-
‘tura; nam si qua earwm uerbis dissentt, apparet dinersam esse orationi nolunta-
tem.” See also W. Booth, Rhetoric of frony, Chicago 1972, p. 183: the fundamental test
of irony is disparity. john Freccero’s Infemal frony: The Gates of Hell, «MLN» 08, 1983,

- pp. 769-786 is a crucial smdy for irony in the Infimo. See also his Intreduction to In-
femo, in Cambridge Compasion to Dante, ed. R. Jacoff, Cambridge 1903, pp. 172-191;
specifically, p. 175: "Each encounter in Hell amounts to the ironic undercutting of
the values enunciated by the separate characteys. [since these] values are undermi-
ned by the fact of being championed by the damned.”
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berween what I perceive to be Dante’s Christian irony vs. Virgil's
pagan irony. T

JRONY IN THE INFERNO

'In the Inferno there is consistent, if subtle, disparity between the
claims of the souls of the damned and the justice of God that con-
dernned them to Inferno, as the inscription above the entrance to
Inferno makes unambiguous:

+ giustizia mosse il mio alto fattore;
fecemi la divina podestate,
la somma sapienza €'l primo amore. (Inf.3.4-6)

Although intending in some way to justify their actions and/or to
elicit pity from Dante-pilgrim, these speakers nevertheless re-
veal — despite themselves = that they fail to acknowledge or in-
deed still love their sin, and thus fail to see themselves as God ' e
sees them. While recognition of this ironic representation of the
damned is currently an accepted reading among Anglo-American
scholars of Dante,” it is not so for scholars of any nationality
- with respect to the souls encountered in Virgil's underworld.
Therefore, in proposing this perspective on the reading of Vir-
gil's underworld interviews, I may perhaps add further reso-
nance to our readings of Aeneid 6 and perhaps, as well, contribute
indirectly to the plausibility of the ironic reading of the Inferno.
Many Dante scholars argue that irony is a constitutive trope of
the Inferno. As a conversion narrative, the Commedia entails nec-
essarily a discrepancy in perspective berween Dante-pilgrim and
Dante-poet. This discrepancy, whence results the irony of which

2. For reviews of the history of American readings of Dante, see A. Tannued,
Dante: Contemporary Pevspectives, Toronto 1997, pp. i-xxr. R. Hollander, Theologus-
Poeta, «Dante Studiese 04, 1976, pp. 91136, and Dante and his Commentators, in Cam-
bridge Companion, pp. 22636, R. Jacoff, Introduction, pp. 1x-xv1 in J, Freccero, Dante:
The Poerics of Conversion, Cambridge, Ma 1086, American readings of Dante have be-
come characteristically theological, while, on the other hand, romantic and post-ro-
manti¢ (generally Buropean) readings of Dante tend to interpret speakers in Inf. as
heroic and tragic in their individual strivings. Freccero, Infemal Irony, p. 7791 “..the
history of Dante criticism is filled with debates berween partisans of "Divine Justice’
on one hand and of ‘humanity’ on the other. The debates are confined to the Infemo
because of the ironic mode of the representation, a consistent contradiction of the
perspective of the pilgrim by the perspective of the poet.” Similarly in Jacoff, ed.,
Cambridge Companion, p. 188: “...the diachronism of conversion. ..is the source of the
irony that is pervasive in the nferno” [i.e., since it privileges the perspective of the )
conclusion]. . ‘ o
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I speak, is manifest in the gap between the knowledge and per-
spective of Dante-pilgrim, a lost soul accompanied through In-
ferno by “Virgil,” and Dante-poet, who writes from the perspec-
tive of revealed truth. The perspectives of Dante-pilgrim and
Dante-poet are not fully joined until the revelations of Paradiso.-
In making Dante-pilgrim converse with the damned in Inferno,
Dante-poet has the opportunity to portray the faults of the
damned as well as those of his prior self.* The souls of the
damned are, then, “unreliable narrators” in their responses to
Dante-pilgrim’s questioning, Dante-pilgrim, along with many
readers, may initially fail to appreciate the irony in these infernal
portraits, since readers are most likely ro fail to perceive irony
when the ironized values coincide with their own. * Thus read-

. ers of certain sensibilities are moved, for example, by the passion
and romance of Francesca and Paolo in canto 5; the humanistic
values of Brunetto Latini in canto 15; the fearless questng of
Ulysses in canto 26. Yer sympathy for these characters must ult:
mately be a snare and a delusion, as their place in God’s scheme
necessarily shows, That the reader should wish otherwise (cf.,
e.g., Dante-pilgrim in Inf 15.70-81) should serve as a warning of
the reader’s own unillumined state. Dante-pilgrim’s journey is
salvific for himself and is divinely sanctioned (Paradiso 17, 23, 25)
to be so for readers :

It is not impossible that Dante might have seen a model of this
ironic (as in Quintilian’s understanding of irony as defined by di-
flerence or discrepancy”) representational mode in Ameid 6.
Scholars at Jeast since Servius noted the discrepancy or contra-
diction between the account of Palinurus’ death by the Aeneid :
narrator at the end of Aeneid 5 and Palinurus’ own account to Ae-
neas in the underworld in Aeneid 6. The discrepancies are stark
and thus create an interpretive “gap” that scholars have filled in
various ways. The traditional explanation of the discrepancies is
that Virgil's death prevented his intended revision of the poem,
which, it is assumed, would have included the harmonizing of
variant accounts of Palinurus’ death. Yet, the differences be-
tween the passages are not trivial, and they can lead to questions

3 Breccero, Infimnal Irony, p. 785: “The journey that Dante depicts is both a crid-
que of human society and of his own ‘lusory” self.”
4. L. Hurcheon discusses irony’s potential to “misfire.” See Risky Business in Iro-
" ny’s Bdge: The Theory and Politics of Irony, London 1994, pp. 9-36.
5. As set forth in note 1, above. .
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of great moral and theological consequence. Further, Palinurus’
own account of the event is more credirable to himself than is the
narrator’s account; indeed, Palinurus’ account has the character
of a protestation of innocence.® (Analogous disparities may be
argued for both Dido and Deiphobus.”)
Aeneas (pilgrim) addresses three shades in the underworld
- (four including the exceptional episode with Anchises®), Dante-
pilgrim a lengthy series. Treatment of irony in all these ex-
_changes would become repetitive, and for Dante, in any case, has
already been done for many speakers by accomplished schol-
ars.® Therefore, to argue for my reading of parallel or analogous
irony in the Inferno and Aeneid underworlds, I propose to study
the first of the interlocutors in each text, thus Francesca da Rim-
ini in Inferno 5 and Palinurus in Aeneid 6, assuming that, by virtue
of primacy, they are to a great degree paradigmatic and thus offer
a legitimate basis for comparison. :

IRONY IN THE INFERNO; FRANCESCA DA RIMINI

Ay v

In reading this “structurally determining key episode” that res-
onares throughout the poem™ I rely on the work done by a num-
ber of critics whose insights I gratefully summarize.”

é. C. Comnolly, The Unquict Grave by Palinurus, 1944, repr. New York 1999, p. 134.
In the “Epiloguc” to this memoir/novel from the second World War period, Con-
nolly offers his novelist’s imaginative “case study” of the character of Palinurus in
the Aeneid, in which he points to Tesonant implications of this discontinwous por-
trait. Pull discussion below. ‘ ‘ ,

7. 1 will sudy irony in all three speakers more fully in a forthcoming cssay.

8. The Anchises passage is commonly interpreted as parallel vo Cacciaguida’s
investiture of Dante-pilgrim in Par.17 with the mission of writing this poem, termed
“sactato poema” (Par. 23.62) and “pocma sacro” (Par. 25.1).

9. B.g., R. Hollander, Inferno xxan, 37-74: Ugoling’s Itnportunity, «Speculam»
30,3, 1984, PP- 549-555: T. Barolini, Dante’s Ulysses: Narvative and Transgression, pp. 13-
32 in lannucdi, ed., Contemporary Perspectives. J. Kleiner of Brunetro in On Failing

" One's Teachers: Dante, Virgil, and the Irontes of Instruction in Sparks and Seeds: Medieval
Literature and its Aftertife, Essays in Honor of John Freccero, ed. D. Stewart and A. Cor-
nish, Turnhout, Belgium 2000, pp. 61-74,

10, lannueed, Contemporary Perspectives, p. XVIl,

1, For discussion of Francesca the following are extremely helpful: A, lannucd,
Forbidden Love: Mctaphor and History (Inferno 5), pp. 94-112 in lannuedi, ed,, Con-
temporary Perspectives; ‘T', Barolini, Dante and Francesca da Rimini: Realpolidk,
Romance, Gender, «Speculums 75, 2000, pp. 1-28; R. Poggioli, Paolo e Francesca, in
Dante: A Collection of Critical Essays, ed. ). Freccero, Englewood CHffs, N.J. 1965,
pp. 6+-77; K Brownlee, Dante and the Classical Poets, pp. 100110 in Jacoft, ed., Camn-
bridge Companion. As an overall consensus prevails among these, [ will not foot-







































