Epigraph XXXI. - DANTE’S HOPE.

SE MAI CONTINGA CHE IL POEMA SACRO,
E AL QUALE HA POSTO MANO E CIELO E TERRA,
SI CHE M’ HA FATTO PER PIU ANNI MACRO,

VINCA LA CRUDELTA CHE FUOR MI SERRA
DEL BELLO OVILE OV’ IO DORMII AGNELLO,
NIMICO AI LUPI CHE GLI DANNO GUERRA

CON ALTRA VOCE OMAI, CON ALTRO VELLO
RITORNERO POETA; ED IN SUL FONTE
DEL MIO BATTESMO PRENDERO IL. CAPPELLO

— DANTE - PARA 'xxv!1-9-

[“If €’ er it happen that the Poem Sacred,
To which both heaven and earth have set their hand,
So that it many a year hath made me lean,

O’ ercome the cruelty that bars me out
From the fair sheepfold, where a lamb I slumbered,
An enemy to the wolves that war upon it,

- With other voice forthwith, with other fleece,

Poet will T return, and at my font
Baptismal will I take the laurel crown >].

Longfellow’s translation.

In Piazza San Giovanni, engraved on the pavement at the
foot of the Baptistery, facing the Bigallo [south side].




hese solemn lines inscribed on the pave-

ment at the foot of the Baptistery, on the
south-east side, open the XXV Canto of the
Paradiso, the <« Canto of Hope ¥, in which
St. James questions Dante on this virtue. The
thoughts of the “ Singer of the Universe * turn
again with all the tender yearning and regret
of an exile, to his ungrateful birthplace, and
he wistfully hopes that in acknowledgement of
the Poem written « in the language of the coun-
try, and dealing with the supernatural mysteries
dear to the heart of the people *, he may obtain
from the Commune of Florence the supreme
grace of being recalled from exile and crowned
with the poet’s wreath of laurel in San Giovanni,
the church that had witnessed his baptism.
With his heart full of love and longing for his
native city, the “magnanimous exile ® makes
an appeal of extraordinary pathos which has
perhaps no equal either in our own literature
or in that of any other country [1].
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IN oTHER WORDS: Should it ever happen that
my Poem - which treats of sacred subjects and
for which both Earth and Heaven have furnished
material [Earth because it deals with the actions
~ and customs of men, Heaven because it treats of
supernatural mysteries and the sanctity of reli-
gious dogmas], and through which my strength
has diminished year by: year [I have wasted
away], - avails to overcome the cruelty of my
fellow-citizens [the Black Guelphs] who have
shut me out of the fair sheepfold [have exiled
me from Florence] where I dwelt in youth and
childhood, an enemy to the wolves [the Flo-
rentines] who never cease waging war on it [on
the city with their factious strife] - I shall
return with another voice [with the title of
Poet], with another mien [older or invested
with new dignity], and at the baptismal font
[in San Giovanni] I shall receive the cap [a cap
given to those who receive the poet’s crown,
or perhaps Dante uses the word as a symbol
of the crown itself].

NOTES.

[1] Dante Alighieri, the first Italian national poet, who
was to become the glory not only. of Florence but of Italy
and the world, died at Ravenna in 1321, aged fifty-six
[see Epigraph VII]. He died outside the ¢ fair sheepfold *,
his Poem not having availed to overcome the cruelty of
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the “wolves®, the Black Guelphs who having taken

- possession of the government of the city, had hunted

him out like any common malefactor. Party spite never
ceased venting itself against the great exile not only
while he was alive but even after his death, for although

~ amnesties were granted to others, no amnesty was ever
~ granted to Dante and twenty years after he was lying in

his tomb he was still mentioned in public acts as ¢“an
enemy to Guelphs and guilty of barratry during his
Priorship *.

" “The blood of the Black Guelphs* justly says Del Lungo

=still flowed in the veins of those who sat in the city’s
Councils ».

It was not until half a century later that the Signoria,
yielding to the express desire of the Florentines, gave
Boccaccio permission [in 1373] to hold a course of
lectures on the Divine Comedy in the little church of
Santo Stefano del Popolo [see Epigraph XXIV], which
were officially described as “a moral and rhetorical

~ exposition for the benefit of the unlearned, of the book

vulgarly known as «el Dante ». But if the rulers of the
Republic maintained their enmity towards Dante, the
people always loved him, for the Poet, although of a
noble family, had fully accepted the Ordinances of Justice
[promulgated in 1293 and remodelled with his intervention
in 1295] both in letter and in spirit and had made
himself one with the people by enrolling himself in the
Guild of Physicians and Apothecaries [see Epigraph XXV].
Whenever he was present in Council, he invariably
showed a conciliatory spirit and a just recognition of the
people’s rights. This alone would have been enough to
secure him their sympathy and affection but in addition
there was his wonderful Poem, later called Divine, written
not in Latin, the language of the scholars, but in the
vulgar tongue as it was spoken every day in Florence.
The Commedia of which, according to Boccaccio, Dante

263




wrote the first seven Cantos in Florence before his exile,
was popularly known during the Poet’s lifetime. “The
allusions in the Divina Commedia » wrote Ugo Foscolo
a century ago, which are so obscure to scholars, were
perfectly clear in his own day even to the common people
who greatly relished their satire®. In any case, the
people, always friendly to Dante, held him in reverent
and affectionate remembrance and it was they, and not
the Signoria as has been erroneously stated and repeated
up to the present day, who initiated the first act of
spontaneous gratitude towards the Poet’s memory.
This was carried out twenty-nine years after his death by
the Captains of the “ Compagnia dei Laudesi > [a religious
confraternity] of Orsanmichele, an essentially artisar
church [see Epigraph XXV]. They placed ten gold flori
in Boccaccio’s hands and begged him to convey them to
Dante’s daughter, Beatrice, a poor nun in the convent
of Santo Stefano dell’Ulivo at Ravenna, as a token of
their appreciation of her loving care for her father in
his last days when lonely and broken by nineteen yes s
_ of unjust and humiliating exile. How greatly he suffereds
how much he longed for a sight of the distant city b
would see no more, we know from his own words

are deserving of compassion, the most to be pitied are
those who languishing in exile, never see their own
country again, save in dreams .

Dante’s exile came to an end rather more than half =
century ago. That his bones should rest at Ravenna and
not at Elorence, is of little moment. Since the Unity of
the nation, he sleeps at last in peace surrounded by the
religious love of all Italians, in that greater country that
he loved so well and whose beauty he never tired of

praising: Italy.
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