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THE OTHER VOICE IN
EARLY MODERN EUROPE:
INTRODUCTION TO THE SERIES

THE OLD VOICE AND THE OTHER VOICE

I n western Europe and the United States women are nearing equality in the
professions, in business, and in politics. Most enjoy access to education, re-
productive rights, and autonomy in financial affairs. Issues vital to women are
on the public agenda: equal pay, childcare, domestic abuse, breast cancer re-
search, and curricular revision with an eye to the inclusion of women.

These recent achievements have their originsin things women (and some
male supporters) said for the first time about six hundred years ago. Theirs is
the “other voice,” in contradistinction to the “first voice,” the voice of the edu-
cated men who created Western culture. Coincident with a general reshaping
of European culture in the period 1300 to 1700 (called the Renaissance or
Early Modern period), questions of female equality and opportunity were
raised that still resound and are still unresolved.

The "other voice” emerged against the backdrop of a 3,000-year history
of misogyny—the hatred of women—rooted in the civilizations related to
Western culture: Hebrew, Greek, Roman, and Christian. Misogyny inherited
from these traditions pervaded the intellectual, medical, legal, religious and
social systems that developed during the European Middle Ages.

The following pages describe the misogynistic tradition inherited by
early modern Europeans and the new tradition which the “other voice” called
into being to challenge its assumptions. This review should serve as a frame-
work for the understanding of the texts published in the series "The Other
Voice in Early Modern Europe.” Introductions specific to each text and author
follow this essay in all of the volumes of the series.

THE MISOGYNIST TRADITION, 500 BCE—1500 CE

Embedded in the philosophical and medical theories of the ancient Greeks
were perceptions of the female as inferior to the male in both mind and body.
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Similarly, the structure of civil legislation inherited from the ancient Romans
was biased against women, and the views on women developed by Christian
thinkers out of the Hebrew Bible and the Christian New Testament were neg-
ative and disabling. Literary works composed in the vernacular language of or-
dinary people, and widely recited or read, conveyed these negative
assumptions. The social networks within which most women lived—those of
the family and the institutions of the Roman Catholic Church—were shaped
by this misogynist tradition and sharply limited the areas in which women
might act in and upon the world.

GREEK PHILOSOPHY AND FEMALE NATURE Greek biology assumed that
women were inferior to men and defined them merely as child-bearers and
housekeepers. This view was authoritatively expressed in the works of the
philosopher Aristotle.

Aristotle thought in dualities. He considered action superior to inaction,
form (the inner design or structure of any object) superior to matter, comple-
tion to incompletion, possession to deprivation. In each of these dualities, he
associated the male principle with the superior quality and the female with the
inferior. “The male principle in nature,” he argued, “is associated with active,
formative and perfected characteristics, while the female is passive, material
and deprived, desiring the male in order to become complete.”! Men are al-
ways identified with virile qualities, such as judgment, courage and stamina;
women with their opposites—irrationality, cowardice, and weakness.

Even in the womb, the masculine principle was considered superior.
Man's semen, Aristotle believed, created the form of a new human creature,
while the female body contributed only matter. (The existence of the ovum,
and the other facts of human embryology, were not established until the sev-
enteenth century.) Although the later Greek physician Galen believed that
there was a female component in generation, contributed by “female semen,”
the followers of both Aristotle and Galen saw the male role in human genera-
tion as more active and more important.

In the Aristotelian view, the male principle sought always to reproduce it-
self. The creation of a female was always a mistake, therefore, resulting from
animperfect act of generation. Every female born was considered a "defective”
or "‘mutilated” male (as Aristotle's terminology has variously been translated),
a "monstrosity” of nature 2
For Greek theorists, the biology of males and females was the key to their

1. Anstotle, Physics, 1.9 192a20-24 (The Complete Works of Anstotle, ed. Jonathan Barnes, rev Ox-
ford translation, 2 vols. [Princeton, 1984], 1:328)

2. Anstotle, Generation of Animals, 2.3 737a27-28 (Barnes, 1 1144)
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psychology. The female was softer and more docile, more apt to be despon-
dent, querulous, and deceitful. Being incomplete, moreover, she craved sexual
fulfillment in intercourse with a male. The male was intellectual, active, and in
control of his passions.

These psychological polarities derived from the theory that the universe
consisted of four elements (earth, fire, air, and water), expressed in human
bodies as four "humors” (black bile, yellow bile, blood, and phlegm) consid-
eredrespectively dry, hot, damp, and cold, and corresponding to mental states
(“melancholic,” "choleric,” "sanguine,” “phlegmatic”). In this schematization,
the male, sharing the principles of earth and fire, was dry and hot; the female,
sharing the principles of air and water, was cold and damp.

Female psychology was further affected by her dominant organ, the
uterus (womb), bystera in Greek. The passions generated by the womb made
women lustful, deceitful, talkative, irrational, indeed—when these affects
were in excess—"hysterical.”

Aristotle's biology also had social and political consequences. If the male
principle was superior and the female inferior, then in the household, as in the
state, men should rule and women must be subordinate. That hierarchy does
not rule out the companionship of husband and wife, whose cooperation was
necessary for the welfare of children and the preservation of property. Such
mutuality supported male preeminence.

Aristotle's teacher, Plato, suggested a different possibility: that men and
women might possess the same virtues. The setting for this proposal is the
imaginary and ideal Republic that Plato sketches in a dialogue of that name.
Here, for a privileged elite capable of leading wisely, all distinctions of class
and wealth dissolve, as do consequently those of gender. Without households
or property, as Plato constructs his ideal society, there is no need for the sub-
ordination of women. Women may, therefore, be educated to the same level as
men to assume leadership responsibilities. Plato’s Republic remained imagi-
nary, however. In real societies, the subordination of women remained the
norm and the prescription.

The views of women inherited from the Greek philosophical tradition
became the basis for medieval thought. In the thirteenth century, the supreme
scholastic philosopher Thomas Aquinas, among others, still echoed Aristo-
tle's views of human reproduction, of male and female personalities, and of the
preeminent male role in the social hierarchy.

ROMAN LAW AND THE FEMALE CONDITION Roman law, like Greek philoso-
phy, underlay medieval thought and shaped medieval society. The ancient be-
lief that adult, property-owning men should administer households and make
decisions affecting the community at large is the very fulcrum of Roman law.
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Around 450 BCE, during Rome's republican era, the community's custom-
ary law was recorded (legendarily) on Twelve Tables erected in the city's cen-
tral forum. It was later elaborated by professional jurists whose activity
increased in the imperial era, when much new legislation, especially on issues
affecting family and inheritance, was passed. This growing, changing body of
laws was eventually codified in the Corpus of Civil Law under the direction of the
Emperor Justinian, generations after the empire ceased to be ruled from Rome.
That Corpus, read and commented upon by medieval scholars from the
eleventh century on, inspired the legal systems of most of the cities and king-
doms of Europe.

Laws regarding dowries, divorce, and inheritance most pertain to
women. Since those laws aimed to maintain and preserve property, the
women concerned were those from the property-owning minority. Their sub-
ordination to male family members points to the even greater subordination
of lower-class and slave women about whom the laws speak little.

In the early Republic, the paterfamilias, “father of the family,” possessed pa-
tria potestas, "paternal power.” The term pater, “father,” in both these cases does
not necessarily mean biological father, but householder. The father was the
person who owned the household's property and, indeed, its human members.
The paterfamilias had absolute power—including the power, rarely exercised,
of life or death—over his wife, his children, and his slaves, as much as over his
cattle.

Male children could be “emancipated,” an act that granted legal auton-
omy and the right to own property. Males over the age of fourteen could be
emancipated by a special grant from the father, or automatically by their fa-
ther's death. But females never could be emancipated; instead, they passed
from the authority of their father to a husband or, if widowed or orphaned
while still unmarried, to a guardian or tutor.

Marriage under its traditional form placed the woman under her hus-
band's authority, or manus. He could divorce her on grounds of adultery, drink-
ing wine, or stealing from the household, but she could not divorce him. She
could possess no property in her own right, nor bequeath any to her children
upon her death. When her husband died, the household property passed not
to her but to his male heirs. And when her father died, she had no claim to any
family inheritance, which was directed to her brothers or more remote male
relatives. The effect of these laws was to exclude women from civil society, it-
self based on property ownership.

In the later Republican and Imperial periods, these rules were signifi-
cantly modified. Women rarely married according to the traditional form, but
according to the form of “free” marriage. That practice allowed a woman to re-
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main under her father's authority, to possess property given her by her father
{most frequently the “dowry,” recoverable from the husband's household in
the event of his death), and to inherit from her father. She could also bequeath
property to her own children and divorce her husband, just as he could di-
vorce her.

Despite this greater freedom, women still suffered enormous disability
under Roman law. Heirs could belong only to the father's side, never the
mother's. Moreover, although she could bequeath her property to her chil-
dren, she could not establish a line of succession in doing so. A woman was
“the beginning and end of her own family,” growled the jurist Ulpian. More-
over, women could play no public role. They could not hold public office, rep-
resent anyone in a legal case, or even witness a will. Women had only a private
existence, and no public personality.

The dowry system, the guardian, women's limited ability to transmit
wealth, and their total political disability are all features of Roman law
adopted, although modified according to local customary laws, by the me-
dieval communities of western Europe.

CHRISTIAN DOCTRINE AND WOMEN'S PLACE The Hebrew Bible and the
Christian New Testament authorized later writers to limit women to the realm
of the family and to burden them with the guilt of original sin. The passages
most fruitful for this purpose were the creation narratives in Genesis and sen-
tences from the Epistles defining women's role within the Christian family and
community.

Each of the first two chapters of Genesis contains a creation narrative. In
the first "God created man in his own image, in the image of God he created
him; male and female he created them.” (NRSV, Genesis 1:27) In the second,
Godcreated Eve from Adam/’s rib (2:21-23). Christian theologians relied prin-
cipally on Genesis 2 for their understanding of the relation between man and
woman, interpreting the creation of Eve from Adam as proof of her subordi-
nation to him.

The creation story in Genesis 2 leads to that of the temptations in Gene-
sis 3: of Eve by the wily serpent, and of Adam by Eve. As read by Christian the-
ologians from Tertullian to Thomas Aquinas, the narrative made Eve
responsible for the Fall and its consequences. She instigated the act; she de-
ceived her husband; she suffered the greater punishment. Her disobedience
made it necessary for Jesus to be incarnated and to die on the cross. From the
pulpit, moralists and preachers for centuries conveyed to women the guilt that
they bore for original sin.

The Epistles offered advice to early Christians on building communities
of the faithful. Among the matters to be regulated was the place of women.
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Paul offered views favorable to women in Galatians 3:28: “There is neither Jew
nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, there is neither male nor female; for
you are all one in Christ Jesus.” Paul also referred to women as his co-workers
and placed them on a par with himself and his male co-workers (Phil. 4:2-3;
Rom. 16:1-3;1Cor. 16:19). Elsewhere Paul limited women'’s possibilities: “But
I want you to understand that the head of every man is Christ, the head of a
woman is her husband, and the head of Christ is God" (I Cor. 11:3).

Biblical passages by later writers (though attributed to Paul) enjoined
women to forego jewels, expensive clothes, and elaborate coiffures; and they
forbade women to “teach or have authority over men,” telling them to “learn in
silence with all submissiveness” as is proper for one responsible for sin, con-
soling them however with the thought that they would be saved through
childbearing (I Tim. 2:9—15). Other texts among the later Epistles defined
women as the weaker sex and emphasized their subordination to their hus-
bands (I Peter 3:7; Col. 3:18; Eph. 5:22-23).

These passages from the New Testament became the arsenal employed
by theologians of the early church to transmit negative attitudes toward
women to medieval Christian culture—above all, Tertullian (“On the Apparel
of Women"), Jerome (Against Jovinian), and Augustine (The Literal Meaning of
Genesis).

THE IMAGE OF WOMEN IN MEDIEVAL LITERATURE The philosophical, legal,
and religious traditions born in antiquity formed the basis of the medieval in-
tellectual synthesis wrought by trained thinkers, mostly clerics, writing in
Latin and based largely in universities. The vernacular literary tradition which
developed alongside the learned tradition also spoke about female nature and
women's roles. Medieval stories, poems, and epics were infused with misog-
yny. They portrayed most women as lustful and deceitful, while praising good
housekeepers and loyal wives, or replicas of the Virgin Mary, or the female
saints and martyrs.

There is an exception in the movement of “courtly love” that evolved in
southern France from the twelfth century. Courtly love was the erotic love be-
tween a nobleman and noblewoman, the latter usually superior in social rank.
It was always adulterous. From the conventions of courtly love derive modern
western notions of romantic love. The phenomenon has had an impact dis-
proportionate to its size, for it affected only a tiny elite and very few women.
The exaltation of the female lover probably does not reflect a higher evalua-
tion of women, ora step toward their sexual liberation. More likely it gives ex-
pression to the social and sexual tensions besetting the knightly class at a
specific historical juncture.

The literary fashion of courtly love was on the wane by the thirteenth
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century, when the widely read Romance of the Rose was composed in French by
two authors of significantly different dispositions. Guillaume de Lorris com-
posed the initial 4,000 verses around 1235, and Jean de Meun added about
17,000 verses—more than four times the original—around 1265.

The fragment composed by Guillaume de Lorris stands squarely in the
courtly love tradition. Here the poet, in a dream, is admitted into a walled gar-
den where he finds a magic fountain in which a rosebush is reflected. He longs
to pick one rose but the thorns around it prevent his doing so, even as he is
wounded by arrows from the God of Love, whose commands he agrees to
obey. The remainder of this part of the poem recounts the poet's unsuccessful
efforts to pluck the rose.

The longer part of the Romance by Jean de Meun also describes a dream.
But here allegorical characters give long didactic speeches, providing a social
satire on a variety of themes, including those pertaining to women. Love is an
anxious and tormented state, the poem explains, women are greedy and ma-
nipulative, marriage is miserable, beautiful women are lustful, ugly ones cease
to please, and a chaste woman is as rare as a black swan.

Shortly after Jean de Meun completed The Romance of the Rose, Mathéolus
penned his Lamentations, a long Latin diatribe against marriage translated into
French about a century later. The Lamentations sum up medieval attitudes to-
ward women, and they provoked the important response by Christine de
Pizan in her Book of the City of Ladies.

In 1355, Giovanni Boccaccio wrote Il Corbaccio, another antifeminist
manifesto, though ironically by an author whose other works pioneered new
directions in Renaissance thought. The former husband of his lover appears to
Boccaccio, condemning his unmoderated lust and detailing the defects of
women. Boccaccio concedes at the end "how much men naturally surpass
women in nobility"3 and is cured of his desires.

WOMEN'S ROLES THE FAMILY The negative perception of women ex-
pressed in the intellectual tradition are also implicit in the actual roles that
women played in European society. Assigned to subordinate positions in the
household and the church, they were barred from significant participation in
public life.

Medieval European households, like those in antiquity and in nonwest-
erncivilizations, were headed by males. It was the male serf, or peasant, feudal
lord, town merchant, or citizen who was polled or taxed or who succeeded to
an inheritance or had any acknowledged public role, although his wife or

3. Giovannt Boccaccio, The Corbaccio or The Labyrmth of Love, trans and ed. Anthony K Cassell
(Binghamton, NY; rev. papered., 1993), p. 71.
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widow could stand on a temporary basis as surrogate for him. From about
1100, the position of property-holding males was enhanced further. Inheri-
tance was confined to the male, or agnate, line—with depressing conse-
quences for women.

A wife never fully belonged to her husband's family or a daughter to her
father's family. She left her father's house young to marry whomever her par-
ents chose. Her dowry was managed by her husband and normally passed to
her children by him at her death.

A married woman'’s life was occupied nearly constantly with cycles of
pregnancy, childbearing, and lactation. Women bore children through all the
years of their fertility, and many died in childbirth before the end of that term.
They also bore responsibility for raising young children up to six or seven.
That responsibility was shared in the propertied classes, since it was common
for a wet-nurse to take over the job of breastfeeding, and servants took over
other chores.

Women trained their daughters in the household responsibilities appro-
priate to their status, nearly always in tasks associated with textiles: spinning,
weaving, sewing, embroidering. Their sons were sent out of the house as ap-
prentices or students, or their training was assumed by fathers in later child-
hood and adolescence. On the death of her husband, a woman'’s children
became the responsibility of his family. She generally did not take “his" chil-
dren with her to a new marriage or back to her father's house, except some-
times in artisan classes.

Women also worked. Rural peasants performed farm chores, merchant
wives often practiced their husband's trade, the unmarried daughters of the ur-
ban poor worked as servants or prostitutes. All wives produced or embellished
textiles and did the housekeeping, while wealthy ones managed servants.
These labors were unpaid or poorly paid, but often contributed substantially
to family wealth.

WOMEN'S ROLES THE CHURCH Membership in a household, whether a
father’s or a husband's, meant for women a lifelong subordination to others. In
western Europe, the Roman Catholic Church offered an alternative to the ca-
reer of wife and mother. A woman could entera convent parallel in function to
the monasteries for men that evolved in the early Christian centuries.

In the convent, awoman pledged herself to a celibate life, lived according
to strict community rules, and worshipped daily. Often the convent offered
training in Latin, allowing some women to become considerable scholars and
authors, as well as scribes, artists, and musicians. For women who chose the
conventual life, the benefits could be enormous, but for numerous others
placed in convents by paternal choice, the life could be restrictive and bur-
densome.
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The conventual life declined as an alternative for women as the modern
age approached. Reformed monastic institutions resisted responsibility forre-
lated female orders. The church increasingly restricted female institutional
life by insisting on closer male supervision.

Women often sought other options. Some joined the communities of lay-
women that sprang up spontaneously in the thirteenth century in the urban
zones of western Europe, especially in Flanders and Italy. Some joined the
heretical movements that flourished in late medieval Christendom, whose an-
ticlerical and often antifamily positions partictilarly appealed to women. In
these communities, some women were acclaimed as "holy women" or “saints,”
while others often were condemned as frauds or heretics.

In all, though the options offered to women by the church were some-
times less than satisfactory, sometimes they were richly rewarding. After
1520, the convent remained an option only in Roman Catholic territories.
Protestantism engendered an ideal of marriage as a heroic endeavor and ap-
peared to place husband and wife on a more equal footing. Sermons and trea-
tises, however, still called for female subordination and obedience.

THE OTHER VOICE, 1300-1700

Misogyny was so long-established in European culture when the modern era
opened that to dismantle it wasamonumental labor. The process began as part
of a larger cultural movement that entailed the critical reexamination of ideas
inherited from the ancient and medieval past. The humanists launched that
critical reexamination.

THE HUMANIST FOUNDATION Originating in Italy in the fourteenth cen-
tury, humanism quickly became the dominant intellectual movement in Eu-
rope. Spreading in the sixteenth century from Italy to the rest of Europe, it
fueled the literary, scientific, and philosophical movements of the era and laid
the basis for the eighteenth-century Enlightenment.

Humanists regarded the scholastic philosophy of medieval universities as
out of touch with the realities of urban life. They found in the rhetorical dis-
course of classical Rome a language adapted to civic life and public speech.
They learned to read, speak, and write classical Latin, and eventually classical
Greek. They founded schools to teach others to do so, establishing the pat-
tern forelementary and secondary education for the next three hundred years.

In the service of complex government bureaucracies, humanists em-
ployed their skills to write eloquent letters, deliver public orations, and for-
mulate public policy. They developed new scripts for copying manuscripts
and used the new printing press for the dissemination of texts, for which they
created methods of critical editing.



10

The Other Voice in Modern Europe

Humanism was a movement led by males who accepted the evaluation of
women in ancient texts and generally shared the misogynist perceptions of
their culture. (Female humanists, as will be seen, did not.) Yet humanism also
opened the door to the critique of the misogynist tradition. By calling authors,
texts, and ideas into question, it made possible the fundamental rereading of
the whole intellectual tradition that was required in order to free women from
cultural prejudice and social subordination.

ADIFFERENT CITY The othervoice firstappeared when, after so many cen-
turies, the accumulation of misogynist concepts evoked a response from a ca-
pable woman female defender: Christine de Pizan. Introducing her Book of the
City of Ladies (1405), she described how she was affected by reading Mathéo-
lus's Lamentations: "Just the sight of this book . . . made me wonder how it hap-
pened that so many different men . .. are so inclined to express both in
speaking and in their treatises and writings so many wicked insults about
women and their behavior."* These statements impelled her to detest herself
"and the entire feminine sex, as though we were monstrosities in nature."”

The remainder of the Book of the City of Ladies presents a justification of the
female sex and a vision of an ideal community of women. A pioneer, she has
not only received the misogynist message, but she rejects it. From the four-
teenth to seventeenth century, a huge body of literature accumulated that re-
sponded to the dominant tradition.

The result was a literary explosion consisting of works by both men and
women, in Latin and in vernacular languages: works enumerating the achieve-
ments of notable women; works rebutting the main accusations made against
women; works arguing for the equal education of men and women; works
definingand redefining women'’s properrole in the family, at court, and in pub-
lic; and describing women's lives and experiences. Recent monographsand ar-
ticles have begun to hint at the great range of this phenomenon, involving
probably several thousand titles. The protofeminism of these “other voices”
constitute asignificant fraction of the literary product of the early modern era.

THE CATALOGUES Around 1365, the same Boccaccio whose Corbaccio re-
hearses the usual charges against female nature, wrote another work, Concern-
ing Famous Women. A humanist treatise drawing on classical texts, it praised 106
notable women—one hundred of them from pagan Greek and Roman antiq-
uity, and six from the religious and cultural tradition since antiquity—and
helped make ali readers aware of a sex normally condemned or forgotten. Boc-

4. Christine de Pizan, The Book of the City of Ladies, trans. Earl Jeffrey Richards; Foreword Marina
Warner (New York, 1982),[.1.1., pp 3—4.

5 Ibd., 11.1-2,p 5.
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caccio's outlook, nevertheless, was misogynist, for it singled out for praise
those women who possessed the traditional virtues of chastity, silence, and
obedience. Women who were active in the public realm, for example, rulers
and warriors, were depicted as suffering terrible punishments for entering into
the masculine sphere. Women were his subject, but Boccaccio's standard re-
mained male.

Christine de Pizan's Book of the City of Ladies contains a second catalogue,
one responding specifically to Boccaccio’s. Where Boccaccio portrays female
virtue as exceptional, she depicts it as universal. Many women in history were
leaders, or remained chaste despite the lascivious approaches of men, or were
visionaries and brave martyrs.

The work of Boccaccio inspired a series of catalogues of illustrious
women of the biblical, classical, Christian, and local past: works by Alvaro de
Luna, Jacopo Filippo Foresti (1497), Brantome, Pierre Le Moyne, Pietro Paolo
de Ribera (who listed 845 figures), and many others. Whatever their embed-
ded prejudices, these catalogues of illustrious women drove home to the pub-
lic the possibility of female excellence.

THE DEBATE At the same time, many questions remained: Could a woman
be virtuous? Could she perform noteworthy deeds? Was she even, strictly
speaking, of the same human species as men? These questions were debated
over four centuries, in French, German, ltalian, Spanish and English, by au-
thors male and female, among Catholics, Protestants and Jews, in ponderous
volumes and breezy pamphlets. The whole literary phenomenon has been
called the querelle des femmes, the “Woman Question.”

The openingvolley of this battle occurred in the first years of the fifteenth
century, inaliterary debate sparked by Christine de Pizan. She exchanged let-
ters critical of Jean de Meun's contribution to the Romance of the Rose with two
French humanists and royal secretaries, Jean de Montreuil and Gontier Col.
When the matter became public, Jean Gerson, one of Europe's leading theolo-
gians, supported de Pizan's arguments against de Meun, for the moment si-
lencing the opposition.

The debate resurfaced repeatedly over the next two hundred years. The
Triumph of Women (1438) by Juan Rodriguez de la Camara (or Juan Rodriguez
del Padron) struck a new note by presenting arguments for the superiority of
women to men. The Champion of Women (1440—42) by Martin Le Franc addresses
once again the misogynist claims of The Romance of the Rose and offers coun-
terevidence of female virtue and achievement.

A cameo of the debate on women is included in the Courtier, one of the
most-read books of the era, published by the Italian Baldassare Castiglione in
1528 and immediately translated into other European vernaculars. The

11
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Courtier depicts a series of evenings at the court of the Duke of Urbino in which
many men and some women of the highest social stratum amuse themselves
by discussing a range of literary and social issues. The “woman question” is a
pervasive theme throughout, and the third of its four books is devoted entirely
to that issue.

In a verbal duel, Gasparo Pallavicino and Giuliano de Medici present the
main claims of the two traditions—the prevailing misogynist one, and the
newly emerging alternative one. Gasparo argues the innate inferiority of
women and their inclination to vice. Only in bearing children do they profit
the world. Giuliano counters that women share the same spiritual and mental
capacities as men and may excel in wisdom and action. Men and women are of
the same essence: just as no stone can be more perfectly a stone than another,
so no human being can be more perfectly human than others, whether male or
female. It was an astonishing assertion, boldly made to an audience as large as
all Europe.

THE TREATISES Humanism provided the materials for a positive counter-
concept to the misogyny embedded in scholastic philosophy and law and in-
herited from the Greek, Roman, and Christian pasts. A series of humanist
treatises on marriage and family, education and deportment, and on the nature
of women helped construct these new perspectives.

The works by Francesco Barbaro and Leon Battista Alberti, respectively
On Marriage (1415) and On the Family (1434-37), far from defending female
equality, reasserted women's responsibilities for rearing children and manag-
ing the housekeeping while being obedient, chaste, and silent. Nevertheless,
they served the cause of reexamining the issue of women's nature by placing
domestic issues at the center of scholarly concern and reopening the pertinent
classical texts. In addition, Barbaro emphasized the companionate nature of
marriage and the importance of a wife's spiritual and mental qualities for the
well-being of the family.

These themes reappear in later humanist works on marriage and the edu-
cation of women by Juan Luis Vives and Erasmus. Both were moderately sym-
pathetic to the condition of women, without reaching beyond the usual
masculine prescriptions for female behavior.

An outlook more favorable to women characterizes the nearly unknown
work In Praise of Women (ca. 1487) by the Italian humanist Bartolomeo Goggio.
In addition to providing a catalogue of illustrious women, Gogio argued that
male and female are the same in essence, but that women (reworking from
quite a new angle the Adam and Eve narrative) are actually superior. In the
same vein, the Italian humanist Mario Equicola asserted the spiritual equality
of men and women in On Women (1501). In 1525, Galeazzo Flavio Capra (or
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Capella) published his work On the Excellence and Dignity of Women This human-
ist tradition of treatises defending the worthiness of women culminates in the
work of Henricus Cornelius Agrippa On the Nobility and Preeminence of the Female
Sex. No work by a male humanist more succinctly or explicitly presents the
case for female dignity.

THE WITCH BOOKS While humanists grappled with the issues pertaining
to women and family, other learned men turned their attention to what they
perceived as a very great problem: witches. Witch-hunting manuals, explo-
rations of the witch phenomenon, and even defenses of witches are not at first
glance pertinent to the tradition of the other voice. But they do relate in this
way: most accused witches were women. The hostility aroused by supposed
witch activity is comparable to the hostility aroused by women. The evil
deeds the victims of the hunt were charged with were exaggerations of the
vices to which, many believed, all women were prone.

The connection between the witch accusation and the hatred of women
isexplicitin the notorious witch-hunting manual, The Hammer of Witches (1486),
by two Dominican inquisitors, Heinrich Krimer and Jacob Sprenger. Here
the inconstancy, deceitfulness, and lustfulness traditionally associated with
women are depicted in exaggerated form as the core features of witch behav-
ior. These inclined women to make a bargain with the devil—sealed by sexual
intercourse—by which they acquired unholy powers. Such bizarre claims, far
from being rejected by rational men, were broadcast by intellectuals. The
German Ulrich Molitur, the Frenchman Nicolas Rémy, the [talian Stefano
Guazzo coolly informed the public of sinister orgies and midnight pacts with
the devil. The celebrated French jurist, historian, and political philosopher
Jean Bodin argued that, because women were especially prone to diabolism,
regular legal procedures could properly be suspended in order to try those ac-
cused of this “exceptional crime.”

A few experts, such as the physician Johann Weyer, astudent of Agrippa’s,
raised their voices in protest. In 1563, Weyer explained the witch phenome-
non thus, without discarding belief in diabolism: the devil deluded foolish old
women afflicted by melancholia, causing them to believe that they had magi-
cal powers. His rational skepticism, which had good credibility in the com-
munity of the learned, worked to revise the conventional views of women and
witchcraft.

WOMEN'S WORKS To the many categories of works produced on the ques-
tion of women’s worth must be added nearly all works written by women. A
woman writing was in herself a statement of women's claim to dignity.

Only a few women wrote anything prior to the dawn of the modern era,
for three reasons. First, they rarely received the education that would enable
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them to write. Second, they were not admitted to the public roles—as admin-
istrator, bureaucrat, lawyer or notary, university professor—in which they
might gain knowledge of the kinds of things the literate public thought worth
writing about. Third, the culture imposed silence upon women, considering
speaking out a form of unchastity. Given these conditions, it is remarkable that
any women wrote. Those who did before the fourteenth century were almost
always nuns or religious women whose isolation made their pronouncements
more acceptable.

From the fourteenth century on, the volume of women’s writings crescen-
doed. Women continued to write devotional literature, although not always
as cloistered nuns. They also wrote diaries, often intended as keepsakes for
their children; books of advice to their sons and daughters; letters to family
members and friends; and family memoirs, in a few cases elaborate enough to
be considered histories.

A few women wrote works directly concerning the “woman question,”
and some of these, such as the humanists Isotta Nogarola, Cassandra Fedele,
Laura Cereta, and Olimpia Morata, were highly trained. A few were profes-
sional writers, living by the income of their pen: the very first among them
Christine de Pizan, noteworthy in this context as in so many others. In addi-
tion to The Book of the City of Ladies and her critiques of The Romance of the Rose, she
wrote The Treasure of the City of Ladies (a guide to social decorum for women), an
advice book for her son, much courtly verse, and a full-scale history of the
reign of king Charles V of France.

WOMEN PATRONS Women who did not themselves write but encouraged
others to do so boosted the development of an alternative tradition. Highly
placed women patrons supported authors, artists, musicians, poets, and
learned men. Such patrons, drawn mostly from the Italian elites and the courts
of northern Europe, figure disproportionately as the dedicatees of the impor-
tant works of early feminism.

For a start, it might be noted that the catalogues of Boccaccio and Alvaro
de Luna were dedicated to the Florentine noblewoman Andrea Acciaiuoli and
to Dofia Maria, first wife of King Juan Il of Castile, while the French translation
of Boccaccio's work was commissioned by Anne of Brittany, wife of King
Charles VIl of France. The humanist treatises of Goggio, Equicola, Vives, and
Agrippa were dedicated, respectively, to Eleanora of Aragon, wife of Ercole |
d’Este, duke of Ferrara; to Margherita Cantelma of Mantua; to Catherine of
Aragon, wife of King Henry VIl of England; and to Margaret, duchess of Aus-
tria and regent of the Netherlands. As late as 1696, Mary Astell's Serious Proposal
to the Ladies, for the Advancement of Their True and Greatest Interest was dedicated to
Princess Ann of Denmark.
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These authors presumed that their efforts would be welcome to female
patrons, or they may have writtenat the bidding of those patrons. Silent them-
selves, perhaps even unresponsive, these loftily placed women helped shape
the tradition of the other voice.

THE 1SSUES The literary forms and patterns in which the tradition of the
other voice presented itself have now been sketched. It remains to highlight
the major issues about which this tradition crystallizes. In brief, there are four
problems to which ourauthors return again and again, in plays and catalogues,
in verse and in letters, in treatises and dialogues, in every language: the prob-
lem of chastity; the problem of power; the problem of speech; and the prob-
lem of knowledge. Of these the greatest, preconditioning the others, is the
problem of chastity.

THE PROBLEM OF CHASTITY In traditional European culture, as in those of
antiquity and others around the globe, chastity was perceived as woman's
quintessential virtue—in contrast to courage, or generosity, or leadership, or
rationality, seen as virtues characteristic of men. Opponents of women
charged them with insatiable lust. Women themselves and their defenders—
without disputing the validity of the standard—responded that women were
capable of chastity.

The requirement of chastity kept women at home, silenced them, iso-
lated them, left them in ignorance. It was the source of all other impediments.
Why was it so important to the society of men, of whom chastity was not re-
quired, and who, more often than not, considered it their right to violate the
chastity of any woman they encountered?

Female chastity ensured the continuity of the male-headed household. If
a man's wife was not chaste, he could not be sure of the legitimacy of his off-
spring. If they were not his, and they acquired his property, it was not his
household, but some other man’s, that had endured. If his daughter was not
chaste, she could not be transferred to another man's household as his wife,
and he was dishonored.

The whole system of the integrity of the household and the transmission
of property was bound up in female chastity. Such a requirement only per-
tained to property-owning classes, of course. Poorwomen could notexpect to
maintain their chastity, least of all if they were in contact with high-status men
to whom all women but those of their own household were prey.

In Catholic Europe, the requirement of chastity was further buttressed by
moral and religious imperatives. Original sin was inextricably linked with the
sexual act. Virginity was seen as heroic virtue, far more impressive than, say,
the avoidance of idleness or greed. Monasticism, the cultural institution that
dominated medieval Europe for centuries, was grounded in the renunciation
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of the flesh. The Catholic reform of the eleventh century imposed a similar
standard on all the clergy and a heightened awareness of sexual requirements
on all the laity. Although men were asked to be chaste, female unchastity was
much worse: it led to the devil, as Eve had led mankind to sin.

To such requirements, women and their defenders protested their inno-
cence. More, following the example of holy women who had escaped the re-
quirements of family and sought the religious life, some women began to
conceive of female communities as alternatives both to family and to the clois-
ter. Christine de Pizan's city of ladies was such a community. Moderata Fonte
and Mary Astell envisioned others. The luxurious salons of the French précieuses
of the seventeenth century, or the comfortable English drawing rooms of the
next, may have been born of the same impulse. Here women might not only
escape, if briefly, the subordinate position that life in the family entailed, but
they might make claims to power, exercise their capacity for speech, and dis-
play theirknowledge.

THE PROBLEM OF POWER Women were excluded from power: the whole
cultural tradition insisted upon it. Only men were citizens, only men bore
arms, only men could be chiefs or lords orkings. There were exceptions which
did not disprove the rule, when wives or widows or mathers took the place of
men, awaiting their return or the maturation of a male heir. A woman who at-
tempted to rule in her own right was perceived as an anomaly, a monster, at
once a deformed woman and an insufficient male, sexually confused and, con-
sequently, unsafe.

The association of such images with women who held or sought power
explains some otherwise odd features of early modern culture. Queen Eliza-
beth I of England, one of the few women to hold full regal authority in Euro-
pean history, played with such male/female images—positive ones, of
course—in representing herself to her subjects. She was a prince, and manly,
even though she was female. She was also (she claimed) virginal, a condition
absolutely essential if she was to avoid the attacks of her opponents. Cather-
ine de’ Medici, who ruled France as widow and regent for her sons, also
adopted such imagery in defining her position. She chose as one symbol the
figure of Artemisia, an androgynous ancient warrior-heroine, who combined a
female persona with masculine powers.

Powerin awoman, without such sexual imagery, seems to have been indi-
gestible by the culture. A rare note was struck by the Englishman Sir Thomas
Elyot in his Defence of Good Women (1540), justifying both women's participation
in civic life and prowess in arms. The old tune was sung by the Scots reformer
John Knox in his First Blast of the Trumpet against the Monstrous Regiment of Women
(1558), for whom rule by women, defective in nature, was a hideous contra-
diction in terms.
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The confused sexuality of the imagery of female potency was not re-
served for rulers. Any woman who excelled was likely to be called an Amazon,
recalling the self-mutilated warrior women of antiquity who repudiated all
men, gave up their sons, and raised only their daughters. She was often said to
have "exceeded her sex,” or to have possessed “masculine virtue"—as the very
fact of conspicuous excellence conferred masculinity, even on the female sub-
ject. The catalogues of notable women often showed those female heroes
dressed in armor, armed to the teeth, like men. Amazonian heroines romp
through the epics of the age—Ariosto’s Orlando Furioso (1532), Spenser's Faerie
Queene (1590-1609). Excellence in a woman was perceived as a claim for
power, and power was reserved for the masculine realm. A woman who pos-
sessed either was masculinized and lost title to her own female identity.

THE PROBLEM OF SPEECH Just as power had a sexual dimension when it
was claimed by women, so did speech. A good woman spoke little. Excessive
speech was an indication of unchastity. By speech, women seduced men. Eve
had lured Adam into sin by her speech. Accused witches were commonly ac-
cused of having spoken abusively, or irrationally, or simply too much. As en-
lightened a figure as Francesco Barbaro insisted on silence in a woman, which
he linked to her perfect unanimity with her husband's will and her unblem-
ished virtue (her chastity). Another Italian humanist, Leonardo Bruni, in ad-
vising a noblewoman on her studies, barred her not from speech, but from
public speaking. That was reserved for men.

Related to the problem of speech was that of costume, another, if silent,
form of self-expression. Assigned the task of pleasing men as their primary oc-
cupation, elite women often tended to elaborate costume, hairdressing, and
the use of cosmetics. Clergy and secular moralists alike condemned these
practices. The appropriate function of costume and adornment was to an-
nounce the status of a woman's husband or father. Any further indulgence in
adornment was akin to unchastity.

THE PROBLEM OF KNOWLEDGE When the Italian noblewoman Isotta
Nogarola had begun to attain a reputation as a humanist, she was accused of
incest—a telling instance of the association of learning in women with un-
chastity. That chilling association inclined any woman who was educated to
deny that she was, or to make exaggerated claims of heroic chastity.

If educated women were pursued with suspicions of sexual misconduct,
women seeking an education faced an even more daunting obstacle: the as-
sumption that women were by nature incapable of learning, that reason was a
particularly masculine ability. Just as they proclaimed their chastity, women
and their defenders insisted upon their capacity for learning. The major work
by a male writer on female education—Om the Education of a Christian Woman, by
Juan Luis Vives (1523)—granted female capacity for intellection, but argued
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still that a woman's whole education was to be shaped around the requirement
of chastity and a future within the household. Female writers of the following
generations—Marie de Gournay in France, Anna Maria van Schurmanin Hol-
land, Mary Astell in England—began to envision other possibilities.

The pioneers of female education were the Italian women humanists who
managed to attain a Latin literacy and knowledge of classical and Christian lit-
erature equivalent to that of prominent men. Their works implicitly and ex-
plicitly raise questions about women's social roles, defining problems that beset
women attempting to break out of the cultural limits that had bound them. Like
Christine de Pizan, who achieved an advanced education through her father’s
tutoring and her own devices, their bold questioning makes clear the impor-
tance of training. Only when women were educated to the same standard as
male leaders would they be able to raise that other voice and insist on their dig-
nity as human beings morally, intellectually, and legally equal to men.

THE OTHER VOICE The othervoice, a voice of protest, was mostly female,
but also male. It spoke in the vernaculars and in Latin, in treatises and dia-
logues, plays and poetry, letters and diaries and pamphlets. It battered at the
wall of misogynist beliefs that encircled women and raised a banner announc-
ing its claims. The female was equal (or even superior) to the male in essential
nature—moral, spiritual, intellectual. Women were capable of higher educa-
tion, of holding positions of power and influence in the public realm, and of
speaking and writing persuasively. The last bastion of masculine supremacy,
centered on the notions of a woman's primary domestic responsibility and the
requirement of female chastity, was not as yet assaulted—although visions of
productive female communities as alternatives to the family indicated an
awareness of the problem.

During the period 1300 to 1700, the other voice remained only a voice, and
one only dimly heard. It did not result—yet—in an alteration of social patterns.
Indeed, to this day, they have not entirely been altered. Yet the call for justice is-
sued as long as six centuries ago by those writing in the tradition of the othervoice
must be recognized as the source and origin of the mature feminist tradition and
of the realignment of social institutions accomplished in the modern age.

We would like to thank the volume editors in this series, who responded with
many suggestions to an earlier draft of this introduction, making it a collabora-
tive enterprise. Many of their suggestions and criticisms have resulted in revi-
sions of this introduction, though we remain responsible for the final product.

Margaret L. King
Albert Rabil, Jr.
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INTRODUCTION

THE OTHER VOICE

ullia d'Aragona, celebrated courtesan and poet, had her Dialogue on the In-

finity of Love published in Venice by the well-known house of Giolito de’
Ferrari in 1547. For a woman to enter the ongoing debate on human love was
an unprecedented occurrence and, in cultural and social history, would be a
unique event for centuries to come. In collections of short stories and in dia-
logues, women were depicted by men as participants in discussions on topical
or philosophical subjects, but never before had a woman authored a work in
which she cast herself as the main disputant on the ethics of love, a field exclu-
sively in the male domain. Stated in Platonic and Aristotelian terminology, the
definition of human love given by Aragona represents a significant deviation
from the prevailing theories of her times: she posits no sublimation of eros, as
the Platonists did, no forsaking of human passion in favor of an experience that
can be called speculative or spiritual. Human beings are made of body and
soul, sense and intellect. [farelationship between woman and manis to be last-
ing, she argues, it must be based on the real nature of humankind. Honorable
love is therefore to be viewed in terms of both sensual and intellectual needs.
Sexual drives are irrepressible and blameless, she maintains; they become im-
moral only when unrestrained by reason.

Certainly, Aragona's concept of love is fashioned from ideas and defini-
tions current in sixteenth-century educated discourse, but the use she makes
of them carries radical implications. By founding the male-female bond on na-
ture, she establishes a new morality of love. By positing the parity between the
sexes, she removes women, traditionally identified with physicality and sin,
from the marginal position they occupied in men's progress to spiritual life and
salvation and gives womanhood new meaning.

Aragona’s work is very much the expression of her times. Trained to be a
high-level courtesan inanaffluentand tolerant society, throughout her life she
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faced the increasingly severe consequences of economic decline and the con-
certed plan by church and governments to do away with the ethical laxity that
had prevailed in the first decades of the century. Seen in the background of this
conservative backlash, the Dialogue on the Infinity of Love displays its true signifi-
cance as the attempt on the part of a woman, who was sexually liberated and
accustomed to economic independence, to fight back the forces that were re-
straining her freedom and denying her very sense of self.

BIOGRAPHY

Tullia d'Aragona was born in Rome around 1510. Her mother, Giulia Cam-
pana, was a courtesan from Adria, on the river Po, who exercised her profes-
sion during the papacy of Leo X, when educated courtesans were allowed
great freedom of movement, consumption of wealth, and a good measure of
prestige and admiration. Tullia's wedding certificate attests that she was the
daughter of one Costanzo Palmieri d'Aragona, but Giulia let it be known that
the father was an illustrious cardinal d’Aragona whom modern historians have
assumed to be Luigi d'Aragona.! From Pietro Aretino we learn that she was
trained as a virtuosa and that she spoke Tuscan from the time when, still a child,
she resided in Siena with her mother.2 Other contemporaries confirm that she
read music, played the lute, and sang as well as composed her own verse.
These skills were expected of cortegiane honeste, as well as court ladies, and made
them favorite companions of literati, noblemen, and prelates; but, in addition,
Aragona was known to possess a natural sharpness of intellect, presumably re-
fined by a daily familiarity with intellectuals, and a remarkable ability to con-
verse on a variety of difficult subjects.? From about 1535 to 1548, with her

1 According toa tradition going back to allusions made by Pietro Aretino in “Zoppino fatto frate
e Ludovico puttaniere,” written 1n 1534 (in Ragionamenti [Rome: Newton Compton, 1972],
pp. 151-52), and by Girolamo Muzio in his eclogue “Tirrhenia” (in Aragona’s Lerime, ed. E. Celani.
Bologna, 1891, p. 189), Tullia's father was Luigi d'Aragona, natural son of Diana Guardato and Fer-
dinand | of Naples, who was made cardinal by pope Alessandro VI Borgia in 1493 SeeE. Celani's
“Introduction” to Le rime di Tullia d'Aragona (Bologna Romagnoli, 1891), pp. xx—xxxii,and S Bongi,
Annali di Gabriel Giolito de’ Ferrari (Rome, 1890), 1:152.

2 “Zoppmno fatto frate etc ," in Ragionamenti, p. 300. The word virtuosa indicates a trained profes-
sional, often a singer or musician, or an accomplished courtesan. Salvatore Battaglia defines the
sixteenth-century cortegiana as a woman of refined upbringing and intellectual qualities who gives
her sexual favors in a relation of mutual respect and esteem (Grande Dizionario della Lingua Itahana
[Turin: UTET, 1971], 3.863).

3. A clear allusion to Aragona can be found 1in “Zoppino fatto frate etc.,” where a courtesan 1s
mentioned who can quote all Petrarch and Boccaccio by heart and innumerable lines from the
Latin poets as well {Aretino, Ragronament:, p. 298). For Aragona's musical and cultural accomplish-
ments, see Battista Stambellino's letter to Isabella d'Este, dated 13 June 1537, published by
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mother and retinue, she made a series of residential moves that took her to
Adria, to Venice, Ferrara, Siena, and Florence. These travels were most likely
an attempt to maintain the financial and social status to which Tullia and her
mother had been accustomed and which was becoming precarious in one Ital-
ian state after another. These were also the years of increasing moral conser-
vatism, when society was hit by a number of sumptuary laws and regulations
aimed at sharply defining the categories of citizens and at limiting the visibil-
ity of courtesans.* It is not known for what reasons Aragona left Florence in
1548 and decided to return to Rome. Documents indicate that her circum-
stances declined progressively and that she died in March 1556 and was
buried in the Roman church of Sant'/Agostino. From her will we get a hint of
her continued cultural interests. Among the household effects sold to local
dealers there was a trunk containing thirteen books of music, about thirty-five
Latin and ltalian volumes on a variety of subjects and in various states of
preservation, and a great many more books and papers in tattered condition,
which, probably for that reason, were not specified in number and content.”

Aragona was in Venice around 1535. Although brief, her sojourn there
contributed to establishing her reputation as the intellectual courtesan par ex-
cellence: it was her Venetian home that inspired the setting for Sperone Sper-
oni's Dialogue on Love. One of the characters in this youthful and popular work is
a courtesan named Tullia who outshines all of the other speakers in eloquence
and fervor while upholding the view that passion and reason are mutually ex-
clusive.®

In June 1437, Tullia was at Ferrara where the Este court, tolerant of new
ideasand keen on cultural and pleasurable pursuits, attracted artists and literati
from the rest of the peninsula. Here Aragona enjoyed a period of social success
and met Girolamo Muzio (1496—1576). A soldier and a writer in the service of
Duke Ercole I, Muzio became her lover, then eventually the editor of her dia-
logue and her long-standing publicity agent. As a writer, he showed his prag-
matic character in the solutions he proposed to a great variety of moral and
literary dilemmas. When institutional rigidity and human weakness made

Alessandro Luzio 1n Rivista storica mantovana, 1 (1885)- 179. Aragona's intelligence and eloquence
are praised in a variety of texts- by Jacopo Nard: in a letter accompanying his translation of
Cicero's Pro Marcello that he sent to Gian Francesco della Stufa 1n 1536; by Niccolo Martelli n his
letter to Aragona, dated 16 March 1546; by Alessandro Arrighi in his sonnet to her; and by Gero-
lamo Muzio 1n “Tirrhenia" (Bongi, Annali, pp 163, 179; Aragona, Rime, pp 117, 187)

4. On the change that the Sack of 1527 brought to the status of Roman courtesans and of Roman
soclety in general, see Aretino's Ragionaments, p. 303

5. Bongi, Annali, pp. 193-95

6. Dialogo d'amore (1n Trattatisti del Cinguecento, ed M Pozzi[Milan-Naples: Ricciardi, 1978, 1:517,
527-28
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problems insoluble, he tended to look for a compromise. He argued, for in-
stance, in favor of the concubinage of canons and ecclesiastical lawyers on
economic, hygienic, and moral grounds. He thought it expedient to set down
the rules for dueling, in a book that became a best-seller, even though in prin-
ciple he disapproved of this increasingly widespread way of settling personal
disputes.”

His passionate temperament and his love for Aragona inspired him to
compose ten erotic songs, incongruously veiled in Platonic terminology, and
seven eclogues, in which pastoral fiction is used to sing of her earthly beauty,
her noble parentage, and her lovers, of whom a long list is provided.® Muzio's
unabashed enhancement of Tullia's desirability met with the lady’s approval,
although it was emended by a few touches of her own. In a letter to Antonio
Mezabarba, written in 1550, Muzio tells him that one day in Ferrara, after
some thoughtful consideration, Tullia asked him to celebrate her under the
name Talia rather than Tirrhenia, thus replacing a too-common pastoral fic-
tion of nymph and shepherd with a more dignified literary allegory of the
muse of idyllic verse and her poet. She also instructed Muzio to arrange the
change in such a way as to make the connection between nymph and muse
clear, lest the past celebration and publicity be in vain.®

A set of three documents preserved in the Archivio di Stato of Siena shows
that Aragonawasinthatcity in 1543, and thatin 1544 she was denounced, and
later excused, for not dressing in the fashion prescribed for courtesans.'®
Siena had fallen under the sphere of influence of the church and of the Em-
peror Charles V. New laws were regimenting the citizenry and endeavoring to
regulate their lives within strictly enforced separation lines. From this time on,
Aragona engaged in a struggle to preserve herimage as arefined courtesan and
secure for herself the social tolerance that had come with thatimage. After the

7. Muzio's views on concubrinage are expressed in a verse epistle addressed to Andrea Rupertiand
found in Rime diverse (Venice: Giolito, 1551), pp. 109r—110r. Il duello was published in Venice by
Giolito in 1550 and had twelve editions by 1564, of which two were published in Lyon. Besides
writing profusely on literary style and religious concerns, Muzio wrote books on conduct and
manners such as Le risposte cavalleresche (Venice Giolito, 1550), which saw fifteen editions by 1604;
Il gentiluomo (Venice: Valvassore, 1464) and Il cavaliero (Rome: Blado, 1569), and two treatises on
marriage On the news of her wedding to one Silvestro Guicciardini, one of them, Trattato di matri-
monio, was dedicated to Aragona

8. Of Muzio's verse inspired by Aragona, the sonnets and canzoni were published in Rime diverse
(Venice. Giolito, 1551) and the love eclogues in the first book of Ecloghe (Venice: Giolito, 1550).

9. Muzio's letter to Mezabarba is 1n Delle lettere, ed. Sermartelli (Florence, 1590; Rpt. ed. by
L. Borsetto, Sala Bolognese: Forni, 1985), pp. 196-99.

10. S. Bongi, "Il velo giallo di Tullia d’Aragona” in Ruwista critica della letteratura italiana 3, no. 3
(1886): 85-95
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fall of Siena’s political regime, where she had found high-placed friends and
protectors of sorts, and after her life and property were threatened, Aragona
moved to Florence. New denunciations would follow her to Florence as well,
but before they did she enjoyed the events that led her to publication and to
lasting literary fame. By that time, she had gathered around a new circle of pro-
fessional and amateur literati, and discussions were frequently held in her
home on matters of current intellectual interest.!! Benedetto Varchi and Lat-
tanzio Benucci, who appear as speakers in her Dialogue on the Infinity of Love, were
close friends and the most frequent participants in these gatherings.

During this time, Benedetto Varchi (1503—-65) was the most influential
man of letters in Florence. In philosophy he professed to be an Aristotelian, al-
though he was inclined toward many Platonic ideas, especially on the subject
of love. A Florentine, he had a natural talent for the local idiom and subscribed
enthusiastically, and often pedantically, to Bembo's idea that the literary lan-
guage forall Italians ought to be based on Petrarch's Canzoniere and Boccaccio's
Decameron. For these reasons, he admirably fitted Duke Cosimo's plan for the
linguistic and cultural hegemony of Florence over the rest of Italy, and, after
acquiring a dominant position at the Accademia Fiorentina, he began to exer-
cise his sway over the literary scene and act as the cultural mediator between
the duchy and other learned centers. It is no surprise then if, as A. Racheli
states, many contemporary writers, among them Aragona, paid homage to
Varchi and, following a widespread custom among literati, sent some of their
writings for his approval and corrections.'?

Varchi probably met Tullia at the end of 1546. By that time he had written
a good quantity of verse and had lectured on philosophical topics at the Ac-
cademia degli Infiammati of Padua and at the Accademia Fiorentina, but the
bulk of his lectures was delivered after his friendship with Aragona had come
to an end. Of Tullia’s correspondence with Varchi only eight letters have sur-
vived. They corroborate the dialogue in showing a comfortable familiarity be-
tween them and a mutual understanding for the difficulties that both suffered
at the hands of their enemies. Most of these missives speak of sonnets being
exchanged, but only one brief mention is made of the dialogue: "From time to

11. InErcolano, written late in life, Varchi refers to a debate that took place 1n Tullia’s house, with
Muzio present, on the correct use of the Tuscan language and on whether a non-Tuscan would be
capable of 1t (Opere [ Trieste, 1859], 2 75)

12. A.Racheli's statement can be found on p X1V of "Della filologia del secolo XV e 1n partico-
lare della vita e degli scritti di Benedetto Varchi,” which 1s the introduction to Varchi's Opere. For
Varchi's Aristotelianism, see Bruno Nardi in Studs su Pretro Pomponazzi (Florence Le Monnter, 1965),
pp. 322-28, and Umberto Pirotti in Benedetto Varchi e la cultura del suc tempo (Florence: Olschki, 1971),
pp 78-108 For Cosimo’scultural plan, see again Pirotti, p 2 (. Varchi's poems were first published
in 1555 and 1557, now they can be read 1n Opere, 2 831-1016

25



26

Introduction by Rinaldina Russell

time, do converse with my dialogue,” urges Tullia in her letter of 25 August
1546. The letter proves that her interest in the subject of love predates her de-
nunciation to the Florentine authorities and that her work had been com-
pleted before an impelling need arose to prove her legitimacy as a writer.'3

Soon after a new sumptuary law was promulgated on 19 October 1546,
Tullia was summoned by the authorities for not complying with the regulation
obliging courtesans to wear a yellow cover when in public. Varchi, who had
been trained as a lawyer and acted as the legal advisor to a number of powerful
men, helped Tullia to word the petition to the duchess Eleonora which asked
for an exemption. The Archivio di Stato of Florence has preserved the docu-
ment on which Cosimo penned the notation “to be exonerated in considera-
tion of her being a poet,” together with the deliberation by the Signori
Luogotenenti et Consiglieri, dated 1 May 1547, granting the exemption on
the grounds of Aragona’s "rare knowledge of poetry and philosophy.”'4

A few months later, Tullia’s lyric poetry came out in print. Her dialogue on
love was consigned to Muzio on his way to Venice in October. It was pub-
lished there before the end of the same year with a prefatory letter by Muzio,
followed by Aragona’s dedication to Cosimo. In this translation, Muzio's let-
ter, which in the modern edition appears in the appendix, has been restored to
its original position. The success of the dialogue was marked by a second edi-
tion by Giolito in 1552. The next edition was brought out in Naples by Anto-
nio Bulifon in 1694. Eugenio Camerini saw to the first publication of modern
times (Milan: G. Daelli, 1864), and areprint was made of itby A. Forniin 1974.
The critical edition, on which the present translation is based, was prepared
by Giuseppe Zonta in 1912 and included in his collection of sixteenth-
century dialogues on love, Trattati d'amore del Cinguecento, a volume in the Laterza
series of Italian classics. It was reprinted and edited by Mario Pozzi in 1975
and 1980.

Aragona’s publications were duly registered by compilers of literary en-
cyclopedias and by eighteenth-century historians, such as Crescimbeni,
Quadrio and Tiraboschi, who were the first to gather documentary evidence
of cultural activity in [taly. The literary histories written soon after the unifica-
tion of the country in 1860 regarded the Cinquecento literature, especially
the literature on love, an expression of the moral decadence of the nation. On
Aragona, furthermore, weighed heavily the stigma of prostitution, which, in

13. Aragonass letters to Varchi were published by Guido Biagi in “Un'etera romana. Tullia d'Ara-
gona,” 1n Nuova Antologia, series I, vol. 4, no. 16 (1886). 655-711. The dialogue 1s mentioned in
the letter dated 25 August 1546, on p 697.

14 Petition and deliberation can be read in Bongi, Annali, pp. 184-85, and 1n his "Il velo gi-
allo. . pp 89-90.
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hercase, seemed to besmirch what was considered the noble pursuit of literary
studies. In the nineteenth century, full credit of authorship was questioned for
Aragona, as was often the case with women authors from classical antiquity to
the Renaissance. At the same time, her publications were regarded by some as
an attempt to gloss over a vicious life and a shameful profession.!”

Contrary to such anachronistic assumptions, Aragona exhibited a strong
sense of personal worth and took a detailed interest in shaping her image as a
refined and glamorous courtesan. In later life, she used her intellectual talents
to carve a social and psychological space against what was for her a mounting
tide of oppressive regulations. The publication of her writings may well have
been hastened by the necessity of defending her claim to a higher social status,
but her contribution to the ongoing debate on love is of original import. To
appreciate fully its fundamental assumptions, her dialogue needs to be read in
the context of contemporary discourse and with a view to the value system im-
plied by that discourse.'¢

ANTECEDENTS

Many treatises on love published or written in the early 1500s draw their basic
tenets from Marsilio Ficino's theory of "Platonic love.” Ficino's philosophy had
been made accessible to a large public by his Latin commentary on Plato's
Symposium, which the author himself translated into Italian in 1474. Working
at the height of the humanistic revival, Ficino proposed a version of Platonism
harmonious with Christianity and with the humanistic concept of humankind
at the center of creation. Love is the universal force binding the world and the
divinity together, for God has created the world and governs it through an act
of love, and through love the world returns to the godhead. Similarly the hu-
man soul follows an itinerary that goes from love of earthly beauty to the ec-
static contemplation of the divine.'”

The many subsequent popularizations of Platonic love, almost all written

15 Thecredit due to Aragona for this work 1s implicitly reduced by the scholars who believe the
dialogue to be the faithful transcription of a conversation Even so, the question of authorshtp was
settled favorably by Aragona's modern editor, Giuseppe Zonta, in Trattat: d'amore del Cinquecento
(Bari Laterza, 1912), pp. 360-62. Cf. p 63, footnote 12 to the dialogue

16 For a survey of criticism and bibliography on Aragona, see Rinaldina Russell, “Tullia d'Ara-
gona,” 1n [talian Women Writers, ed. R Russell Westport, CT Greenwood, 1994, pp 31-33 For
Girolamo Tiraboschy, see his Storia della letteratura italiana (Florence Molini Land, 1812), 7 1172.
17. Marsilio Ficino, Commentarium m Convivium Platonis de Amore, in Marsili Florentmni  Opera et quae
bactenus extitere (Basileae, 1561), 5:1320-63 It was translated into Italian by Ficino and was pub-
lished in Florence 1n 1544 as Sopra lo amore o ver’ Convito di Platone Sears Jayne has provided an Eng-
lish translation in Commentary on Plato’s “Symposium” on Love (Dallas, TX. Spring Publications, 1985)
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in dialogic form, indicate that a large reading public was concerned with
human dilemmas and with the relation of sensual experience to reason and to
religious morality. They responded to the need, very much felt by the intel-
lectual class, of bridging the gulf between secular and religious values, be-
tween private conduct and the moral and spiritual discipline that the church
idealized. The dialogue was the genre most apt to negotiate this conflict, forit
proposed as worthy of investigation many possible solutions, thus minimizing
the contrast between irreconcilable positions. It afforded the civilized custom
of sharing consonant opinions, while providing the vicarious pleasure of in-
teresting conversation, often with characters who represented well-known
people.'®

The first dialogue on love in the vernacular was Gli Asolani (1505), by the
Venetian nobleman and, later, Cardinal Pietro Bembo.'? It simulated a con-
versation between ladies and gentlemen in the small northern court of Asolo,
which the Venetian republic had assigned to Caterina Corner (Cornaro in
modern Tuscanized form). It responded to the question: which is the form of
love that does not endanger the moral well-being of the lovers? Different so-
lutions are considered in turn by three speakers. To Perottino's oration on the
destructive perturbations of human passion, succeeds Gismondo's warm eu-
logy of the sweet pleasures of love, both those of the lower senses, to be in-
dulged in sparingly, and those afforded by the “spiritual” senses of sight and
hearing. Love affords many delights to the temperate lover, maintains Gis-
mondo, and is the source of all the good that nature contains. It makes friend-
ship and society possible and promotes civility.

The third speaker, Lavinello, considers a fundamental distinction be-
tween natural love and human love. Natural love is instinctive and innocent,
but human love must always be responsible, for it is negotiated by reason and
by the individual's unavoidable exercise of free will. The last word on love,
however, seems to be left to a strict Christian spokesman. A holy hermit's au-
thority is, at the end, brought into the Asolo conversations to argue that the
only kind of love worthy of man is love for God and that any form of human at-
tachment is an obstacle in man's progress to salvation and heavenly bliss. Bem-

18 The bibliography on the sixteenth-century dialogue 1s vast. A good introduction are John
McClelland's "Dialogue et Rhétorique a la Renaissance,” in Le Dialogue, ed P.R Léonand P. Perron
(Ottawa: Didier, 1985), pp 157-64, and Peter Burke's “The Renatssance Dialogue,” in Renasssance
Studies 3, no. 1,(1989): 1—-12. The most extensive treatment of the genre undertaken to date is Vir-
gmmia Cox's The Renaissance Dialogue Literary Dialogue in its Social and Political Contexts, Castiglione to
Galleo (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992).

19. Pietro Bembo, Gli Asolani, trans. Rudolf B. Gottfried. (Bloomington. Indiana University Press,
1954).
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bo does not resolve the dilemma of his characters’ contrasting views. Rather,
by offering a number of solutions as all worthy of investigation, he reaches an
amiable compromise. His refined consideration of many types of human feel-
ing, and their possible social outlets, found a receptive welcome in the higher
strata of society and among their literati. It also started a trend toward the de-
piction of an idealized court life in literature and the arts.

No sixteenth-century work demonstrates this idealization better than
Baldesar Castiglione's The Book of the Courtier with its description of the perfect
courtier and the accomplished court lady. The significance of this book is in
the proof it provides that the limits of men's experience had expanded beyond
the traditional pursuit of war, politics, or asceticism.?? For women, its impor-
tance consists in having officially sanctioned the female presence in the male
world by gracing that presence with the social and moral qualities that the
aristocracy had come to value. In its last section, Pietro Bembo, Castiglione's
friend and one of the book's characters, is chosen to declaim on Platonic love
as the only form of love becoming the dignified status of a man at court. With
a poetic legerdemain, the Bembo character creates a continuous progression
from love of earthly beauty to love of God, making man'’s feeling for a woman
the first stage in the arduous ascent to transcendence. In imitation of this aris-
tocratic view of human relationships, it henceforth became a literary com-
monplace to represent the bond between woman and man in the terms and the
guises supplied by Platonic love.

In circulation, however, there were already treatises that presented a
more realistic view of life and dealt sympathetically with human sexuality.
Even in his predominantly Platonic Book on the Nature of Love, begun in 1495 and
published in Mantua in 1525, Mario Equicola had stated that whoever loves
permanently must love the body as well as the soul, because the nature of love
requires that not only the lovers'souls be loved, but that their senses too be sat-
isfied in their natural need for sensual pleasure.?! In Agostino Nifo's On Beauty
and Love (1531), love is a condition brought about by the sensual appetite (“af-
fectus appetitus sensitivi’) and the beautiful is defined as what moves the soul
through the senses and impels human beings to a bodily fruition, which is

achieved through the sense of touch and in sexual intercourse.??

20. Baldesar Castiglione, The Book of the Courtier Trans. with an introduction by George Bull (Ham-
mondsworth, Middlesex, England: Penguin Books, 1984)

21. Mano Equicola, D'Alveto di Natura d'amore (Venice Giolto de’ Ferrari, 1563), p 381.

22. Agostino Nifo, Depulchro etamore (Rome: A. Blado, 1531). To sexual attractions, Nifo adds the
pleasure provided by intellectual accomplishments and gracious manners and enjoyed by sight
and hearing. These were the "virtues” expected of a cortegiana honesta Cfr. Benedetto Croce, "1l De
Pulchro di Agostino Nifo,” in Poetr e scrittors del preno e tardo Rinascimento (Bart: Laterza, 1952), 3-105
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For the writers of the generation after Bembo the most authoritative
claim for the pleasure and the goodness of the sexual union was to be found in
Leone Ebreo's Dialogues on Love (1535). This is the work that supplied Aragona
with the terminology, the concepts, and some of the arguments leading to her
definition of love. In universal terms, love is described by Leone as a force
uniting the created world to God in a harmonious circularity. At the center of
the universe is the human being, a microcosm made of matter and spirit,
whose dual nature reflects the mutual correspondence of heaven and earth
and makes the connection between the spiritual and the corporeal realms pos-
sible. In human terms, perfect love is one that correspondingly yearns for the
union of both body and soul, for a physical consummation that confirms and
strengthens the spiritual union already brought about by reason and by the
higher senses.?3

Among the works in which traces of Leone's vindication of sexuality can
easily be detected, three were published a few years before or at the same time
as Aragona’s work: Sperone Speroni's Dialogue on Love (1542), Giuseppe Be-
tussi's Raverta (1544), and Francesco Sansovino's Conversation Whereby Young
People Are Taught the Fine Art of Loving (1545).2* Sansovino's Conversation is a com-
monsense ars amandi in which some Ovidian ideas are adapted to the possibili-
ties of sixteenth-century youths. [t contains a criticism of homophilia which
may well have been in Aragona's mind when she wrote her passage on the sub-
ject.?> In Giuseppe Betussi's Raverta, Raverta, the main speaker, gives to the in-
quiring courtesan and poet Francesca Baffa a definition of love that is of the
Platonic kind. Even so, he maintains that incorporeal beauty can be imagined
only after viewing material objects. Moreover, to Baffa's contention that the
body is made superfluous in the mind's ascent to higher forms of contempla-
tion, Raverta argues that the body is in effect essential to the attainment of a
superior form of love, for only the senses make cognition possible.26

An even greater consideration for natural instincts is found in Sperone
Speroni's Dialogue on Love. When the character Grazia celebrates the dual na-
ture of man and of love, he clearly is following the epistemological footsteps
of Pietro Pomponazzi, the eminent Aristotelian philosopher whose classes

23. Dialoghid'amore, ed. S. Caramella (Bar:: Laterza, 1929), pp. 50-51.

24. Cfr. Nesca A. Robb, Neoplatonism of the Italian Renaissance (New York: Octagon Books, 1968;
reprint of London: George Allen and Unwin Ltd., 1935), p. 203, and Robert Ellrodt, Neoplatonism
in the Poetry of Spencer (Geneve- E. Droz, 1960), pp. 145-46

25. “If their love were truly love of contemplation, the Platonists would love mature men rather
than young and immature ones,” argues Sansovino 1n his Ragronamento nel quale brevemente s1 nsegna ai
grovant la bella arte d'amore (1545), now in Trattati d'amore del Cinquecento, p. 165.

26. Trattati d'amore del Cinquecento, pp. 17, 19 and 32.
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Speroni had attended in Bologna. Love, Grazia maintains, is an affection born
in the senses and shaped by reason. Lovers, dissatisfied with only being able to
see and hear their beloveds, endeavor as much as they can to pleasure the
other senses too. And when the pleasure of the mind is added to those of
senses, the "amorous hermaphrodite,” that is, the perfect union between man
and woman, is truly achieved.?”

Such statements about sensory perception can be considered the great di-
vide between Platonic and Aristotelian concepts of love, for they have far-
reaching implications into epistemological theory.?® For Ficino and his
followers, knowledge comes not from experience but from within the soul,
where all universal forms are buried. The contemplation of these forms can be
obtained by the human mind when it separates itself from the life of the body
and from sensory impressions. Consequently, in their theory of love, the Pla-
tonists draw a dividing line between the lower senses—touch, smell, and taste,
which perform the bodily functions—and the senses of hearing, sight, and
reason, which are considered spiritual because they are capable of perceiving
things of a spiritual nature. In this view, human love is a hindrance to the con-
templation of the pure form that is God, as the holy hermit in Bembo's Gli
Asolani and the Bembo characterin Castiglione's The Courtier declare. Man must
ultimately be rid of all human attachments, no matter how spiritual they are
deemed, if he is to achieve the purity of vision that alone can direct his soul to
the godhead.

For the Aristotelians, on the other hand, the human mind has no direct
knowledge of ideas, and cognition proceeds from sense perception and from
experience. According to Pietro Pomponazzi, man's soul is in constant need of
sensory perceptions, and there is nothing to be found in man's mind that was
notin his senses before.

While Platonism flourished at the courts, including the most powerful of
them, the Roman court, Aristotelian philosophy and its method of “scientific”
analysis were prevalent in the northern university centers, such as Padua and
Bologna. And between these towns and the prosperous press industry of
Venice, a new type of literary man circulated, of independent mind and means.
Such were Betussi, Sansovino, Speroni, Muzio and, to a degree, Varchi.

There are indications that some of these authors were aware of the differ-
ence in the social backgrounds favoring the two ideologies of human behav-

27.1bid., p 517.

28. About sensory perceptions, see Pietro Pomponazzi, “On the Immortality of the Soul, “Renais-
sance Philosophy of Man, ed. E. Cassirer, P O. Knisteller, J. H. Randall, Jr. (Chicago: Chicago Uni-
versity Press, 1965), pp. 272-73, 287, 305. See also Bruno Nardi, Studi su Pietro Pomponazzi
(Florence: Le Monnier, 1965), pp. 33-34, 42.
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ior.2? Betussi suggests that the ideal of spiritual love is not valid for all cate-
gories of people. In Raverta a distinction is made between "wise men” and “or-
dinary men,” the latter being members of an aristocratic class to which the
author seems to attribute the willingness to exercise the self-control that is a
prerequisite of meditation and asceticism.3° In Speroni's Dialogue on Love, the
Grazia character obviously has the Platonists in mind when arguing against
those who think it possible to gratify their intellectual needs and disregard all
sensual appetites—as if swallowing their food without chewing it—thereby
doing harm to themselves.3! It is to the courtesan Tullia that Speroni assigns
the task of satirizing the Bembian view of love. Launching into her passionate
eulogy of eroticism, Tullia draws support from some witty narratives about the
origins and phenomenology of love, which have lewd overtones and are a par-
ody of well-known Platonic myths. And, just as Lavinello quotes the holy her-
mit in Gli Asolani and Socrates quotes Diotima in Symposium, she appeals to the
authority of Francesco Maria Molza, a poet renowned for his sense of humor,
erotic novelle, and profligate life-style.

Significantly, Betussi's and Speroni's dialogues have a courtesan as one of
their speakers. The prominent placement of a courtesan is surely a sign that a
discussion on natural love and sexuality was understood to fall within the
purview of a specific category of femininity. And this category was conceived,
and its representative—Speroni's Tullia—described, in line with the accepted
view of womanhood and of love. Aragona's dialogue is the answer of awoman,
avirtuosa of love, who disputes the adequacy of both the spiritualistic and sen-
sualistic views of love and who is ready to argue with men over the difference
between making love and being in love.

THE DIALOGUE

The dialogue represents a discussion taking place among friends at the Flo-
rentine quarters of Tullia d’Aragonain 1547. Benedetto Varchi has just arrived,
interrupting a conversation among Tullia, Doctor Lattanzio Benucci, and
other men. Varchi is afraid of disturbing them, but is reassured that he is wel-
come. Indeed, they were waiting for him to arrive and solve an important
question: can love be endless, or does one always love within bounds? It is Tul-

29. Marcello Aurigemma, Lirica, poemi ¢ trattati civili del Cinquecento (Rome-Bar1- Laterza, 1973),
pp. 41-48. For the same period in ltalian literary history, see Carlo Dionisotti, “Letteratura Ital-
1ana nell'etd del Concilio di Trento,” Geografia e storia della letteratura italiana (Turin: Einaudi, 1967),
pp. 183-204

30. In Trattati d'amore del Cinquecento, pp. 30-3 1.

31. In Trattatisti del Cinquecento, 1:517
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lia's turn to speak; is perhaps Signor Varchi reluctant to engage in an argument
with a woman?, she teasingly asks, for she has heard of some “philosophical”
reasons Varchi holds on women'’s inferiority.

On this note of feminine challenge, the discussion begins at once and
proceeds like a casual conversation by fits and starts, interruptions and digres-
sions. Various themes intertwine apparently at random, always starting a new
argument and preventing the previous one from reaching a linear conclusion.
The debate is kept lively by a continuous flow of playful repartees and asides,
of feigned ignorance and spirited retorts on Tullia’s part. But this is no aimless
imitation of life, for the seemingly casual conversation is orchestrated toward
the solution of the main question. In the apparent discontinuity, contradic-
tions and flaws are found in the working definitions, more precise terms are
proposed, and corollaries to the main theory are established. All topics are in
the end justified and made to fit the conclusion desired by the author.

There are three speakers in the dialogue: Tullia d'Aragona, who acts as the
master of ceremonies, directing and concluding the discussion; Benedetto
Varchi, who provides the dialogue with the appropriate philosophical garb;
and Doctor Benucci, who, after the main question has been debated, reports
on the conversants’ previous discussion. Repeated mention is made of the
presence of an unspecified number of gentlemen. These reminders, as well as
the reference to other known people who might chance to come by, add to the
verisimilitude of the situation.

The main focus of the discussion concerns the infinity of love. Varchi is
bent on the scholastic method of debating the question following a preor-
dained sequence.3? With idiosyncratic punctiliousness, he insists on a defini-
tion of all terms used: is "end” the same as “aim,” and is "love” the same as "to
love”> This leads to a number of digressions—on substance and accident, mat-
ter and form, causation and infinity, among others—and to arguments that
tend to turn on themselves. The first premise of Varchi's argument is based on
the equivocation caused by the word fine, which means both “cessation” and
“"goal.” The second is offered by Tullia's preliminary definition of “love” and of
“tolove.” Love, she declares, is a desire to enjoy with union what is beautiful or
seems beautiful to the lover. And “to love” is to desire that union. So, if "end" is
the same as "aim,” and “love” is in essence the same as “to love,” then love,
Varchi is swift to conclude, is without end.

Such deductive wizardry fails to persuade Signora Tullia, and Varchi

32 The "questio” was a literary genre patterned on the disputatio, that 1s to say, on the discussion
of a proposed thests, a custom that was practiced 1n the universities where the Aristotelian tradi-
tionwas still strong See P O Kristeller, “The Arnistotelian Tradition,” Renarssance Thought, 1-31
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turns the question around: what proofs does she have that love comes to an
end? | have no proof, she replies, but experience shows me that men, having
made love, forsake their women and stop loving. Empirical observation
notwithstanding, Varchi goes on arguing syllogistically that love is infinite,
because whoever loves, when loving, loves without end in sight, and when he
stops loving, the question no longer pertains. Needless to say, Tullia remains
unconvinced. She will, therefore, take up the questioning herself and, in So-
cratic fashion, reduce his logically argued position to absurdity.

She begins by reminding Varchi of the Aristotelian principle, much
vaunted by him, that there is no such thing as infinity: so, how can love be in-
finite? The dilemma is removed by a long digression that distinguishes be-
tween actual and potential infinity. Love is infinite potentially, not in actuality,
forlovers' desires are endless and can never be fully satisfied by anything at all.
After obtaining one thing, they want something else, and something else
again and again, and so on ad infinitum. Here Varchi, forever faithful to his
scholastic method, puts forward a counterargument. All moving objects are
moved by an outside force or end, as Aristotle teaches, and no longer move
when they have reached that end. In the same way, lovers, who all have a goal,
no longer love when their goal is achieved and their desire satisfied.

Tullia is very grateful that there is such an extraordinary thing as logic, for,
by demonstrating in turn the correctness of two opposite views—that love is
infinite and that love is not infinite—it has helped her to advance toward her
conclusion. The solution lies again in the meaning given to the equivocal term
“love.” One must differentiate between two types of love: “vulgar” love and
"honest” love. Vulgar love comes quickly to an end because it is directed ex-
clusively to the pleasure of the flesh and ceases when the object of desire is at-
tained. It often turns into hatred and disgust. Honest love, on the other hand,
fosters in itself a continuity of affection. Since human nature partakes of both
matter and intellect, perfect lovers must indeed long for a union of both body
and soul. Their spiritual coming together is possible, but a perfect physical
union can never be attained, for bodies do not penetrate into each other’s
space. Honest love is therefore by its very nature endless, for it is destined to
yearn endlessly for that perfect consummation that can never be experienced.

After the discussion on love's infinity, three short queries are advanced by
Varchi, which prove to be corollaries to the main thesis. Two of these ques-
tions—is natural love to be considered immoral? and why is it that some lovers
love more passionately after the physical conquest>—turn on the same funda-
mental assumption about human nature: human beings are made of two con-
trasting elements, matter and intellect. Natural love is innocent. Only an
incontinent use of sensual resources is morally condemnable, as are those
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lovers who are attracted exclusively to their beloveds' bodies and wish to in-
dulge in repeated copulation.

The third query is what is to be thought of the love of men for men? Sex-
ual intercourse between men is immediately and perfunctorily dismissed as
sinful by both speakers. But if homosexual love is sinful, presses Tullia, why
did Plato praise it? And, if Phaedrus’ and Alcibiades' speeches are to be read,
as Varchi contends, as eulogies on philosophical love, why is it, she contin-
ues, that women are excluded from it? Varchi—who in real life found himself
on more than one occasion in the position of having to justify his love for
young male pupils as being philosophical in nature—is here made to face a
contradiction that cannot be undone syllogistically: Platonic love seems to
idealize women while at the same time marginalizing them as intellectually
inferior and thus incapable of spiritual relationships. Tullia's interest is not in
condemning homophilia, but rather in probing the misogynistic nature of
Platonic love and in using that very bias to expose the element of sensuality
that exists even in a category of love that professes to be purely spiritual in
nature.

When all side issues are satisfactorily settled, Varchi is apprised of the
subjects discussed by the company prior to his arrival on the scene. The dia-
logue closes with a praise of Aragona and her friends and admirers.

ANALYSIS OF THE DIALOGUE

In its sources, the Dialogue on the Infinity of Love presents a confluence of the Aris-
totelianand the Platonic traditions. While many terms and definitions are sup-
plied by the schools (via Varchi), the main question and some secondary
themes are derived from the vernacular literature on love. However, Aragona's
discussion is closer in intent to those writings that present alternative views to
the Bembian categorization of human affections.

For the basic principles of love, Aragona draws directly from Leone
Ebreo. Her general definition is a near paraphrase of Leone's: “love is a desire
to enjoy and to be united with what is either beautiful or seems beautiful to the
lover.” More significant are her transposition of Leone's concept of perfect hu-
man love and the empbhasis she places on it. Good love, Aragona maintains,
love generated by reason, that is, by the knowledge of the beloved’s good
qualities, yearns for spiritual and physical fulfillment. Set apart from vulgar
love, which ceases when the desire for carnal pleasure is satisfied, honorable
love is not brought to an end by copulation. On the contrary, its permanency
is guaranteed by the very quality of desire, which is a yearning for the union of
both body and soul—a yearning as insuppressible as it is impossible to satisfy.
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Such a definition clearly challenges the validity of the erotic model up-
held by Bembo's followers. Since in human affections the impulse toward sen-
suality cannot be totally removed, a love that purports to be purely spiritual is
a travesty of human nature, outside the realm of human possibilities. This
model is dismissed by Tullia who heaps on its eulogists and purported practi-
tioners a hyperbolic praise that reaches for the unbelievably sublime. "It is
hard to find enough praise,” she states, “for anyone who rises by way of divine
love from the human plane to that of immortal gods. . . . Formy part,” she goes
on, "I can never read the words of that saintly hermit without feeling myself
somehow elevated from the ground and transported to the heavens amidst
such sweet sounds and ineffable chants, such rejoicing and bewilderment, that
| can't explain the experience, nor could anyone else believe it if they had not
experienced it.”

While distancing herself from Platonic theory, Aragona abjures the opin-
ions attributed to her in Speroni's Dialogue on Love. The character created by
Speroni is an intelligent and articulate woman, but unmistakably a courtesan
as seen by Speroni, unrestrained in her loves and ever-resurging jealousy, pas-
sionately inspired in her celebration of the irrational and deterministic
essence of passion. Such a character would have found a tolerant public in the
moral climate of earlier times and did reflect the bohemian mentality of some
intellectual circles in the 1530s. In 1547, however, the increasingly censorial
mood of officialdom had changed society, and Aragona saw fit to disavow the
personality and values of Speroni's courtesan. Marshaling her own views and
experience of human relationships, she proposes instead a bond of love,
grounded in reason and by reason made consonant with nature and morality.
The image that she wants to give of herself now is that of an “honorable” cour-
tesan, restrained by wisdom in private life and concerned with social propriety
in herliterary endeavors. At the same time, she depicts her male friends as dig-
nified gentlemen, interacting with quasi-Olympian reasonableness and with a
reciprocity of love unsullied by jealousy, that mark of violent passion that en-
gulfed Speroni's bohemian lovers.

What makes Aragona's position unprecedented, however, as well as un-
surpassed by subsequent writers, is her linking the discussion of love and sex to
gender issues. Aragona keeps her readers aware of the ongoing debate about
women by repeated allusions that only seem to be tangential to the ongoing
conversation. Varchi expresses several current prejudices about the female
sex. He protests that in discussions and conversations women always argue ir-
rationally. He also advances the opinion, often debated in his times, that
women have no aptitude for love. At one point, in order to appease his inter-
locutor, he throws in the Platonic belief that women can exercise great power
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over men through their spiritual qualities and the beauty of their bodies. But
Tullia will have none of all his clichés.

Aragona’s ideas about gender are more sharply focused. To start with, we
are made to understand that, in her opinion, many women possess higher
moral qualities than do a host of men. As to the complaints vented by poets
about their beloveds, the general perception of men's and women's relative
merits would be different, Tullia maintains, if women, instead of men, were to
write about them. More significantly, before and after the debate on love's in-
finity, Tullia raises two fundamental issues of gender bias, and by doing so she
gives aradical turn to her theory of love.

Soon after his arrival on the scene, Tullia chides Varchi about his philo-
sophical reasons for believing that women are not the equal of men. These
“reasons,” we may reasonably assume, refer to the statements contained in the
lecture on human nature that the real Varchi had delivered in the Florentine
Academy in the early part of 1547. Drawing from Aristotle, he pointed out the
passive role played by women in procreation, implicitly restating their physi-
cal and moral inadequacy. In the same lecture, women's mental inferiority,
thus their natural subordination to men, was used as an analogue to the subju-
gation of brute animals by intelligent human beings.33

Plato’s gender bias, on the other hand, is exposed by Tullia when she calls
into question the nature of love of men for boys. Her persistent questioning
points out the truth about “Socratic” love: that the pedagogical and moral
properties attributed to it are denied to the relation between woman and man
because of women's supposed innate mental inferiority. In Plato's Symposium,
Pausanias’ speech distinguishes between a baser kind of love that can be di-
rected to women and men alike, and a nobler kind, inspired by intelligence
and vigor, which can therefore be addressed only to men.3*

The view of women as the weak sex was given a scientific basis by Aristo-
tle, who thus provided the justification for women's secondary position in the
family, in society, and in the law. Being mentally weak, and consequently inca-

33. “Lezione sul Dante Sulla generazione del corpo umano,” Opere, 2 294a, 298-99b, 310a See
alsop 56, footnote 4

34. Symposium, 181—-181d. The question of Plato’s feminism or antifeminism has been debated at
length and mostly with respect to his political theory. See M. B Arthur, "Early Greece. The Ori-
gins of the Western Attitude Toward Women," Arethusa 6 (1973) 7-58,D Wender, "Plato: Misog-
ymist, Paedophile, and Feminist,” Arethusa 6 (1973)- 75-90, S B Pomeroy, "Feminism in Book V of
Plato's Republic,” Apeiron 8 (1974) 32-35;]. J. Hannas “Plato’s Republic and Feminism,” Phiosophy
51 (1976)- 307-21, H. Lesser, "Plato’s Feminism,” Philosophy 54 (1979). 113-17; U. Mattiol,
Gobévela e avdpeia Aspetti della femminilita nella letteratura classica, biblica e cristiana (Rome- Bulzoni,
1983), pp 13-17, E. Cantarella, Pandora’s Daughters The Role and Status of Women m Greek and Roman
Antiquity, trans M. B. Fant. (Baltimore: the Johns Hopkins University Press, 1981), pp 58-59.

37



38

Introduction by Rinaldina Russell

pable of controlling their own nature, women cannot be left in charge of
themselves.3° This concept of women's inferiority, typical of classical antiq-
uity, was passed on to the church fathers who applied it to the interpretation
of Genesis: it was Eve's natural weakness that allowed her to succumb to temp-
tation, incite Adam to sin, and thereby cause the fall of humanity out of
grace.? In the Renaissance notion of spiritual love, a distinction of essence is
implied between male and female. Unsurprisingly then, the treatises on love
that followed Ficino's line of thought, while praising earthly beauty, attributed
toitand to woman arole that was only transitory. For in the Platonic ladder of
love, woman represents the enticements of the senses that are to be foregone
when time comes for replacing human affections with love for God.

Rather than proposing the gender issue for discussion, Aragona takes for
granted that no reasonable man would want to doubt the essential equality of
men and women. In this assumption, she was in tune with the most advanced
views of some of her contemporaries. While more traditional treatises on the
subject implied women's moral inferiority, even when they aimed at showing,
by exemplification, that exceptions are possible, there were, nonetheless, new
texts in circulation that argued in principle for women's equality. Mario
Equicola’s On Women (1501), Galeazzo Flavio Capra's On the Excellence and Dig-
nity of Women, (1525) and Henricus Cornelius Agrippa’s The Nobility and Pre-
eminence of the Female Sex, whose Italian version became available as recently as
1544, all advanced the view that women's inferior position in society was not
natural, but rather was due to men's tyranny and maintained by law, custom,
and by the low-quality education given to girls.3”

By standing on this side of the question, Aragona is able to call the bluff of
Platonic theories and contest the Aristotelian notion of women'’s inferiority.
The equality of the sexes is implied throughout the dialogue and is upheld by
Tullia at crucial points. Her definition of honest love presumes the intellectual

35. [nDegeneratione animalmum Aristotle maintains that woman's procreative role 1s passive and that,
with his sperm, man activates the matterin her and gives it form (728a). In Politics (1A, 5, 1254b or
111, 1277b; 111, 1260a) and in Nichomachean Ethics (V1, 2, 1139a12; VIII, 1162a) to women's natural
physiological inferiority, he adds a mental and moral weakness. As their bouleutikén 1s fragile, that
15, akuron, they lack the necessary strength to be in charge of themselves, cannot control their lust-
ful side, and are 1n need of male supervision. Cfr. Mattioli 16 and Cantarella 60.

36. Genesis 3, 15. See lan MacLean, The Renaissance Notion of Woman (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 1980), pp 16-17.

37. Mario Equicola, De Mulieribus ad D Margaritam Cantelmam (Mantua, 1501), pp. a2r—a3r, a3v—
aSv Cf Conor Fahy, “Three Early Renaissance Treatises on Women," Italian Studies X1 (1956):
36-38. Galeazzo Flavio Capra. Della eccellenza e dignita delle donne (Rome, 1525; Ed. Maria Lutsa
Doglio, Rome, 1988), pp. 65, 106, Henricus Cornelius Agrippa, The Nobility and Preemmence of the
Female Sex, ed. Albert Rabil, Jr (Chicago- Chicago Untversity Press, 1996), pp. 94-95
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and sexual equality of women and men. By advocating a kind of love that par-
takes of the intellectual and the sensual faculties of both lovers, Aragona im-
plicitly argues for women'’s capacity for intellectual discourse and for their
equal participation in the joyous life of the senses. The female sex is thus freed
from the bondage to the physical side of human nature where it had been rel-
egated by the theories that viewed women as the passive objects of male pro-
creative sexuality. The male-female relationship that she proposes finds in
itself the basis of its morality and is therefore independent of marriage and re-
ligious discipline.

Aragona’s deviation from the prevailing theories of love is negotiated by
a strategy of suggestions and statements directed to the reader and skilifully
distributed between the frame of the dialogue and the structure of the debate
proper. The characters, present as well as absent from the scene of the discus-
sion, are well-known literary figures. Their coming together is referred to dur-
ing the discussion, incidentally, as it were. In this way, an illusion is created of
listening to an actual conversation, and it is maintained throughout by re-
peated reference to events pertaining to the real persons impersonated by the
speakers. Even so, Aragona makes a very qualified use of the authority accru-
ing to her discussion from the fame of her historical characters.

Signs of her attitude toward reigning authorities are given repeatedly.
Aragona believes that one must trust reason, not authority. “l want you to bow
to experience,” Tullia says to Varchi. “I trust it by itself far more than the rea-
sons produced by the whole class of philosophers!” She will accept authority
only if validated by her own judgment, that is, “her understanding of it.” She
endorses freedom of thought: “let people judge for themselves and speak their
opinion freely.”

Sperone Speroni is highly commended, but his views of Aragona are rec-
tified. Pietro Bembo's Gli Asolani gives proof of miraculous eloquence and great
doctrine, but his theory of love is not praised. The eulogy for this most revered
literary authority is ad personam and is lavish only on the surface. Varchi loves
him for his virtues and his goodness. Tullia believes that “he retains a breed of
nobility that the common herd readily appreciates.” He enjoys the advantages
of wealth, she explains, which, in the eyes of the populace, are valued above
any personal merit. Dubious praise indeed, coming from an authorwho, in the
categorization of love, has neatly distinguished between individual worth and
ancestral lineage, and who is very adroit in priding herself on the nobility of
the heart. On the other hand, the approval of Leone Ebreo is unequivocal. The
author’s preference for his work and her indebtedness to it are plainly stated.
Among those who wrote objectively about the essence of love, rather than
subjectively about their own experiences, Varchi declares, Leone Ebreo has
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dealt with the subject more comprehensively than any other philosopher,
with more doctrine and more truth.

Also specific is Aragona's use of Varchi's authority. His doctrine and
philosophical training are used to give legitimacy and method to the debate
and to validate her arguments. His moral character and his credibility as a
philosopher and writer are therefore defended against the attacks of his ene-
mies. At the same time, however, Tullia’s poking continuous fun at Varchi's
scholarly procedures and scholastic logic has the effect of undermining the
reader’s confidence in scientifically deduced theories and definitions, which,
at times, can be patently absurd and contrary to experience. His competence
in matters of love is cut down to size in a discussion of his intellectual and lit-
erary merits. He prefers not to indulge in love poetry, and theorizing about
love is not his field of endeavor. People say, and he is willing to admit, that he
is shy of arguing philosophical points. Above all, contrary to Renaissance dia-
logues generally, in which the views under discussion are attributed to well-
known writers or voiced by characters who represent them, Aragona does not
delegate to Varchi the authorship of her theory. 38

From the beginning, and for a while, the debate unfolds in such a way as
to distribute the burden of the demonstration between the two characters,
thus giving the impression that theirs is a two-sided, well-argued search for
the true nature of love. The presence of two speakers debating all sides of the
question camouflages the didactic nature of the dialogue. But there is no di-
chotomy of opinion, no multiplicity of views from which the reader can
choose. And, after Tullia has gathered the reins of the discussion in her hands,
itis clear that only one conception of love, namely hers, will be allowed to take
shape. And there is no doubt that Tullia’s voice is that of the author herself, for
the editor's preface has so told the reader.

It is Aragona's literary accomplishment that the characterizations of Tul-
lia and Varchi are not born from a difference in their opinions, as is the case
with many contemporary dialogues. These characters are differentiated in
their temperament, mental idiosyncrasies, and style of speech. The man is de-
picted as a stolid pedagogue, whose rigid argumentative procedures and
pedantic leanings lead him straight into logical pitfalls. He is kindly, but
misogynistic and, at times, patronizing. Outstanding among Tullia’s traits is a
remarkable ability to discern distant relationships and a knack for deflating
philosophical shibboleths in colorful and popular language. She in turns flat-
ters and mocks Varchi, pleads ignorance and shyness, all the while leading him

38 On the dialogic strategies and on the many categorizations of the genre, see Virginia Cox,
The Renaissance Dialogue, which also provides ample bibliography.
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straight where she wants him. Her manners are seductive at times, but more
often reflective of a commonsensical woman, who appeals to her own under-
standing and experience of things and refuses to submit blindly to authority.
The discussion’s banter between the two main characters is so lively and seem-
ingly so true to life that many a literary historian has fallen into the fallacy of
viewing the dialogue as the transcription of an actual conversation instead of
adialogue that has taken its personae to be faithful representations of the peo-
ple they purport to represent.3?

But Aragona was eminently aware of her work as a literary construct. In
her dedication to Cosimo |, she inscribes her dialogue into the illustrious ver-
nacular tradition and offers it as a contribution to the duke’s plan to uphold the
cultural supremacy of Tuscany against the claims of other Italian regions. Pres-
tigious texts are quoted throughout the debate itself. When Varchi's vexations
are compared with those suffered by famous men of the past and by contem-
porary intellectuals, that literary continuity is made real by the very descrip-
tion of the conversations taking place in Tullia’s house. Aragona also adheres
to this tradition of refined learning by obeying the rules of literary etiquette.
From the editor’s preface, for example, the reader learns that the dialogue was
published, and the identity of the female character is revealed, only by
Muzio's decision, for reasons of fairness and consistency. In the dialogue itself,
the debate is ushered in by Tullia with a topos of self-abasement, and it is
closed, also by her, with a gracious declaration of modesty. These were laws of
literary decorum, to which Tullia refers at the end as “appropriate and deco-

rous fashion.”

AFTERMATH

InTullia d'Aragona’s times, the debate on the nature of love held the interest of
all educated classes. The term love covered a large spectrum of feelings and ex-
periences, from the longing for sensual gratification, to the desire for wealth
and honor, to the intellectual pursuit of the divine. In the more popular dia-
logues on love, the writer's interest focused on human relationships. This spe-
cial concern attests to a widespread need for understanding one's emotions
and for mediating the conflict that existed between the conduct of the indi-
vidual and the ethical code imposed by religion.

39 Pozzi speaks of "historical truth” in Trattati d'amore del Cinguecento (Bari-Rome: Laterza, 1975,
reprintof G Zonta's edition of 1912), p. xxx, and in "Aspetti della trattatistica d'amore” in Lingua,
cultura, socreta Saggi sulla letteratura ttaliana del Cinguecento (Alessandria- Edizioni dell’ Orso, 1989),
p. 87. His interpretation 1s consistent with the notion of the dialogue as a transcription of an ac-
tual conversation
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The Christian concept of morality, with its rigid dichotomy of the spiri-
tual and the physical realms, stigmatized any concession to the sensual nature
of humankind. Sexual pleasure was considered a sin, sanctioned only by mar-
riage, providing it was immediately connected with procreation. In practice,
however, men excusably indulged in it, until the time came presumably to
redirect their lives and submit all resources to the requirements of a career,
which, more often than not, was being pursued within the ranks of church bu-
reaucracy. Women’s destiny and conduct were classified according to cate-
gories that reflected the practical and the moral obligations of men. Nuns,
wives, and prostitutes were respectively pledged to religious discipline and
abstention, to matrimonial duties and to the venal purveyance of sexual plea-
sure. Itis not without significance that an extraordinarily large class of courte-
sans flourished in the cities, especially in Rome and Venice, where greater
possibilities of bureaucratic employment existed for men.

During the Counter Reformation, the church began to impose on its
members and on the faithful a code more consonant with its own principles of
behavior. Tullia d'Aragona, whose expectations and life-style had been fash-
ioned in an earlier, more permissive society, attempted to resist the tide of re-
strictive regulations. Not only was her livelihood at risk, but her very sense of
self, as a refined purveyor of intellectual and sensual rewards, was seriously
threatened. Her defense came in the form of a theory that calls for a radical re-
vision of standard principles, for a morality of love that acknowledges the di-
chotomous nature of both women and men.

Aragona’s dialogue became famous upon publication as the work of a cel-
ebrated courtesan and has maintained that fame ever since. Its significance,
however, and the complex motivations for writing it, have largely been mis-
understood orignored. | hope that the present study and the translation of the
Dialogue on the Infinity of Love will correct some of the misunderstandings in-
curred by many casual readers and that they will introduce Tullia d'Aragona to
the appreciative audience she deserves.

Rinaldina Russell
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DIALOGUE ON
THE INFINITY OF LOVE






To the Most excellent
Signora Tullia d'Aragona
from Muzio Iustinapolitano

My valiant lady, as a human being is composed of two parts, one of them
earthly and mortal, the other celestial and eternal, so too there are two
types of beauty, as you know full well. These two types of beauty, each follow-
ing the essence of its respective part, are frail and ephemeral in the one case,
vigorous and immortal in the other. Now these two remarkable beacons of our
body and soul present themselves to other people by way of the senses and
arouse in their emotions and in their souls that desire which is called love.
Once again, there are two kinds of love, precisely as there are two types of
beauty, because, as some people are enamored of sheer physical loveliness
while others are illuminated by the light that shines inside, each individual is
drawn to that object that appears to him to be most desirable.

Just as we have said that the two types of beauty correspond to the
essence of those different parts which they respectively ornament, it follows
that the effects of the two kinds of love differ as well. This is because when the
flower of our earthly garb begins to fade with the passing of time, it is equally
certain that desire for this flower is bound to wilt. On the other hand, since the
true light burns brighter in our souls with every day that passes by, it is under-
standable that once a person feels that he has been irradiated by that light,
then he will be more greatly inflamed by it from one day to the next.

Since these matters are not perhaps understood by everyone, there have
been some people who were amazed that, at the very age when they imagine
one ought to have put an end to the pangs of love, I still manifest no less a love
for you than | used to all those years ago. And in their minds, they have per-
haps condemned me for this and have lowered their esteem for me. [ wish to
testify openly to them that not only do I love you just as much as in the past, but
actually now love you far more than then, in proportion to the increase, inyou,
of thatbeauty which originally induced me to fall in love with you and because
of my continuing cognition of that beauty. And if perhaps those critics do not
perceive that beauty of yours, it is because they do not gaze upon you with the
same eyes that I do. For if they turned to contemplate you with a vision similar
to my own, they would fix their sight in a direction that would cause them to
be irradiated with love for you and to praise me for my continuing love.

Creat proof to me of the increase in your beauty is given by this dialogue
which you have written, On the Infinity of Love. Now, in writing to you, | shall de-
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sist from trying to praise it adequately for, indeed, | can hardly see a greater
way of showering praise on it than by having judged that the time has come to
remove it from its burial in the darkness. In your typically courteous manner,
you made me a recipient of your dialogue, as though it were something you
wished to share with me and not because it might be something for publica-
tion. I, for my part (considering thatsince my love for you makes me as zealous
in seeking honor for you as for myself), could not restrain myself from bring-
ing your work to light. Perhaps there was a very strong element of desire for
my own honor in doing this, because it is generally understood that [ adore
any beauty capable of generating such a glorious offspring, and therefore in
the eyes of the most refined spirits | am bound to be honored and praised a
good deal for my exploit.

Creat, indeed, are the consolations that Love offers to those who truly
love. Not only have | taken the liberty of publishing this work of yours with-
out your knowledge, but I have ventured even further. You present a disputa-
tion that took place between yourself, Varchi, and Doctor Benucci.! Since the
dialogue contains many details extolling your praises and virtues, you deemed
it unsuitable to refer to yourself by your real name, so out of modesty you
chose to pass yourself off as Sabina. I, however, considered it wrong that a di-
alogue should have one fictitious name amongst two real ones, and | judged
that either all the names should be fictitious or all of them real. | realized that
if I left yours in its altered form and also altered the other two names, | would
have done wrong to those most noble spirits whom it had pleased you to bring
to life in your pages. Thatis why l adopted the plan of leaving those names just
as they were and restoring “Tullia" in place of “Sabina.” | would have done this
for no other reason, indeed, than because of your choosing to have the no less
learned than eloquent Varchi make such honorable mention of me as a person
belonging to you, and I know that I have neverbelonged to any Sabina. [ know
perfectly well that | have only ever belonged, and still belong, to Signora Tul-
lia. I am sure that what [ am saying here would be repeated by the excellent
Signor Sperone, if he heard himself referred to as yours in the same way. This
much alone, then, | have had the temerity to alter in the dialogue, and my cor-
rection has ventured no further.

1 For Varchi, see Introduction, p 25. Lattanzio Benucci was a medical doctor and a frequent
guest of Aragona in Florence who exchanged complimentary sonnets with her (Aragona, Rime,
pp 51,123-25) Hisvisit to Tullia's country villa in the summer of 1546 is mentioned in her letter
to Varchi dated 25 August. Later in life, Benucci wrote a Dialogo della lontananza (1563), in which a
Neapolitan lady and the poet Bernardo Cappello converse on the “question” of whether passton is
stronger when the lovers are separated or when they are together (M Pozzi, Lingua, cultura, societa,
p 87).
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For this boldness of mine, and for having vour work published, | am as-
sured by Love that you will forgive me, since none other than Love was my in-
stigator. You really should be delighted by this publication, even though it is
effected without your consent. If by chance this dialogue were not such as to
deserve total praise, you would not be at fault because you intended to keep it
hidden, while I solely would be to blame for [ chose to issue it. However [am
sure that, to your undying reputation, the world will be eternally grateful to
me for the fruit of your labors.
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To the Most Illustrious Lord
Cosimo de’ Medici,
Duke of Florence

—ber deeply revered master—

from Tullia d'Aragona

have for a long while been undecided, most gracious and noble Lord, as to

whether I should dedicate to your esteemed Highness a certain discussion,
which took place in my home some months ago, on the infinity of love and on
some other related questions which were no less attractive, if my judgment is
not faulty, than they were difficult to solve. From one point of view, [ was in-
timidated both by the elevated status of Your Lordship and my own lowly con-
dition. | could hardly be certain that I was not distracting You from the
multitude of matters of state that beset Your Lordship daily in ensuring the
safety and serenity of Your prosperous domain and also in governing and dis-
pensing justice to Your fortunate subjects. On the other hand, | was comforted
and even encouraged in my enterprise by the certainty that Your Highness
takes deep joy in all literary compositions, especially those which are written
in the vernacular tongue so favorably viewed and promoted by Your lllustrious
Self, and which deal with subjects either useful or entertaining.?  was also dri-
ven by a keen desire of my own to show a small token of the affection and de-
votion | have always felt for Your illustrious and blessed house and to give You
special thanks for the favors [ have received. Hence, when at last | felt certain
that Your Excellency was more likely to turn the infinite courtesy and gen-
erosity of his attention to the altitude of the subject in these humble literary
labors of mine rather than to the scantness of my gift, [ decided to accept the
more likely risk of being considered presumptuous by many other people
rather than ungrateful by Your Lordship alone. Consequently, and in all hu-
mility, ] kiss Your sovereign hands and pray God that He may grant You long
health and felicity.

2 SeelIntroduction, p 41.
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Speakers: Tullia, Benedetto Varchi, and Signor Lattanzio Benucci

TULLIA: No one could have dropped by at a better moment, my dearand
excellent Signor Benedetto, nor could we have wished to see anyone so con-
genial and so eagerly anticipated!

VARCHIU: I am indeed pleased to hear that, my dear and most esteemed
Signora Tullia. All the more because | was afraid that maybe | had, if not totally
ruined, at least disturbed your conversation, which—I am certain—can only
have been delightful and must have concerned elevated matters, worthy of the
people here and of this place, where the subjects under discussion are always
no less useful and important than they are lively and entertaining. So | was al-
ready sorry | had turned up, and I said to myself: Woe is me, love takes me
whither [ wouldst not go, for | was afraid not so much of being presumptuous
asof annoying the very person I most desired to please. But if | have not caused
you any annoyance, | am happy indeed, as well as grateful for your gracious-
ness and for the good will of these kind sirs and gentlemen in your company,
with whose permission I'll take a seat. On one condition, however: that you
carry on the discussions on which you had embarked, unless, perhaps, they are
such that you deem me unworthy to join in.3

TULLIA: On the contrary, that was one of the many reasons why we
wanted you here withus. Yet I ratherwonder whether youmay notend up feel-
ing a little uncomfortable and perhaps regretting the fact that you came over,
particularly because it was my turn to speak, and for the reasons that you will
shortly hear: not only am [ a woman—and you have some complex philo-
sophical reasons for considering women less meritorious and intrinsically less

3 The subject of the previous conversation will be stated by Benucci at the end of the debate on
the infinity of love, p. 104.
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perfect than men—but what is more, I do not possess either sufficient learning
or verbal ornaments, as you are well aware.*

VARCHI: I can hardly believe, my dear Signora Tullia, that you can con-
sider me as uncouth as Cimone.” | am not a fellow so inexpert in worldly mat-
ters and the facts of nature as not to know, at least in part, how great the power
of women over men is, was, and always shall be, thanks to their spiritual quali-
ties and, even more, to the beauty of their bodies. | would know as much had |
not seen or heard any other woman but you! But we'll have plenty of time to
discuss this matter on another occasion. Let me now say that you are doing a
grievous wrong to the great affection that | feel for you and to my powers of
judgment. (Indeed, it may well be that my judgment is below average in all
other matters, but on the question of assessing your qualities, and revering and
cultivating them, it is simply supreme.) You are also doing a disservice to your
in-born nobility and goodness if you let yourself imagine that when [ am in
your company, gazing on your appearance or listening to your words, [ expe-
rience any other sensation than deep pleasure, ineffable sweetness, and un-
equaled contentment. Would | then be so ignorant, so mean and ungrateful
that [ could ignore or pass by without praising that beauty, virtue, and refine-
ment of yours, which is bound to be honored, admired, and adored by anyone
who has either seeniit for himself or heard tell of it from others? | don't want to
set myself up in any way as the equal of our very learned, refined and gracious
Signor Sperone, nor hold myself on a par with the exalted accomplishments of
our dear Signor Muzio.® Far from it: | wish to offer them the deference which
is their due, and which in every way [ owe them, unless it be in the matter of ap-
preciating your own worth, my dear Tullia, the praises of which I have perhaps
not been able to sing to their exalted tune. Sperone, in his prose, and Muzio,
both in his ornate prose and in different poetic meters, have written so much,
and in such style, about you, that their texts “will last as long as the universe is
in motion.”” In fact, | believe I surpass them in this one respect as much as they
rise above me in wit and eloquence. Finally, let me say that if | might be per-
mitted a single complaint about one to whom [ owe unreserved praise, | could
venture to prove how unjust was your accusation of a moment ago.

4 Varcht had expressed his views on women in his lectures "Dichiarazione sopra 1l venticinques-
tmo canto del Purgatorio di Dante” and “Lezione nella quale siragiona della natura,” delivered in the
Florentine Academy 1n 1543 and 1547 respectively (Opere, 2:28%a, 655, 657b—658a).

5 Cimone, a youth bred 1n the forest by wild amimals, 1s the protagonist of Boccaccio’s De-
cameron 5 1.

6 ForSperone Speroni, Muzio Gustinapolitano, and their writings in praise of Aragona, see the
Introduction, pp. 23-24, 36.

7 Thisisa translation of Dante’s ine “Che dureran quanto ‘I moto lontano” {Inferno 1.60).
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TULLIA: It will never be my intention to slight those whose merits ac-
cord them the greatest honors, and among them your good self. Now if, my
dear learned Varchi, | mentioned that | wondered whether you might feel un-
comfortable, it was not because of any belief on my part that you were luke-
warm in affection toward me. For | know only too well that your love ison a
greater scale than I can deserve. Furthermore, | understand how your natural
disposition is to give precedence to the wishes of others over your own incli-
nations. You make a practice of never denying things to other people and pre-
fer to cultivate what pleases them rather than what suits yourself. Also, you
constantly engage in attractive and praiseworthy lines of study while staying
abreast of a thousand domestic cares and attending to the countless vexations
brought about partly by those who know your virtues and love them and
partly by those who know them well but love them not. This endurance of
yours is certainly great.® However, it is not a point | want to dwell on, as I don't
wish to give the impression that I'm paying back the rich and copious praise
which you addressed to me. [ will not say that you showed lack of discernment
in so praising me, but rather too much zeal in your love for me (since flattery
would be quite alien to you), and each item of praise was as unsuited to me as it
was fitting for yourself, whose goodness and virtue. . . . Yet we must not use up
time on marginal matters, especially in your presence and you being always
the one who makes light of himself and ennobles the reputation of others. So
I'm pleading with you to be so kind as to solve a question which a short while
back was proposed for discussion. At a certain point we diverged from that
topic, after we had agreed to await your arrival and ask you to set the terms of
the question forus. After that we got into other diversions. And take good care
not to turn down this request, or else we might not think you the fellow you
pretend to be and the person we know that you really are.

VARCHI: | can hardly tell who or what I want to be taken for, except that
I wish to make sure to be known as your good friend and devoted servant. If |

8 The preeminent position quickly acqutred by Varcht in the Florentine literary world made
him the object of disparaging gossip both regarding his learning and his private morality What
purportedly were slanderous accusations of rape of a minor brought about his arrest in 1545. His
release was obtained by the duke after he pleaded guilty His amorous pursuits of young male
pupils caused him constderable embarrassment before and after his friendship with Aragona
Varchiattributed such mishaps to the jealousy and envy of his competitors and complained about
itin "Lesson on Envy” (Opere, 2:582-850) What might have also caused the resentment of many
against him was his tendency to get embroiled with other literatt over linguistic minutiae and to
offend those humanists who maintained the supertortty of Latin over the vernacular (cf. “Vita
di Benedetto Varcht," in Lezioni sul Dante e prose varie [Florence, 1841], 1:xxiv, xliii, Umberto
Pirott1, Benedetto Varchi e la cultura del suo tempo [Florence: Olschki, 1971], pp 14-15, 28-29).
Cf footnote 81
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really thought I could satisfy you even to a trifling extent, though | merely
dropped by here today to listen and learn, rather than to speak, | would not
mind at all, rather | would be very pleased. . . .

TULLIA: Please do not enter into a set of excuses that are much too banal
for aman of your distinction. Why not preserve your modesty for another oc-
casion and for people who do not know you? Otherwise | shall conclude that
you think you've been given too little praise and are waiting for some more.

VARCHI: I can easily forgive your last remark, as well as the charmingly
untruthful things you said about me, when I reflect that it was all a display of
your eloquence and an unnecessary display at that. Yet | must forgive you for
it, as [ said, since [ am unable and unwilling to disobey you in whatever matter
where | may be of avail to you. So you shall be obliged to make penance for
your misdeed. For when these gentlemen in our company hear me speak, they
will form the view that you have shown scant judgment and excessive flattery.

TULLIA: Don't you worry about that. Leave me with the problem and
come back to a clarification of the question we proposed just now.

VARCHI: What question are you talking about? First tell me and then
can try to satisfy you, if | am able to. On one condition, though: that after-
wards you fill me in on the discussions which you said you had commenced a
little while before | arrived here. Because I noticed that you were all full of con-
centration and greatly enjoying yourselves.

TULLIA: I'm overjoyed, forif I'm not accustomed to denying something
legitimate to most people, to you | can scarcely make or devise a refusal. The
question proposed for discussion is as follows: “Is it possible to love within lim-
its?” Can't you give an answer to this?

VARCHI: [ wish [ hadn't promised in the first place.

TULLIA: Why so?

VARCHI: I don't understand the terms of the proposition, so how can |
possibly solve the question?

TULLIA: I know the tricks you are up to. Please do me a favor, if you have
the slightest affection for me, and leave your excuses and witticisms to one
side. If  can scarcely see the light, that's no reason for you to bandage my eyes
completely.

VARCHI: What a splendid way women have! They reinterpret every-
thing after their own fashion. Whoever they deal with, at whatever place or
time, the uppermost thing in their minds is to come out the victors. However,
since the one with the power around here wants it to be this way, let's make a
virtue out of necessity, considering that it is and so will have to be the case.
Moreover, am more than delighted by it, since your entreaty was so framed as
to raise all my spirits to a new vigor.
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TULLIA: What are you saying now? A whole lot of spirits are in the air,
are they? And they're molesting you? | thought that entreaties would exorcise
them rather than attract them to a person!

VARCHI: And youssay I goin for witticism! All right, let's dismiss the spir-
its to anyone who wants them and people possessed by spirits to anyone who
canbear them. And now tell me: how would youanswer if someone were to ask
you whether the words "limit" and "end” mean the same thing?

TULLIA: Now I'm the one who can't follow you.

VARCHI: I wonder if these gentlemen won't start laughing at the way
we're carrying on: we come from the same town but we can't understand each
other, as the saying goes. What [ was asking is whether the limit to a given phe-
nomenon can be called its end.

TULLIA: Please just give me an example, if it's not too much trouble.

VARCHI: When a person has arrived at the “limit” of some given object,
can it be said that he has reached its "end">

TULLIA: I'd like that to be made a little clearer.

VARCHI: When a surveyor, as he measures a field or any other area, has
reached its furthest limit, in such a way that there is no part of it left over to
measure, would you say that he has reached the "end” of it?

TULLIA: Yes, [ would say so. To me, phrases like “the final," “ultimate,”
"limit" and “end,” of whatever it may be, seem to have the same meaning.

VARCHI: That's well answered. It means, therefore, that the things that
lack an end will also be without a limit and, inversely, those that have no limit
will also be lacking an end.

TULLIA: What are you aiming at now? | wouldn't want you to be tying
me up inside this plethora of “ends” and “limits.”

VARCHI: You seem unnaturally suspicious today and far more so than is
your normal manner. Yet you must be aware that once you have conceded the
evident truth, namely, that “end” and “limit" stand for the same thing, you can
hardly deny what necessarily follows, which is that one who has no end, also
has no limit—and the clauses can be reversed, of course. What are you worried
about> What makes you so hesitant to concede something you know cannot
be denied>

TULLIA: I'm afraid | might be embroiled in God knows what. There's one
thing I can't get over, and that's the way these logicians fog up the other per-
son's mind at their first opportunity. They start pronouncing affirmatives and
negatives; they want you to say “yes" and “no" at their prompting; they hardly
lay off until their side of the argument gets the upper hand, whether rightly or
wrongly. Things come to such a head that [ usually compare them with the
Gypsies when they carry on with their tricks.
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VARCHI: You could not have chosen a better argument to prove to me
that I'm not one of those logicians, for the very reason that logical discourse
does the precise opposite of what you imagine.

TULLIA: Ha! You shan't catch me out like that. [ don't mean the proper
brand of logic, but the bogus sophistry which is all the modern vogue.

VARCHI: Let's not get into whether it's modern or not: please answer me
one thing. Are youready to concede in words what you've already admitted to
me in effect?

TULLIA: Yes I am, but what will flow from it>

VARCHI: Quite simply that if [ can prove to you that love has no end,
then your query will be resolved.

TULLIA: Just slow down a second: you're very speedy at resolving a prob-
lem! For my part, | believe there are a number of tricky steps still ahead of us.
And I can't see my way clear to accepting this conclusion of yours. | would re-
ally prefer to have it clarified at greater length by you, and at a relaxed pace,
since, in any case, time is not pressing. None of the people around us has a
more important engagement they should be going on to, or something they
would prefer to do than to hear this out.

VARCHI: I'm sure that you have everything at your fingertips and speak
this way just to make me say more. And that is all right. But now tell me: are
“love” and “to love" not one and the same thing?

TULLIA: Do you really mean what you've just said?

VARCHI: I most certainly do.

TULLIA: Come on, stop talking nonsense. There am I, asking you to
speak more plainly and you start going in for riddles and try to raise a laugh
from us. Honestly, [ never realized you were such a prankster, and | could use
an even ruder term for you! :

VARCHI: Itis you who makes me laugh! Do drop the prattle and try to an-
swer the question | am putting to you.

TULLIA: And what exactly is that?

VARCHI: Whether “love” and “to love” are the same thing.

TULLIA: In faith, Sir, no, they are not. There, you did want me to give
clear questions a clear answer.

VARCHI: I suppose you'd hardly answer difficult questions, if your heart
isn't up to answering the easy ones! Anyway, if “love” and "to love” are not the
same, then they must obviously be different from each other.

TULLIA: Yes, Sir. This is a brand of logic that | too can understand, and if
all logical deductions were formed like your last proposition, | could answer
themall in aninstant.

VARCHI: It is not enough to say “Yes, Sir” like that.
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TULLIA: What then, must | prove it to you?

VARCHI: Certainly | want you to prove it for me.

TULLIA: Even if | were unable or unfit to prove it, I still would not accept
that “love” and "to love"” are identical, because | have heard and been con-
vinced countless times that it is impossible to prove things that are clear and
obvious in themselves.®

VARCHI: That is very true; you have heard and been convinced of the
right thing. However, ours is not one of those cases.

TULLIA: Then why don't you prove the opposite of my assertion?

VARCHI: You'd be in trouble if this were a judicial hearing, because our
esteemed jurists would not allow it.'° So are you sure you don't want to come
up with a couple of differences between them?

TULLIA: I could find a thousand.

VARCHI: Name one, then.

TULLIA: What shall I say? What about this: “love” is a noun and “to love”
isaverb.

VARCHI: You couldn't have answered better. Indeed, that is the sole dif-
ference that exists between them.

TULLIA: Thatsall [ need in order to prove that they are not the same, be-
cause if a thousand points of similarity are not sufficient to make one thing
identical to another, a single dissimilarity suffices to make it different.

VARCHI: Very well said! But what difference do you believe there is be-
tween a noun and a verb?

TULLIA: That's something you'd have to ask a schoolmaster, because |
have no particular competence in grammar.

VARCHI: It would be a fine thing for students if their teachers were so
knowledgeable. It's not one of their duties to know this, in fact. What is more,
I'm not putting the question to you as a grammarian, so don't make such a fuss
out of giving me the answer to it.

TULLIA: What if I say that verbs imply time, whereas nouns connote
meaning without time?

VARCHI: Now I can tell that you are learned in every way and pretend to
know nothing just to force me to do the talking. But if the only difference be-
tween “love” and "to love” is the one you mentioned, what the philosophers

9 That 1s, axtoms cannot be proved. See Varchi, “Lezione nella quale si ragiona della natura,”
Opere, 2:649b Ultimately the concept of axiom goes back to Aristotle, Prior and Posterior Analitics
16a13,72al17,75a41,76b14.

10. That s, in judicial cases, a contention cannot be sustarned by disproving the opposite. For
Varchr's judicial training, see Pirotty, Varchi, pp 5,7-9
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call an "accident,” rather than a “substance,” why won't you concede right
away that “love” and "to love” stand for the same thing?

TULLIA: Because it seemed very odd to me that such a limited notion as
a noun should have the same status as the extended reference of a verb.

VARCHI: [ refuse to rebut every point, because I know that you're pro-
voking me. Do youreally think | don't know that you are as aware as | am that
nouns have priority in a clause and therefore enjoy greater status than verbs?

TULLIA: Where on earth could | have learned such a thing? From which
author? From the writer who likes to compose grammatical polemics?

VARCHI: Where indeed> From which authority could you have learned
the opposite?

TULLIA: From no one. And I'll admit to you that until now I never
thought about which of the two is to be considered more or less perfect than
the other. Right now I'm convinced that neither enjoys greater status than the
other.

VARCHI: And where did you pick up that notion?

TULLIA: From you, Sir. | can't deny it and | wouldn't want to.

VARCHI: You couldn't have got it from me.

TULLIA: Why not?

VARCHI: Because nouns are the more noble of the two.

TULLIA: See how quickly you fall into self-contradiction!

VARCHI: In which respect?

TULLIA: If nouns are nobler than verbs, then it follows that they can't be
the same thing, as you stated a moment ago was the case with “love” and “to
love.” See how your logic doesn't always work out!

VARCHI: You're being too hasty in correcting me and blaming logic,
which deserves to be venerated by one who is dedicated to inquiring after the
truth, as I am certain that you are.

TULLIA: Please find the truth in this paradox, and instruct me as to how
two things can be one and the same when they differ in degree of merit from
each other, and then I'll venerate the logical method.

VARCHI: You certainly should bring yourself to do so, because even
though something, considered in itself, simply, and in one respect, cannot dif-
fer from itself, or be more or less noble than it already is, when it is viewed in
relation to something else and from different viewpoints, it may well be the
way [ said itis.!! There is no question about it.

11. Here Varchi distinguishes between the Aristotelian concepts of essence and accident. The
first pertains to the quality essential to the nature of a thing and is not predicated of anything else;
the second refers to the qualities that may or may not be possessed by a thing and can be asserted
or denied of 1t (Metaphysics 4.30 1025a30-32)
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TULLIA: I believe what you are saying, but | don't quite understand it.

VARCHI: We must trust reason, not authority. What I'm saying is that if
you consider the same thing from different angles and relate it to a whole
range of other objects, it can turn out to be more or less worthy than itself and,
consequently, other than itself.

TULLIA: I'd like to see an example of this.

VARCHII: Is it not the case that God loves Himself>

TULLIA: Yes, that is so.

VARCHI: Therefore He is both the lover and the beloved?

TULLIA: He is.

VARCHI: And which of the two do you consider the nobler, the lover or
the beloved>!?

TULLIA: Without doubt, it is the one who is loved.

VARCHI: Why?

TULLIA: Because the loved one constitutes not just the efficient and for-
mal cause of an act, but also the final one. And the final cause is the most noble
of all causes. It [eaves the role of material cause to the lover, and this is the least
worthy form of causation.

VARCHI: That's an excellent and very erudite response. Hence it follows
that God, if considered as the recipient of love, is more noble than Himself
when considered as the agent of love.

TULLIA: Yes.

VARCHI: So it turns out that one single thing can be different from itself
if considered in the light of different actualizations?

TULLIA: Yes, but what is that supposed to prove?

VARCHI: Only that what seemed totally impossible and totally false a
moment ago now turns out to be true and easy to grasp, as the example | just
gave you shows.

TULLIA: Yes, butI'll tell you something that's very true: when one is speak-
ing of our mortal world, it's really not acceptable to introduce elements of the
divine, because the latter is so perfect that we shall never be able to compre-
hend it, and each individual is entitled to pronounce his own opinion about it.

12. The question of the comparative value of the lover and the beloved went back to Phaedrus'
speech in Symposium, 179b, and became a favorite topic of questtont d’'amore In maintaining the su-
penority of the lover, Aragona may well have dertved concepts, terminology, and dialogic devel-
opment from Leone's work (Dialoghi d'amore [Bart: Laterza, 1929], pp 57,203-213,229, 536-37).
Varcht's discussion of the same topic in “Sopra alcune quistioni d'amore Quistione prima Qualsia
pill nobule, o 'amante o I'amato,” can be traced to the same source and cannot be considered a
proof of Varchr's preponderant role in the authorship of Aragona’s dialogue, as some have argued
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VARCHI: You're right to view the gulf between mortal and immortal
world as too great to leap across, for there is no comparison, no scale of pro-
portions to link them. We shall never be capable of comprehending more
about God than that His perfection puts Him beyond our very comprehen-
sion. Not one of us is sufficient to worship God in a way befitting our own debt
to Him, let alone His goodness to us.'3 Perhaps the real point is that in dis-
cussing love we were already touching on matters divine, despite what you
seem to believe.

TULLIA: I realize that. I didn't imply the contrary. You know perfectly
well what I mean. Give me some examples that are easy to follow.

VARCHI: All right, then: which do you think is the worthier thing, to be
afatherortobeason?

TULLIA: To be a father. But | beseech you in God's name, let’s not get into
the subject of the Trinity.

VARCHI: Don't worry about that! Now if you took someone who had
both father and sons—and there are plenty such—would he be more deserv-
ing than his own self as a father, oras a son?

TULLIA: Clearly as a father, that's incontrovertible. However [ can't see
that these considerations, true as they may be, help to resolve our doubt.

VARCHI: You will see it soon enough. I'm saying that verbs and nouns
considered merely for what they are, in their essence, as the philosophers say,
are in effect one and the same thing. Hence the former are no more noble than
the latter, and vice versa. But if we look at verbs in a time perspective, as you
did yourself a moment ago, and consider them in respect to whether they re-
fer to activity or passivity, which cannot be without that substance—or assis-
tance—that is provided by the nouns, then | maintain that verbs are less
perfect. Now have you grasped my point?

TULLIA: I think I can understand, but that doesn't mean I've been con-
vinced. On the contrary, a while back I felt quite certain after the examples
that you gave about God and about a person who had father and sons at the
same time. But now your last step leaves me quite perplexed, because at the
moment when Iseem to grasp it, | know it has eluded me. So please furnish fur-
ther examples, if you want me to get a grip on the argument. And let this jus-
tify me, if | have been irritating or importunate in our exchanges.

13 The Neoplatonic notion that God cannot be understood by the human mind (Enneads I1I) 1s
the basic principle of Christian negative theology, as well as a theme of medieval speculative Kab-
balah. Aragona may agatn be paraphrasing Leone Ebreo- “Being infinite and in all respects perfect,
[God] cannot be comprehended by the human mind, which is imperfect and limited” (Dialoghi,
p. 34). Inalecture on Purgatorio 17, delivered in the Florentine Academy in August of 1564, Varchi
said: “God is pure being, whose infinite perfection cannot be understood by any human intellect”
(Opere, 2-324a). All translations from Leone Ebreo’s work and from other Italian texts are mine
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VARCHI: How could you possibly importune me? Please don't be reluc-
tant to ply me with questions, just as [ won't mind answering them. My only re-
gret isthat [ can't settle your queries as expeditiously as perhaps could be done
by one of those schoolmasters that you were telling me to appeal to a short
while ago. Anyway, please tell me: which do you hold to be the most perfect,
form alone without matter, or form united to matter?'*

TULLIA: [ can't quite understand that.

VARCHI: Which one do you judge to be more worthy, the soul taken by
itself, without the body, or the soul and the body together?

TULLIA: Now I can understand. Yet this seems to me to be one of those
problems which is actually unproblematic.

VARCHI: Perhaps you can't understand me after all.

TULLIA: Why so?

VARCHI: First give me your answer, and then I'll explain it to you.

TULLIA: Is anyone ignorant of the fact that the whole, body and soul
taken together, is more noble and more perfect than the soul by itself?

VARCHI: Well, you, for one, seem to be in the dark about that.

TULLIA: Why?

VARCHI: Because the soul by itself is more perfect and nobler.

TULLIA: That seems to me quite implausible, as well as downright im-
possible. Youyourself would have to admit that at least the two are on a par, be-
cause the soul will exert the same power united with the body as it would by
itself, being the same identical soul. Even if the body adds nothing to the soul,
it still doesn't have to reduce it to any degree.

VARCHI: That's an admission [ can't make. The reason is as follows: even
if the soul remains identical, it is still more worthy in itself and more noble
without the corporeal element than if it were united with the body, in just the
same way as a lump of gold has greater purity taken by itself than if it is soiled
by mud or mixed in an alloy with lead.!® At least it is the cause of the com-
pound product, if nothing else. However, we've branched off on too many
tangents. Perhaps we're annoying these other gentlemen, who have listened
in silence up to this point and may now want us to stop.

TULLIA: Don't you worry about that. Just carry on as you were, and, if
possible, smooth things out and unfold them in minute detail, without taking

14 For the concept of matter and form, see Metaphysics 7 10135, Physics 2 193a9-b21 Varchiex-
pounds on the same concepts in "Dell'amore Lezione una” on Purgatorio 17 (1564), now in Opere,
2:324b-325a.

15. In his lecture of December 1543 on the creation of the rational soul, Varchi stated, drawing
from Anistotle’s Deanima 11, that form alone is true being Matter 1s so imperfect as to add nothing
to form, while form has the same perfection as the whole, but 1n a more perfect way (Opere,
2 318a-318b)
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into account what I might ormight notknow. To tell you the truth, [ don't seem
to know anything, except that | know nothing.

VARCHI: That itself would be no mean feat. You could compare yourself
to Socrates, who was the wisest and most virtuous man in the whole of Greece.

TULLIA: I didn't mean that mine was the Socratic ignorance. You are
putting excessively subtle interpretations on what I say. However, if Socrates
was so wise and virtuous, why don't you make a practice of imitating him? For
as you know, he discussed everything with his friend Diotima and learned all
manner of wonderful things from her, especially concerning the mysteries
of love.

VARCHI: And what do you think I'm doing?

TULLIA: Quite the opposite of everything that Socrates did. Since he
adopted a learning stance, whereas you're imparting lessons.

VARCHI: No, you've got it wrong. Where do you think I derive my mod-
estutterances, if not . . .

TULLIA: Come, come. Tone things down. Go back to the main subject
and prove to us in a simpler fashion, if that is possible, that “to love" and “love”
are the same thing. ‘

VARCHI: Surely “to love” is an effect of “love"™>

TULLIA: Previously | believed that this was so.

VARCHI: Why don't you believe it any more?

TULLIA: Because of love for you.

VARCHI: What? For love of me?

TULLIA: Just that, out of consideration for you.

VARCHI: Oh that would be a fine thing, if consideration for me could
cause you to forget the truth.

TULLIA: That's not exactly my point. What | meant is that [ can't believe
in it anymore because a moment ago you asserted that it was not the case.

VARCHI: But I never said that. Please don't take me for a Calandrino.'¢

TULLIA: Instead, you should admit “I can’t remember saying so” or “l
didn't mean to say so," since in point of fact you did say it.

VARCHI: Well, I'm just lucky, for there are witnesses who will confirm
what I did or did not say.

TULLIA:  don't really want any witness or adjudicator other than yourself.

VARCHI: Rest assured that | wouldn't refuse to admit that [ made any
statement to you, provided | could remember it. But this time I'm certain |
didn't state it.

TULLIA: And if I can show that you did say it, will you then believe me?

16. Protagomist of two celebrated stortes by Boccaccio, Calandrino is a gullible Florentine
pamter on whom his fellow artists enjoy playing tricks (Decameron 8.3 and 9.3).
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VARCHI: No, I won't believe it, not at all.

TULLIA: What if | make you produce the very same statement yourself,
and show it to you so obviously, then what would you say?

VARCHI: I'd say that you manage to achieve with words what jugglers
can do with their trinkets.

TULLIA: Hold fast, there. Didn't you state that “love” and “to love” are in
effect and essence one and the same thing? You can't put up much of a denial
about that.

VARCHI: I shall not deny it at all. [ reaffirm it emphatically.

TULLIA: And don't you say that “to love” is the effect of “love?

VARCHI: Yes, I do.

TULLIA: Don't you see what all this leads to? You'd need more than logic
to get out of this quandary.

VARCHI: Itleads to alot, and regrettably so. Why are you so amazed and
make such a commotion?

TULLIA: Because I'd never come across the notion that cause and effect,
that is to say, father and son, were one and the same thing.!”

VARCHI: Nor had I heard it, except from lawyers.

TULLIA: We're getting down to some real games-playing here. Surely
yousaid a while back that “love” and "to love” are the same, since “to love” is the
effect of "love.” Isn't that so?

VARCHI: Yes, Madam, and I say it again.

TULLIA: How can this be the case?

VARCHI: Very simply, both for you, after your erudite doubts, and for
me, after expressing the truth of the matter.

TULLIA: Wait and see, I'll be the Calandrino around here, not you. How
can that be true?

VARCHI: That illusion, that very equivocation which obscured things
for you before is dazzling you now. The truth is that if we consider “love” and
“"to love" both in their essence and as substances, then they come to be the
same thing, as we said a moment ago. Yet, if we consider each one of them
within the determination of time, then they appear to be different. This im-
pression does not proceed from any real difference in their essence, but from a
difference in our way of looking at them. So if you knew that “human being”
and "humanity” are the same thing, but can be taken in two different meanings,
you would not then be particularly surprised.

TULLIA: ITknew youwould try to pull one on me! But how can you expect
me to believe that a cause and an effect are the same thing?

17 The loci for the concepts of cause and effect are Metaphysics 1 983a and Physics 1.184a10;
2195a
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VARCHI: That's not what I'm driving at. Something that is not the case
cannot be taken as such, nor must it be believed to be so.

TULLIA: So, was | in the right?

VARCHI: No, Madam, you were not.

TULLIA: Come now, how can that be?

VARCHI: I'll draw the proof from your own mouth, since you don't seem
prepared to believe it when it comes from me.

TULLIA: Using what, the powers of logic?

VARCHI: You do like your jokes, and you enjoy poking fun at logic. "But
she is in a blessed state and hears naught of it."'® Indeed, you offend logic by
your attitude. But logic itself will pay you back good for ll, first by letting you
see, and then by forcing you to utter the truth at all costs.

TULLIA: Logic has not led me to any admission that cause and effect can
be the same thing, nor will it do so, unless I first go mad.

VARCHI: What a fine tribute you pay to it! Logic alone is the reason that
causes you to withhold that admission. Logic was invented for the discovery
of truth and the disposal of falsehood, and anyone who uses logic for other
purposes may be doing what he wants to, but is not doing what he ought to.'?
This kind of charlatan deserves the same punishment as a doctor who uses his
science and skills not to heal the sick but to kill the healthy. Indeed, his pun-
ishment should be even harsher, because the soul deserves greater reverence
than the body.

TULLIA: I'll tell you what I think: right now, you seem to be beating
round the bush, as they say. Maybe it's because you're not too confident of be-
ing able to prove to my satisfaction what is impossible, or of making me say
what I'm not prepared to admit.

VARCHI: Something that is quite impossible is clearly false and therefore
cannot be shown to be true, nor would I try to prove its truth to you. Far less
would I seek to make you say something you didn't want to, as this would be
grossly discourteous and presumptuous. I'll try my utmost to prove to you, and
induce you to affirm yourself, that what I said was quite true. So now, pray,
what do you think “love" is?

TULLIA: Do you think you can just fire off a question like that and so sud-

denly to a woman, especially to a woman such as myself>2¢

18. Translation of “Ma ella s'¢ beata, € c1d non ode” (Dante [nferno 7.94)

19. Thatstosay, logic1s amethod, not a system. Varcht explained this at length in "Del metodo”
(Opere, 2 797aand b especially)

20. Aragona 1s making an amused allusion to herself as an honest courtesan The modern view
that Aragona was hiding her profession is a misinterpretation of her actions and of sixteenth-cen-
tury society. See p. 27 of the Introduction. See also what Tullia say of her experience n love on
p.75
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VARCHI: You are trying to get me to say that many women are of greater
worth than a host of men. Perhaps you want me to touch on your own great
merits, for you have always put more emphasis on decking out the soul with
exceptional virtues than on embellishing the body with pretty or majestic or-
naments. Yours is an attitude rare indeed at all times and worthy of the great-
estacclaim. Actually, I didn't ask you what love was, but what you thought love
was. For | am well aware that normally women's aptitude for love is feeble.

TULLIA: You're wrong there. Perhaps you were judging women's love
from your own.

VARCHI: Imagine what you would have said if | had added (as [ was on
the point of doing) that women also love rarely and had quoted some lines
from Petrarch:

"Whence | know full well that the state of love

Lasts but a short time in a woman's heart."?!

TULLIA: Oh what a trickster you are! Do you think [ can't see what you
are up to? Just think what would have happened if Madonna Laura had gotten
around to writing as much about Petrarch as he wrote about her: you'd have
seen things turn out quite differently then! Anyway, why aren't you keeping
your promise to me?

VARCHI: It's up to you, at this stage. You haven't yet told me what you
think “love” is.

TULLIA: "Love,” according to what I have frequently heard from other
authorities, as well as by my own understanding of it, is nothing other than a
desire to enjoy with union what is truly beautiful or seems beautiful to the
lover.

VARCHI: That is most learned. Now how do you define “to love™

TULLIA: It follows that “to love" is to desire to enjoy, and to be united
with, either what is truly beautiful or what seems beautiful to the lover.??

VARCHI: Now can you recognize the difference that exists or, rather,
that does not exist between “love” and "to love™

TULLIA: I can recognize it. And | can see all the clearer that if logic
teaches us such things, it must indeed be a holy pursuit! Nonetheless, I still fail
to understand how the cause and the effect can be one and the same.

21 "Ond'io so ben ch'un amoroso stato / tn cor di donna picciol tempo dura” (Canzonsere,
183 13-14)

22 Here Aragona gives a preliminary definttion of love. It is a conflation of two separate state-
ments by Leone Ebreo “Love can correctly be defined as a desire to enjoy with union what is per-
cetved to be good” and “Love 1s . . desire of union . . . and unton 1s the same as pleasure, for
pleasure 1s nothing but the umon with what 1s pleasurable, and the pleasurable 1s erther what 1s
good only, or beautiful as well, or seems beautiful to the lover” (Dialoghi, pp 45, 364)
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VARCHI: Be thankful to logic for saving you from falsehood! Anyway,
from the definition of both “love” and “to love,"” you ought to have realized
that, since both of them constitute an identical effect, they are bound to have
an identical cause.

TULLIA: What, then, is their cause? And from what do they spring?

VARCHI: Don't you feel like hazarding a guess about that?

TULLIA: To be sure, | don't! Poets and philosophers have attributed so
many different names to love, and excogitated so many mothers and fathers
for it (although at times they deny love has any father), and they write about
love under so many allegories, in so many fables and different guises, that I'd
never be capable of guessing the truth of the matter or, indeed, what you take
the truth to be. 23

VARCHI: Just say what you yourself believe to be the truth, not what
other people say.

TULLIA: Well then, for my part | believe that beauty is the mother of all
forms of love.

VARCHI: Who, then, would be its father?

TULLIA: The knowledge of that beauty.

VARCHI: And how can | possibly refrain from praising you, Signora Tul-
lia! Even so, you would have come even closer if you had stated that beauty is
the father and knowledge is the mother, as we shall propose some other time.
This derives from our conviction that the loved one is doubtless the agent, and
consequently more noble, while the lover is the passive recipient, and there-
fore less noble, despite the contrary view which the divine Plato appears to
hold on this distinction.?*

TULLIA: Perhaps | erred in my spoken expression while my mind stayed
on the right track. For | too consider, as | said a little earlier, that love is born

23. This is an allusion to Diotima’s story 1n Symposium In his commentary to Plato’s work, Ficino
introduces Plotino's allegorization of the myth (Enneads, 2.5.2—10 and 5.8.13), whereby Poros 1s a
reflection of God and Penia is darkness or absence of divine light (Jayne, Commentary on Plato’s “Sym-
posium,” pp 115-18). The epistemological and metaphysical meaning of the myth is discussed by
Leone tn Digloghi d'amore, pp. 308—15 As to the poets' allegories, one need look no further than
Sperone Speroni's Dialogo d'amore and the amusingly parodic story that the Tullia character attrib-
utes to the poet Molza Sincereason, divine gift to men, was corrupted by therr base nature, Molza
marntained, the gods have punished them by denying them a complete experience of love In
heaven the gods enjoy the amorous pleasures to the full, while only a reflection of love descends
on earth, which nonetheless in human beings creates such thoughts as would raise them to
heaven, if reason, with its practical considerations, did not turn them back to earth (Trattatisti del
Cinguecento, 1 525-28).

24 Varchi's statement is in general agreement with Leone Ebreo's conclusion that the beloved 1s
love's father, while the lover's mind, which becomes impregnated with the semen of what is beau-
tiful, 15 love’s mother (Dialoghi, p. 313) While running counter to Phaedrus’ view in the Symposium,
this interpretation is consistent with Diotima'’s view that the beloved is the principle of love
(180, 204¢).
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from the knowledge and desire of beauty, both in the soul and in the intellect
of the person who apprehends and desires it. But this seems a little far away
from the doubt which sparked off our debate.

VARCHI: The subject of love is so vast, and its mysteries run so deep, that
countless doubts are apt to beset each word we encounter, which may call for
infinite treatmentand learning. | realize that sclely in order to define our ques-
tion, we shall probably run out of time. So I'll go back to the beginning again
and repeat that “limit" and "end” are the same thing and that whatever lacks a
“limit" also lacks an "end.” Conversely, whatever has no “end” can have no
“limit.” We also saw that “love” and "to love” are essentially, that is, in their
essence, one and the same thing, despite the fact that they may seem to be dif-
ferent when the formeris viewed as a noun, which signifies without time refer-
ence, and the latter as a verb, which gives a time qualification; but they are the
same as far as their essence goes. In this sense, therefore, it may be asserted that
“love” causes people “to love." Hence “loving” becomes the effect of "love." In
the same way, we say that sight is the cause of seeing, hence seeing s called the
“effect of sight," although “to see” and “sight” are in essence and in effect the
same thing. So now it seems to me that the question that you initially pro-
posed, as to whether it is impossible to love with a limit, has been resolved.
Therefore | want you to maintain your promise and carry out your obligation,
unless you are already exhausted, as | can imagine you might be.

TULLIA: You're the one who should be exhausted, indeed, and | almost
said that you must be forgetful as well. You won't forget the promise . . .

VARCHI: What promise?

TULLIA: How can you ask that? You say that you have answered my
question, when in fact the toughest and most rewarding part of the task lies
ahead of us. I'm prepared to concede all that you have said up to this point, but
it won't do you any good until such time as you can prove that love is without
end. And that is something you are going to find very hard to do.

VARCHI: I spoke like that because of my wish to hear some of these gen-
tlemen here do the talking, as well as the fact that | found very simple what you
thought hard and obscure, maybe because you would like it to be so. Anyway,
what reasons can you adduce to prove that love has an end?

TULLIA: No particular reason; but it is as I say.

VARCHI: So you want me to bow to authority!

TULLIA: No, Sir. | want you to bow to experience, which | trust by itself
far more than all the reasons produced by the whole class of philosophers.2*

VARCHI: So do I. But what experience would that be?

25 The idea that judgments ought to be based on expertence goes back at least to Plato’s Republic
9 382 Aristotle elaborates on it in several of his works, most extensively i Metaphysics 1.980 pas-
sim Aragona, however, seems to be echoing Sofia's reply to Filone “Your reasoning is no less plau-
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TULLIA: Surely you know far better than [ do that innumerable men,
both in ancient and modern times, have fallen in love. Then, because of anger
or some other feeling, whatever the reason might have been, they have
stopped loving and jilted the women they had loved.

VARCHI: I wouldn't claim to know this better than you. However, yes, it
is true that countless men, and countless women, both in antiquity and the
present era, have been in love, and that then, whatever the reason may have
been, they fell out of love, and many times their love turned into hatred, which
is much worse.2® So what do you wish to infer from this: that love has an end,
and so one can love within a limit? | think you'd be deceiving yourself. How-
ever, since [ know how intelligent you are and [ can see you smiling away there,
I'm sure you are trying to catch me out. I'll be satisfied if you acknowledge that
[ wasn't totally wrong, and also that  wasn't trying to be funny when I said at
the outset that | didn't understand the terms of the debate. In fact, | never
meant that kind of "end,” and | don't believe that you had that “limit” in mind
when you first laid the issue before me.

TULLIA: I will admit that much. Otherwise what I put up for discussion
would not have been a debatable question but foolishness on my part, since it
is obvious that people fall in and out of love at their own volition.

VARCHI: I would not like you to pass as foolish when in fact you are so
clever, unless you're really trying to catch me out on this topic too. Actually, it
is not quite as obvious as you suppose it to be.

TULLIA: Lord save us, you even want to argue the point on this one! [
would certainly say . . .

VARCHI: What would you say?

TULLIA: . . . that you are quite the opposite of what I'm often told about
you. Rumor has it that you decline to argue a single point with anyone, so peo-
ple deduce that you are not very learned.

VARCHI: There are countless other signs and proofs that this is so,

sible than subtle; nonetheless, [ base my judgment on experience, which we must trust more than
any argument” (Dialoghi, p. 50). As to Varchi's pronouncements on experience, | have been able to
find the following declarations: “Since everything can be proved either through authorities, or
reasoning, or experience, we shall give precedence to authorities, which are held in much consid-
eration by many; next to reasoning, which is greatly valued by philosophers; and, lastly, experi-
ence, which 1s opposed only by dolts” (from the lecture “Della generazione de1 mostri,” delivered
in the Florentine Academy 1n 1548 [Opere, 2 673a and b]). In one of his lessons on love, Varchi
wrote that experience 1s more valuable than reason and all the authorities put together (Opere,
2:538b).

26. The consideration that sensual pleasure may produce disgust will lead to the distinction be-
tween “vulgar’ and "honest” love. Here the drift of the discussion parallels Dialoghi, pp. 44-53. Cf.
note 55
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apart from my reluctance to argue, which is a significant pointer. But why in-
voke other proofs, if I myself refuse to deny 1t, and nobody states the con-
trary?

TULLIA: Please don't talk like that. For many people, and [ am one of
them, have taken up the cudgels on your behalf many times. Yet neither my
defense nor that of any scholar, is really required in your case. For there is a
quintessentially distinguished guarantor of all your virtues. We know the uni-
versally sound judgment of our virtuous prince, lord and duke, Cosimo de’
Medici. We know how prudent, how understanding he is, and we may call him
not merely illustrious, preeminent, and prosperous (for these are tokens of
good fortune), but also a paragon of justice, character, and munificence. The
Duke turns to you, and to your able pen, in matters worthy of everlasting
memory.?” Quite apart from the fact that the opinion of so eminent, wise, and
virtuous a prince is indeed a crucial and infallible argument in your favor—
which alone must grant you a great deal of satisfaction—we also know that
this [habit of blaming the virtuous] is no modern failing. It rather goes back to
antiquity, for Socrates, Plato, Aristotle and many other worthy men spent a
major part of their time battling an entire generation of Sophists, as they were
called, and were never completely able to silence them.

VARCHI: Nor indeed will they ever be silenced except by standing back
from dispute and making fun of them. You should go back and read what hap-
pened in the old days to Cato, Seneca, Plutarch, and Galen. And then look
how they treated Dante, Petrarch, and Boccaccio; in modern times the same
thing has befallen Teodoro Gaza, Pontano and, to shorten the list, Longo-
lio.2® Or what happened to our Most Reverend Bembo just two days ago, to
quote an outrageous example of such vexations.

TULLIA: Certainly Bembo is a perfect example, to say nothing about the
other men: the goodness, doctrine, and refinement of that virtuous and erudite
gentleman are endless. So he should be given homage, affection, and fame
withoutend. He furthermore retains a breed of nobility that the common herd
readily appreciates. He also has wealth, which 1s placed above all other merits
by the common folk. [t seems to be an unavoidable rule that the man who is
praised and held in affection by people of worth, is sure to be blamed and held
of no account by the others. However, let us leave them aside for the moment,
as they are irrelevant to our present design. Please try and explain to me why it

27 Thisisareference to the history of Florence that Duke Cosimo commussioned Varchi to write
in1545-46

28 Teodoro Gaza was a Greek humanist who moved to ltaly in 1442 and became famous for his

Latin translations of Aristotle. Longolio 1s the Italianized form of Christoph Longuetl, a Flemish
humanist scholar who lived in Rome at the time of Leo X
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is neither so true nor so obvious, as | imagine, that one cannot love with a limit,
taking the word “limit” in the other, and wider, sense.

VARCH]!: Now we are moving too far away from the desired track. YetI'm
happy to follow it through for your sake. So tell me: suppose [ ask you if one
can live without eating, what answer would you give?

TULLIA: What a fine question! How do you think I would answer? |
would say “Certainly not!" Provided the common run of men and women were
not like that Scotsman in Rome in the time of Pope Clement, or that girl who
is still alive in Germany and manages to survive without eating. So please don't
think you can trap me with a half-swallowed mouthful!

VARCHI: Trust me. I'm doing some serious reasoning here. Not only do
find sophistic tricks distasteful, | actually have a mortal hatred for them. You
gave a splendid answer, in fact. However, just let's suppose that somebody
cited an instance, or lodged an objection, to show your opinion was wrong,
and quoted the fact that the dead do not eat, how would you answer him?

TULLIA: Well, I'll leave you to be the judge of that!

VARCHI: Go ahead and say something.

TULLIA: Somebody is pulling my leg.

VARCHI: No, the jokes are coming from you. I've told you more than
once, I'm taking each point seriously. I must insist that you give me a clear an-
swer, or we will go on talking about something else, for [ have a greater wish to
hear these gentlemen speak and more need to learn from them than | have of
doing the talking myself.

TULLIA: But I do not see what good it is for you to ask me why the dead
do not eat. Everyone knows they no longer need to eat and they can't. In brief:
they are defunct, no longer alive!

VARCHI: You see, you have said by yourself what you didn't believe
whenyou heard it from me. What you ought to answer now is exactly this: just
as the living cannot live without eating, so those who are in love cannot love
withaset limit. [fanyone adduced classical or contemporary examples, telling
you that these and those characters, after falling in love, stopped loving and
fell out of love, so to speak, you would have to confute them by saying: these
people and those people were once alive and ate; now they are dead and no
longer eat.

TULLIA: Ah, I see your point. What you mean is that while one loves, one
does not love within limits. But when one no longer loves, the issue simply
doesn'tarise. Thislogic is truly manna from heaven! Now tell me: don't you be-
lieve there are some individuals who love, in order to achieve their own end,

and then, when they have fulfilled that desire, love no more?
VARCHI: No, Madam.
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TULLIA: You show yourself to be a little inexperienced in matters of love.
Forgive me for pointing out that | have known a lot about such things, and
still do.

VARCHI: I too know, and have known, the vicissitudes of love.

TULLIA: So what do you say?

VARCHI: I say theirs is no love, and they are not enamored.

TULLIA: They would insist that they are.

VARCHI: They do great wrong. They deserve a severe punishment.

TULLIA: Yes, they do, because they just end up leading poor, miserable
women astray.

VARCHI.: I don't blame them on that score, because there are also a num-
ber of women who play the same little game with men. Their real fault is that
they give the most beautiful and precious label to what is just a vile and sordid
act.?®

TULLIA: You really don't give me any chances, do you? But [ promise
you, you will pay for it eventually! So come back to the proof that love is with-
out an end and therefore lacks a "limit"—in the sense that we have agreed to
use the term “end,” in the present disputation. For if you can do this, [ shall
deem you a worthy hero indeed!

VARCHI: | don't intend to reply, because unfortunately you'll just try to
score points against me. [ know what you are like!

TULLIA: Yes, of course. Thank goodness you won't have much to say.
Andif you do have a response, speak up.

VARCHI: For that reason too | won't answer!

TULLIA: Please continue the discussion! As I said, you'll be a mighty
hero, if you can prove to my satisfaction that love is without end.

VARCHI: Is it then such a heroic feat to defeat a woman?

TULLIA: You're not in a contest with a woman. You're fighting against
Reason.

VARCHI: And isn't Reason female?

TULLIA: I don'tknow if it is female or male. Now let me do the talking for
a while. Let’s see if | can catch you by doing the questions my way. But don't
hold it against me if | make a few blunders.

VARCHI: By all means, do begin. I shall answer correctly, and willingly.

TULLIA: If a thing has no end, is it infinite?

VARCHI: Without the slightest doubt.

29 Varchr's "vile and sordid act” 1s what Pausanias calls “common Aphrodite” or “love for the
body,” and what Ficino describes as a perturbation of the blood, a madness by which man sinks
back to the nature of the beast (Symposium 181b, Jayne, Commentary on Plato’s "Sympostum,” pp 158,
168, see also Pietro Bembo, Gli Asolani, ed. G. Dilemmi [Florence, 1991],p 188).
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TULLIA: Hence love, being without end (according to your own state-
ment) is also infinite?

VARCHI: It must be. Who can doubt that?

TULLIA: Love, therefore, is infinite?

VARCHI: Come now, how many times do you want me to repeat it?

TULLIA: For your own good, | wish that you had never said it once, let
alone gone on repeating it.

VARCHI: Why so? If I had thought you didn't like it, | wouldn't have said it.

TULLIA: The displeasure | feel springs from my affection for you. For in
our discussions you have told me a thousand times that in the view of philoso-
phers there is nothing infinite. This is because all things are finite. When |
asked you the reason for it, you said that the infinite implies, denotes, and in-
fers imperfection, precisely because it is infinite and so cannot be adequately
grasped by any intellect. Would you venture to deny me this?3°

VARCHI: I would, if it were false. But since it is true, I'll grant it. Indeed, |
admit you are perfectly right.

TULLIA: Thank God that for once | have caught you in an error and
you've confessed it with your own mouth.

VARCHI: What error can that be? And what exactly did [ confess to?

TULLIA: You admitted that there is nothing infinite. Good God! do you
want to go back on your words and deny it?

VARCHI: Not |, don't want to deny that, forit's true. But [ don't see why,
because of that, you say that I am caught in an error.

TULLIA: Did you not say just a while back, that love has no end?

VARCHI: I said that.

TULLIA: And don't you affirm it any longer?

VARCHI: Yes, I do.

TULLIA: What a lucky stroke! | was beginning to have my doubts. And
yous still affirm that whatever has no end is necessarily infinite?

VARCHI: Yes, that too.

TULLIA: Therefore love, having no end, is infinite?

VARCHI: That necessarily follows.

30 Almostall ancient philosophers associated the idea of infinity with that of imperfection. Ans-
totle and his followers maintained that the infinite exists only potentially and in a qualified sense
and that there are no objects that can be divided ad infinitum, or that are infinite in number or extent
(Physics 3.204a2-208a4; Metaphysics 11.1-8). Tullia’s and Varchi's discussion will lead to the dis-
tinction between mfinite in potentiality and infinity 1n actuality. In a similar vein, 1n “Sopra alcune
quistioni d'amore, Lezione quarta” (1554), Varchi will compare love to discreet quantity because
1t 1s capable of growing endlessly (Opere, 2:559a). For the date of the lecture, see Lezzioni lette
nell’ Accademia Fiorentina raccolte nuovamente (Florence, 1590) p 385.
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TULLIA: How can we reconcile the assertion that love is infinite with the
fact that no one thing is infinite? [ don't think we need too much logic here!

VARCHI: [ agree.

TULLIA: So you will concede the point at last, just for once!

VARCHU: If I thought it would give you pleasure, I'd do much more than
that to make you happy.

TULLIA: No, that's not a pleasure or a favor to me at all. It displeases me,
in fact, and I would hold it against you. | can tell you, it would be a fine way of
messing over me. In point of fact, | believe that, as the shrewd fellow that you
are, you are now prepared to grant free of charge a point which you cannot
barter. So go ahead and say it, if you have a valid response. Ha! I reckon this
time [ have trussed you up so tight that there isn't a single chink left that you
can escape through.

VARCHI: If one is only looking for the truth, one is hardly concerned
with escape routes.

TULLIA: Now I can look up to you as a man who tells the truth, and
sowhat. . .

VARCHI: Wait, don't be annoyed with me yet. If you listen a bit longer
and give me the replies that are relevant, you'll see that [ don't merely have a
few chinks to get me out from the logical quandary, but gaping windows and
wide-open doors. So, linsist that you regard me as a man of truth.

TULLIA: I'll need Divine assistance, with all these retorts flying around
me. You display more verbal subtleties than | have arguments to respond with.
But I think that this time you're strutting around with nothing to back you up.
So say what youwant, and I'll answer you as best | can.

VARCHI: Isn't God infinite?

TULLIA: I knew that you would try to ambush me with this snare, but it
won't help you, unless you are willing to dance round like a wooden puppet
and show the double face of Janus.3!

VARCHI: Have no fears on that score. | promise not to use any dishonest
tricks of argument.

TULLIA: Tell me then, are you talking as a theologian or as a phi-
losopher?3?

31 TheRomandiety, Janus Bifrons, guardian of gates, was depicted with two faces.

32. The belief that phrlosophy and religion had distinct aims and functions went back to the
Middle Ages and was generally attributed to Averroés Many philosophers, who thought reason
to lead to unquestionable truths, bowed nonetheless to religion when the latter was in conflict
withreason Thisattitude came to be known as"double truth.” Benedetto Varchi subscribed to this
doctrine when lecturing on Paradiso { (Opere, 2 282-83) Bruno Nardi explains that, in essence, the
practitioners of the double truth acknowledged that a great discrepancy existed between what
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VARCHI: Whichever you like.

TULLIA: Come, tell me openly: in what capacity are you talking?

VARCHI: All right, as a philosopher.

TULLIA: Now you have really restored my confidence. Oh, [ was so wor-
ried that you might give me a different answer. Soon enough you'll play into
your adversary's hands.

VARCHI: As if | haven't been there a thousand times before! But what are
you preening and squawking so much about?

TULLIA: I certainly used to believe, and I still do, in the theologians' af-
firmation that God is infinite. However, | had also learned that thinkers of the
peripatetic persuasion, who are followers of Aristotle (as | assume you are),
state that God is not infinite, on account of the fact that no single thing can be
infinite in any location in the universe.33 So now you've been surprised!

VARCHI: What do you mean by “surprised”?

TULLIA: Well, I mean that you shouldn't think of fobbing me off with
any counterfeit arguments! Because you have stated that you were talking as a
philosopher and not as a theologian. So now there will be no point in your
abandoning the philosophers to take refuge among the theologians.

VARCHI: Why would there be no point for me?

TULLIA: See, I guessed what you were up to.

VARCHI: No, you didn't make a very good guess this time. For | was
speaking, and continue to speak, as a follower of the Peripatetics. [ can also as-
sure you that you spoke with divine accuracy and that I'm holding the same be-
liefs and statements as you are. So what more could you want from me?

TULLIA: You always play it this way, showing me that | have won the ar-
gument at the outset, but then making me end up the loser.

can be understood by human reason and the truth that may be attained through the grace of God
(cf Studi su Pietro Pomponazzi [Florence, 1965], pp. 372-74). Leone Ebreo turned the argument
around: “As long as faith 1s not in conflict with reason, we need no proof, for 1n that case it would
not be faith, but science, and 1t is sufficient for us to believe what reason does not disprove” (Di-
aloghi, p. 240).

33. Here Tullia touches on a philosophical question that aligned on one side the Peripatetic
philosophers, according to whom infinity can be conceived only theoretically in the sense in
which numbers, bodies, and the possible intellect can be considered potentially infinite and, on
the other side, the theologians, who believed in God's infinite creative power. Lecturing on Par-
adiso and on Purgatorio in 1564, Varchi made the following points. God is infinite only as far as du-
ration 1s concerned; God can act only within necessary laws, not freely, because freedom signifies
potentiality, that is imperfection; God did not create the world because no creation exnibilo is pos-
sible (Opere, 2:323b, 348b). These ideas ultimately derive from Aristotle's Physics (1.291b13) and
from Averroés's Destructio destructionum, trans. C. Calomino (Venice, 1527),4 152 OnGod'sinfinite
power, see Thomas Aquinas, De Causis 4. For Leone Ebreo on this subject, see footnote 38.
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VARCHI: Don't you recall that old Florentine proverb that says: "he who
wins the first round loses the whole fight”?

TULLIA: I can also think of another saying: “Saint John does not like
tricks!"3# It didn't particularly worry you to offer me the moon's reflection in a
well. But to get back to the starting-point, according to the Peripatetics, there
is no such thing as the infinite. And that means you are the loser.

VARCHI: In this game, there are never any losers.

TULLIA: So it's a bit like Valera's game .3’

VARCHI: If you had let me finish, you would have seen that it's quite the
opposite. At that game, nobody could lose, but here both sides are inevitably
winners. For my part, I'd prefer to be a loser in this pursuit than a winner at
other games. What | want to say, at any rate, is that any form of misunder-
standing, or switching round the meaning of words, or not properly grasping
the terminology in use, tends to cause a multitude of errors. Those who cannot
understand words will never be able to understand anything. So our teachers
ought to advise us far more carefully than they actually do, and when we de-
bate we should always give an advance statement of the exact issue which we
intend to discuss. Now, if we speak confusedly and in generalities as we have
just been doing, then we can even maintain that, according to the philoso-
phers, God is infinite.

TULLIA: Once again, | have the feeling you are trying to slip out of the
argument, get away, and pay me with a song. In this view of the issue, [ follow
the Peripatetics . . .

VARCHI: So do I. When [ say “philosophers,” you can normally take it
that I mean the Peripatetics.

TULLIA: [ mean Aristotle.

VARCHI: I do too.

TULLIA: Then I'm stunned.

VARCHI: And | am staggered. s there anyone who doesn’t know that
God has existed, and will exist, for all time?

TULLIA: What a stroke of genius! Everyone knows that God, having
never had a beginning, will never have an end.

VARCHI: Therefore, He is infinite. What do you say to that?

TULLIA: You force my brain to such dizzy extremes! Give me a less ele-
vated example, one that is a little bit clearer.

VARCHI: Doesn't Aristotle hold that time has always been in existence?

34 SaintJohn is the patron saint of Florence.

35. Translationof "ronfa del Valera " Ronfa was a popular card game. The proverbial Valera played
a game that alwaysended in a draw.
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Also, according to Aristotle, what has always existed can have no end.3¢
Hence it will endure for ever. And as for something that never had a begin-
ning, and will never have an end, wouldn't you call it “infinite?”

TULLIA: Yes I would. I reckon that it follows that motion must also be in-
finite, since time is simply the measurement of motion.3”

VARCHI: That is well said. Quantity, too, will have to be considered
infinite.

TULLIA: I wouldn't concede that so easily, because | can't fully grasp it.

VARCHI: Where there is motion—that is to say, movement—there is
surely mobility: in other words some element that is being moved.

TULLIA: No doubt about that.

VARCHI. If movement is to be eternal, then what is moved must also be
eternal.

TULLIA: Yes, Sir, indeed.

VARCHI: Hence, if the motion of the heavens is eternal, the heavens
themselves must be eternal. Moreover, the heavens are corporeal, and all bod-
ies are a “quantum.” Therefore quantity, or rather magnitude, is eternal. 38

TULLIA: I cannot gainsay these steps in the reasoning, so | am forced to
believe it. But when | recall how often | have heard distinguished authorities
declare that, according to Aristotle, God is not infinite, it all seems rather odd.
[ would ask you to rescue me from this maze of complexities by offering me a
secret roll of string, like the one Ariadne gave to Theseus.

VARCHI: The best roll of string to effect your rescue is logic. Granted
that this word “infinite” is a polyvalent term and can be interpreted in more
than one way, and can carry different meanings, your preliminary step must be
to state which of the meanings you intend to refer to. If you do this, it will be
like lifting a heavy curtain from in front of your eyes. If those preliminary def-
initions are not posted, a person who declared that for the Peripatetics God is

36. What 1s referred to here 1s probably Aristotle’s statement that, since time 1s a measure of
change, what exists and does not change is eternal because 1t does not exist in time (Physics
4 221b4-6). In his lecture on Purgatorio 17 (1564), Varchi states: “those things that never had a be-
ginning, cannot likewise come to an end” (Opere, 2:331b).

37 Cf footnote 36 The Aristotelian locus for the concept of time and motion s Physics
4.218b21-9b11

38 For the eternity of the world and the heavens Aragona could have drawn from Varchi's 1545
lecture on Paradiso | (Opere, 2-:348b) or from Leone's Dialoghs, but the progression of her argument
finds acloser parallel in the latter work In Dialoghid'amore, the opinions of Platonists, Aristotelians,
and biblical theologians are considered methodically Filone explains that, according to the Peri-
patetics, infinity can be conceived only inasmuch as time, motion, matter and the heavens con-
note processes traceable to infinity; hence God, being subject to the laws of necessity, cannot
have created the world out of his own omnipotence, as the theologians say (pp. 136~39,235-56).
Cf footnote 33.
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infinite, would be as correct as the person who denied it, claiming that He is
not infinite. Consequently, Aristotle provides us with this rule, that you
should not begin a discussion with someone who uses undefined terminology,
even if it is clear which definition of a term he is using, until he defines the
meaning of his terms himself. That is why [ didn't wish to reply to you at the
outset, since | wanted to ask you first which meaning you had in mind.

TULLIA: Why didn't you do s0?

VARCHI: Because you practically began by attacking me.

TULLIA: Then seize the opportunity to do it now.

VARCHI: I'll be happy to. Since this word “infinite” can stand for a plural-
ity of different things, tell me, which of its various significations do you take in
this debate?

TULLIA: You haven't understood my intention, and this has led you to
further equivocation. What [ intend is that you should make clear in what re-
spect and in how many ways this word “infinite” can possibly be taken.

VARCHI: But that will lead us into an infinity of considerations.
Nonetheless, here is what occurs to me on the spur of the moment, which
should meet the purpose of the present discussion. Finite and infinite are es-
sentially attributes or accidents of quantity. Quantity is of two types: continu-
ous—which is also called magnitude or size—and discrete—which is also
called multitude or number. Taking infinite in this sense, we cannot find any-
thing anywhere in the universe that might be infinite in actuality. I say "in ac-
tuality” because, as nothing is infinite in actuality, so are all bodies infinite
potentially, because they can be divided into an endless number of parts, and
soad infinitum. We, on the other hand, were considering what is infinite in actu-
ality and not what is infinite in potentiality.3®

TULLIA: Hold on a second, and tell me: aren't straight lines continuous
insize?

VARCHI: They are.

TULLIA: Mathematicians in fact extend straight lines out into infinity.

VARCHI: Yes they do. However, mathematicians reason in abstract,
not concretely, and we cannot comprehend, let alone conceive of such anin-
finity, not even in our imagination. As that may be, when they say “ad infini-
tum," they postulate a lack of boundaries because it happens to suit their
calculations.

TULLIA: Why is it impossible to conceive of the infinite?

VARCHI: Because the infinite is an indeterminable quantity, that is to say,
amagnitude that has no limit, in other words, no end. So you can never take so

39 The concepts of actuality and potentiality are explained in Metaphysics 9 6 1048b
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many parts from it without leaving an infinite number of other parts that can
still be subtracted. Hence our mind and intellect are bemused inside it.

TULLIA: [understand. However, even a discrete quantity seems infinite to
me, because you would never be able to posit a number so large that [ couldn't
make it bigger, by adding a one, or any other figure | liked, to it.

VARCHI: Tell me, the figures that you are adding, are they finite or
infinite?

TULLIA: They will be finite. But I'll add so many of them, that they will
constitute an infinite number.

VARCHI: That is impossible, for we cannot derive anything infinite from
what is finite. Therefore, numbers must be infinite not in actuality, but in po-
tentiality. As continuous quantity may be divided and decreased ad infinitum,
but never increased, so discrete quantity may be increased ad infinitum, but
never decreased.*®

TULLIA: How will you account for the human intellect, which is actual-
ity and can, not only understand, but also be transformed into all manner of
things and, therefore, is to be described as possible, as | have learned by read-
ing one of your lectures?

VARCHI: Youssaid it yourself that the intellect is everything in potential-
ity, not in actuality.

TULLIA: And yet it could be considered infinite, just like matter which
canbe moldedinto all kinds of forms and which, therefore, as faras  can judge,
would be called infinite.

VARCHI: Matter not only is not infinite in act, but it is nothing at all.
Nonetheless, it could be called infinite, like the intellect, that is, potentially,
but only improperly so.

TULLIA: And what will you say about motion and time, which you called
infinite earlier in our debate?

VARCHI: That they are infinite in time or, better, duration, because they
are never all together, but always successively, by and by, one after the other.
So their being in potentiality is mixed with their being in actuality.

TULLIA: I can easily see how matter is infinite, but | can't quite make out
how God can be called infinite, as you were saying earlier.

VARCHI: Didn't [ say that infinity, as such, cannot be understood? If you
had not interrupted me, perhaps you would have understood better. Besides
the meanings we mentioned, there is another infinite, what they call “infinite

40. Quantity can be either discreet, that 1s numerical, or continuous, that 1s geometrical. While
discreet quantity may be increased to infinity, continuous quantity is divisible indefinitely (Physics
6.231b, 16-17; Metaphysics 11 3.1061a, 28). Cf. footnote 30.
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of capability,” that is, “of perfection,” and philosophers call “of vigor” or “of
power.” With all this, no one will deny that God is infinite in regard to time or
duration, having neither beginning nor end. Consequently, God is called “in-
finite” even by the Peripatetics. But they object to calling God infinite “of per-
fection” or, as we would say, “of capability” because, in that case, God would
move the heavens not in twenty-four hours, but outside time, that is to say,
suddenly and in a flash: for in one infinite capability or perfection, one would
also find an infinite power. This consideration may be correct for the Peri-
patetics, but it is false in regard to the truth, as all theologians, as well as many
philosophers, prove *!

TULLIA: Now [ am really in possession of all the details! And [ am on fire
with such a passion for logic, that, if it is not too late for me to do so, I should
like to devote myself to it night and day, and learn nothing else.

VARCHI: A big deal that would be for you! He who knows only logic,
knows nothing at all.

TULLIA: Listen to this! It just makes me feel new all over! Haven't | often
heard you say that without logic we can know nothing truly, because logic
teaches us how to distinguish true from false, and right from wrong in all man-
ner of things?

VARCHI: So you have, and it is true. Whoever has no logic and maintains
that he knows anything at all, says what is not and cannot be.

TULLIA: So how do you resolve this contradiction?

VARCHI: Tell me, would you be able to say which lines are straight and
which are crooked, without a rule or square?

TULLIA: No, I certainly couldn't.

VARCHI: And with more squares and plumb-lines than are available in
the whole world, would you be able, without ever using them, to find out
which wall is straight and which is not>*2

TULLIA: No, Sir. But it would depend on me.

VARCHI: ltwould depend onyou too, if you had more logic than has ever
been thought of but strove after science without making the use of it for which
it was devised. But let this be as it may, especially since there is much more to
say about the question you have raised.

TULLIA: I think 1 have things clear without needing anything else com-
ing from you.

VARCHI: In which way?

41. Seefootnotes 33 and 38.

42 "Beinglogic the instrument of all arts, nothing at all can be known without 1t, just as without
rule or plumb-line nothing can be set straight, except by chance” from “Lezione una. Sopra 1l
primo canto del Paradiso” (1545) (B Varchi, Opere, 2 400a).
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TULLIA: Love is infinite potentially—not in actuality—for it is impossi-
ble to love withan end in sight. In other words, the desires of people in love are
infinite, and they can never settle down after achieving something. This is be-
cause after obtaining it, they long for something else, and something else
again, and something more after that. And so it goes on, one thing after the
other. They can never be satisfied, as Boccaccio bears witness about himself in
the introduction to his Decameron.*? This is the reason why people who are in
love can be crying one minute and laughing the next. They can even be found
laughing and crying at the same time. This phenomenon is amazing in itself
and quite impossible for mere normal mortals! Lovers entertain both hope and
fear. Simultaneously, they feel great heat and excessive cold. They want and
reject in equal measure, constantly grasping things but retaining nothing in
their grip. They can see without eyes. They have no ears but can hear. They
shout without a tongue. They fly without moving. They are alive while dying.
They say and do the myriad strange things that the poets write about, espe-
cially Petrarch, who towers incomparably over all others in the description of
the pangs of love.

VARCHI: It is indeed true. But those people who do not have, and never
had, experience of the effects of love, as | have and always shall, “If myself and
my fancy understand,”#* will never believe it and will make fun of it. | know
men who experienced love and later reproached it in others, thinking that
they would never fall in love again or that they would not be able to. But then
they fell in it deeper than before and paid for their pride and ingratitude. Love
is god and a great god is Love. Those who are more able, and wiser than oth-
ers, have always been loyal and obedient to the god. As to myself, | know
Love's power well and [ can bear strong and true witness to it. | wish it had not
been so! In fact, | wish it were not so now! For | would not be as miserable and
wretched as | am and [ would not die a thousand times an hour, as | do and will
by and by, forever and ever; for love has no end norlimit whatsoeverand feeds
on lovers' minds, never to tire and become satisfied. But

"O grieft Why do you lead me out of my way,

And force me to say what | do not want to say?"4®

You have made clear what | had no doubt about: namely, that you perfectly
knew the solution to such a question. Although some reservations still linger
in my mind.

43. In the foreword to the Decameron, Boccaccio says that the fire kindled 1n him by an uncon-
trolled amorous appetite made 1t impossible for his love to reach a satisfactory outcome.

44, Petrarch, Canzonere 270.24.
45 Petrarch, Canzoniere 71.46
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TULLIA: If it is the case, as you say, that [ have given a description of true
love, thenlam very sorry about it, because | would prefer the truth to be totally
different from the way I've just described it, and. therefore, I'd like love to have
anend. Now if you have a different view, speak out openly, for I shall be a very
willing listener, as well as eager to be persuaded of the opposite case. And don't
be worried on account of these gentlemen who are listening to us. In a general
way, these matters concern all people, so everyone is happy to listen to them
being discussed. You'll astonish us all the more, because we actually thought
you were more skilled on other topics than love! We believed you'd be happier
to speak about other subjects, since love was clearly outside your specific field;
and also because you show character traits that are rather austere.

VARCHI:  would not know what | show outside and what | do not show.
However, | will say this much: if | am aware of anything at all, | am aware of
how little [ know, for that is the one and first thing that | know. Everythingelse
I know, | have learned from the voice of the living or the writing of the dead.
This lesson alone [ have been taught by the gods, by nature, and by Love, ina
long and continuous experience. For | can say, from the day [ was born—when
Love began to hold me in his arms, a baby in swaddling clothes—until this
very hour, past my forty-second year, | have never refrained from loving and
never shall: and, as | always think of it, so do | wish to speak of it always. And
despite the fact that many of us know that love is everywhere and governs all,
we are unable to praise it as fully and as honorably as to come even close to its
immeasurable worth.

TULLIA: To be honest, I myself took you to be such a person, and | have
given clear proof of those sentiments, though many others refused to accept
thatyou could be so and tried to convince me of the opposite. But tell me: what
holds you back so that you do not talk and write of love more often, if not all
the time>4¢

VARCHI: What holds me back is this very world of ours, where the names
of things have been altered and the word "love,” which is the noblest ever, is at-
tributed to the vilest thing. Such is the confusion that, as soon as people learn
that someone is in love, they immediately form an unfavorable opinion of him
and, without any further consideration, make him out to be a debauched man,
or, at the very least, a superficial and immature person. And apart from the fact
that nowadays the title “philosopher” enjoys less prestige than would be fit-

46 In Padua, where he resided 1n 1539-41, Varchi lectured on Aristotle’s Ethics and on a sonnet
onjealousy by Bembo The lecture was published in Mantuain 1545, By the time he met Aragona,
Varchi had delivered lectures in the Florentine Academy on two sonnets and three songs by Pe-
trarch, on Dante's Purgatory and Paradise, on alchemy and on colors. Cf. Prrotti, Varchs, pp. 18, 23.
For the dates of Varchi's lectures, see Lezions sul Dante e prose varie, ed G Arazzi and L. Arbib (Flo-
rence, 1841), [, vni
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ting, if we add to it the word “lover,” no one among the general public would
feel disqualified from ridiculing or teasing him.

TULLIA: Some people have in fact told me that you like to pass yourself
off as a philosopher, but at heart you are not one.

VARCHI: This must be either because they misunderstand or because
they do not know what “philosopher” actually means.

TULLIA: They really ought to know it, for they have had a distinguished
mentorinyouand also because |, a woman, am aware of it. So why is it that you
write poems which deal with love and do not have such misgivings? Any per-
son with that tendency or used to such behavior might tease you about it or
even chastise you.

VARCHI: That happened to me once. | wish it had been of some good to
me, as much as an inconvenience.

TULLIA: Why>

VARCHI: Because, if you write sonnets, people believe, besides other
things, that you are capable of nothing and are good for nothing. They call
you poet, thinking that this term is suitable for anyone who writes lines of
verse, believing that it means nothing but a person full of nonsense and idle
talk, not to say someone witless and crazy.

TULLIA: So why do you write sonnets?

VARCHI: Because about this matter, my attitude is different. | wish I had
learned how to write sonnets! When, many years ago, | realized that it is not
something for everyone to do—for it requires the knowledge of many sub-
jects, besides intelligence and good judgment—I took myself out of it and
never wrote sonnets again, especially after reading those penned by Mon-
signor Bembo; except, of course, when | was compelled to, or forced to recip-
rocate.*” If | had trusted my talent, | would have paid no attention to what
people say, as | never have in any other matter. If we offend no one but our-
selves, so to speak, we must be allowed to do what we think best for us; for not
all people value qualities and reputation equally and in the same manner. So, if
we do not like to be criticized, we ought to do nothing at all.

TULLIA: Indeed, those are very odd opinions to hold. Don't such de-
tractors know that Petrarch enjoys immense prestige and has a renown
equaled by none other and more so because of his poetic compositions than
anythingelse?

VARCHI: What do you suppose such people think of Petrarch? But now
let us talk about something else.

47. Varchi's poetic production consists mainly of sonnets, and the majority of them are sonnets
of correspondence In his hifetime, his verse production appeared in print twice, in 1555 and
1557
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TULLIA: Please let's: "For to want to hear this is a base desire . . . "#® and,
as Dante said about the cowards: “Let us not speak of them; just glance, and
pass on.”*® But now I'd prefer you to propose those doubts that you mentioned
earlier.

VARCHI: [ was joking.

TULLIA: No, you were not making jokes. | know you well too well for
that, apart from the fact that you have often repeated on your own account
that you never joke in such matters.

VARCHI: So finally you have concluded that love is infinite, hence one
cannot love within limits, since lovers have always new desires and are never
satisfied with whatever result they attain without longing for something more.
Isn't that so?

TULLIA: Perfectly true.

VARCHI: Now against this conclusion of yours,  argue thus: “All rational
agents—that s, all those who act with cognition—do what they do in order to
reach a certain end.” What do you think of this proposition?

TULLIA: I concede the proposition because | know it comes from Aristo-
tle. But I'd like to know the reason for it. :

VARCHI: The reason is that nothing moves to do anything by itself, but
must be moved by something else. And, as the Philosopher says, the end is
what moves the agent.”©

TULLIA: I'll believe it, because it comes from the Philosopher, but I'd like
to know the reason for that assertion too.

VARCHI: I know that you do not want to budge without being budged.
The reason is that nothing can operate by itself, either in body or in spirit, but
needs an external agent, that is, something outside itself that moves it.>"

TULLIA.: I also believe this. I'd like to ask you the reason for that too, but
I'm afraid I might seem a nuisance, or annoy you, and in any case it would lead
us on to endless complications.

VARCHI: Do not fear, for in all things one comes back to the head or
principle which is known in itself. Being first, it has nothing before itself;
being known, it needs no declaration. As for me, nothing can be bother-
some if it pleases you. Moreover, whoever strives after the reason of things
will never seem importunate to me; anyone who does not so seek, is far too
negligent.

48 Dante, Inferno 30.148
49, Dante, Inferno 3 51

50. Metaphysics 11 1-8, Physics 2 194a—25-30, 198b1-9, 8.267a6-8. The expression “the end
moves the agent to act” 1s in Aquinas’ Summa contra Gentiles 1.37

51. Physics 8.254b7—6a3
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TULLIA: Tell me then why no single thing can set itself in motion.

VARCHI: Because the result would be self-contradictory and outright
impossible. The same thing would be moving and the cause of its moving; or,
if you prefer, the same object would act and be acted upon.

TULLIA: And why is that self-contradictory and impossible?

VARCHI: You are trying my patience. Because the same thing wouldbe in
actuality and in potentiality at the same time: which is, indeed, outright im-
possible!

TULLIA: You are a thousand times right, but [ don’t see how being right
on this could help you with the problem of the Prime Mover.52

VARCHI: This would also be valid for the Prime Mover. But let us not rise
to such heights now. Do you concede that whoever moves, moves to some end?

TULLIA: Yes, [ can concede that too.

VARCHI: 1 further maintain, following another of Aristotle’s proposi-
tions, that “all things that move to some end, stop and no longer move as soon
as that end is reached.””3

TULLIA: That seems reasonable, because otherwise things would spin
out ad infinitum. But what has this to do with it? [t appears that you are right, but
on a point that isirrelevant.

VARCHI: You will see very soon. The relevance of itis that whoever longs
for something, as soon as that something is attained, longs no more.

TULLIA: I'm beginning to understand your line now, and | can see what
you want to get to, but | don't believe you'll reap the benefit. Now come to
your conclusion.

VARCHI: [ have almost concluded. Once you concede the two premises
(the major and the minor, which make up the syllogism, as the logicians say),
then you must, whether you like it or not, concede what follows, that is to say,
come to the conclusion.

TULLIA: So please draw your inferences and state the conclusion of this
syllogism.

VARCHI: Ifall lovers have an end in mind, and if all those who reach their
end no longer move, that is, cease from their purpose, it necessarily follows
that all lovers who attain their aim become satisfied and no longer love.

52 Anistotle's prime mover initiates the motion of the universe without itself being moved
(Physics 8 256a4-8b9; 258b10-260a19)

53. Leone writes that love 1s the beginning of motion: “desire 1s the soul's movement toward the
object of desire and love 1s the soul's movement toward the beloved. Pleasure is the cause of this
motion called love and desire” (Dialoght d'amore, p 210). Perhaps Varcht is referring to Aristotle’s
statement that “an object ceases moving when the mover ceases causing it to move” (Physics
8 267a6-8)
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TULLIA: That is undeniable.

VARCHI: Hence, love has an end, and it is therefore possible to love
within limits. So the conclusion you reached earlier was incorrect.

TULLIA: No, I drew that conclusion correctly, and it was easy enough to
do so, and anyone could have come to it. However, you were the one who set
up the premises, which is what the thrust of the argument turns on. You need
not believe that I'm talking like this because ['ve changed my stance and think
your objection to be false now, when in fact | hold it to be perfectly true. In-
deed, as | accept it as the proof, | am bound to believe it. And | could never
change my mind and start thinking that matters stand differently, if what you
have told me on other occasions is correct: namely, if a person comes to know
something by proofs and knowledge, he can never subsequently change his
mind and disbelieve it. Hence, since this and that conclusion are both per-
fectly correct, | am forced to hold them both to be true, and | do so. So [ can an-
swer thus: no lover ever accomplishes his final goal, for if he did, what you
have just concluded about love having to cease would be the absolute truth.

VARCHI: You speak beautifully, with order and erudition. However, it
will be very easy for me to prove what is well known to everyone and what you
yourself admitted only a short while ago when you stated that many ancient as
well as modern men have first loved and later forsaken their love. Among so
many people, we must believe that at least one of them enjoyed that pleasure
which is so great that no other is greater, as Boccaccio puts it.**

TULLIA: This time you have surely cut the ground out from under your
own feet.

VARCHI: I would not be the first one to shoot down my own pigeons. But
tell me why.

TULLIA: Because this word “love,” since it can stand for various types of
loving, is a polyvalent noun. And you didn't ask me first what kind [ meant.

VARCHI: Ah, Signora Tullia, you have got me there!

TULLIA: You asked for it; it's your loss.

VARCHI: [ admit it. So | ask you now what kind of love you had in mind.

TULLIA: Indeed, I am going to tell you. Leaving all possible subdivisions
aside, let me say that love is of two types. We shall call the first "vulgar” or “dis-
honest” love, the other "honest,” that is to say, virtuous. Dishonest love—
which is found only in vulgar and low-minded individuals, that is, in those
whose souls are low and vile, who lack virtue or refinement, whether they

54 Varchi, thatis, Aragona, 1s presumably paraphrasing the nun's words: "l have often heard from
many women who come to see us that all the pleasures in the world are hollow in comparison with
what a woman feels with a man” (Decameron 3.1,23)
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come from noble or insignificant stock—is generated by a desire to enjoy the
object that is loved, and its goal is none other than that of common animals.
They simply want to obtain pleasure and to procreate something that resem-
bles themselves, without any further thought or concern. Those who are
moved by this desire and who love in this guise, as soon as they have reached
their goal and have satisfied their longing, will desist from their motion and
will no longer love. As a matter of fact, they may quite often recognize that
they have made a mistake, or get fed up with the time and trouble they have
putinto it, and so they turn their love into hate. Of course, | was not consider-
ing this type of love >

VARCHI: | certainly believe you, for I know that your noble heart would
never stoop so low as even to think of talking about such vile matters. But pray
goon.

TULLIA: Honest love, which is characteristic of noble people, people
who have a refined and virtuous disposition, whether they be rich or poor, is
not generated by desire, like the other, but by reason. It has as its main goal the
transformation of oneself into the object of one's love, with a desire that the
loved one be converted into oneself, so that the two may become one or four.
Many times this transformation has been beautifully described by Petrarch, as
well as by the Very Reverend Cardinal Bembo.?® And as this transformation
can only take place on a spiritual plane, so in this kind of love, the principal
part is played by the “spiritual” senses, those of sight and hearing and, above
all, because it is closest to the spiritual, the imagination. But, in truth, as it is the
lover's wish to achieve a corporeal union besides the spiritual one, in order to
effectatotal identification with the beloved, and since this corporeal unity can
never be attained, because it is not possible for human bodies to be physically
merged into one another, the lover can never achieve this longing of his, and
so will never satisfy his desire.>” Thus, he cannot love with a limit, as [ con-

55. The distinction between two types of love 1s a commonplace of Renaissance hiterature on
love. Aragona, however, seems to have drawn directly from Dialoghi, where Filone distinguishes
the desire for the pleasurable, which ceases when satishied (16, 18, 47-48), from the “perfect love
between man and woman,” which is everlasting (50—-51). The 1dea that satiety removes desire—
"these [carnal] pleasures have such pecuharity that once obtained, the longing for them subsides,
and not only does love very often cease altogether, but many times 1t turns into vexation and ha-
tred"—is scattered throughout Leone's work (pp 16, 18—19,47-48,51).

56. Petrarch, Canzoniere 15 10—-11;73.85-86;94.6-8, 11—13,242.12—14. The conceit s found in
most sixteenth-century collections of poetry

57. Aragona'sexplanation of the permanent character of good love 1s drawn from Dialoghi d'amore
“Although the lover's appetite is satisfied by copulation, and his carnal desire instantly ceases,
nonetheless his heart's yearning is not thereby diminished. . . . When the lovers are united in spir-
1tual love, their bodies also wish to enjoy such union as is possible . so that their coming to-
gether may be 1n all respects complete, especially because through a corresponding bodily
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cluded earlier. Although one could extend the description of these two types
of love indefinitely, [ consider what | have said sufficient to demonstrate that
my conclusion is entirely valid.

VARCHI: Everything you said has pleased me highly and filled me with
ineffable sweetness. And although [ have a few reservations left about what
yousaid, still they are very minorones. Above all, | was gratified to see that not
only have you read Filone, but you have also understood and retained what
youread.®

TULLIA: Oh, please, if you are truly fond of me, do me a favor, since you
have mentioned Filone, and give me your considered opinion of his work.

VARCHI. Please do not insist, because people have their own opinions
and pretensions.

TULLIA: But that is precisely what I want to draw out from you.

VARCHI: Don't bother, if you love me.

TULLIA: Why?

VARCHI: Because my habit is to speak freely, and [ cannot help saying
what I think, while nowadays it is not customary to behave in this manner—
indeed one should not. If people hear about it, | can well imagine what many
will say.

TULLIA: The more you deny me this favor, the more I find that it appeals
to me. We are among friends here, in a virtually private setting, and nothing
that may be said is going to be bruited abroad, so please go ahead and tell me
your opinion, as | have begged you.

VARCHI: I guess [ must sink or swim! Of all the authors, whether ancient
or modern, who wrote about love in any language, | prefer Filone. I think |
have learned more from him than from anybody else, for he speaks about love
not only more comprehensively, in my modest opinion, but with more doc-
trine and more truthfully.>®

consummation, sprritual love increases and becomes more perfect.” To a diffident Sofia, Filone
setsout the reasons why his good love for herwill endure. "Such love 1s desire fora complete union
of the lover and the beloved, and this can come about only with the total penetration of one into
the other. This is possible for souls, which are spiritual, for spiritual and incorporeal entities can
interpenetrate and become one, with most efficacious results. But when separate bodses are con-
cerned, which require specific posttions 1n space, after their penetration there remains, in com-
parison with the consummation that is desired, an even more ardent longing for that union that
cannot be perfectly brought about (49-50, 56). On Aragona’s definition of love and her use of
Leone’s theory, see my Introduction, pp 30, 35, 39

58. By "Filone,” Tullia refers to Leone Ebreo's Dialoght d'Amore, whose speakers are Filone and
Sofia

59 Benedetto Varchi praised Leone Ebreo's work 1n a more qualified way than does the Varchi
character here. “If Leone Ebreo's Dialogues were clothed [1n the language] they deserve, they would
lack nothing for which to envy Latin or Greek authors " “Recently, Filone Ebreo's three books of
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TULLIA: Have you included Plato in your reading and the Convivio by
Signor Marsilio Ficino?6°

VARCHI: Yes, Madam, | have and I think they are both marvelous. But
Filone pleases me more, perhaps because | do not understand the others.

TULLIA: This is high praise.

VARCHI: [t would be, if the praise were given by someone competent to
judge, and if other [writers] had not come first.

TULLIA: Enough then, for | too held that opinion, until someone told
me that a number of Filone's doctrines were not peripatetic, so I left off reading
his work.

VARCHI: You were wrong there. In Plato too you will find statements
that are not peripatetic in character. In any case, if we want to judge a book
properly, we must consider its contents overall. But let us allow people to
judge for themselves, and let them have the freedom we would like to allow
ourselves, that of expressing our opinions freely. Behaving this way, we shall
not deceive anyone who does not want to be deceived; each one is free to be-
lieve it, if he knows something about it, or to ask someone else, if he does not
understand. On the other hand, if someone thinks he understands, while he
does not, it is as good as if he did, and it would be foolish to disabuse him.
Many have written a great deal about love, some learnedly and some in a de-
lightful manner, others in both ways. To all I prefer Filone—although on some
points, especially in what concerns the Jewish faith, I excuse more than ap-
prove of what he says. | am not referring to those who have spoken about love
not as it is, but as they themselves have experienced it, or as they would like it
to be, and have described not love’s nature, but rather their own character and
the character of their women. But let us discuss this on some other occasion,
for this subject is such that no matter how much we have said about it, there is
always far more to say. As tome, | could never be satiated or get tired of talking
about it, but I must not annoy you people here.

TULLIA: It seems that you don't know us very well. You've astonished us.
For myself, when you made all those excuses, | thought you might be blaming
Filone, at first. Then when I heard you give him that glowing praise, I felt con-
vinced, and I'll wager that all these gentlemen with us were convinced, that
you wanted to make a reference elsewhere.

dialogues came to light. Matters of love are thereby treated so extensively and truthfully, albeit in
an obscure or confusing way, that [ prefer his books to any other ” “Filone Ebreo, whom, in my
judgment, one can believe as any other” (Opere, 2:155, 536a, 536b)

60 By Convivio is meant Marsilio Ficino's Commentarium i Convivium Platonis de Amore (1469). The
Italian translation, done by the author in 1474, appeared with the title of Sopra lo amore o ver' Con-
vito di Platone
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VARCHI: Where>

TULLIA: You're asking me, then? To Gli Asolani by our Most Reverend Be-
mbo, and not to Filone's Dialogues.

VARCHI: What made you think so?

TULLIA: The fact that Bembo's work deserves great praise from all man-
ner of people, and also because here there is no one who is unaware of the un-
precedented affection that you have felt, over a number of years, for His Most
Reverend Eminence.

VARCHI: [ harbor the greatest love and respect not for Bembo but for his
goodness. | admire and worship not Bembo but his virtues, which I never suffi-
ciently praised as to believe | had praised them adequately. Mind you, [ do not
deny that the Asolani—which [ have extolled a thousand times—are splendid
and that a very sound judgment and a miraculous eloquence are combined
with his great doctrine. Filone, on the other hand, had a differentaim. Inlove’s
taxonomy, more—I| think—can be said and perhaps in more charming style,
but I do not think it could be said better. But, pray, do not let it be known out-
side these walls, for people might start murmuring that | have changed my
views and betrayed Bembo. .

TULLIA: Don't worry about that. Let's return to our main discussion: tell
me the doubts that my statements raised in your mind.

VARCHI: Did I not tell you that they were not very important? And | am
afraid | do not remember them now. Besides, it is getting late, we are keeping
these gentlemen waiting, and there might not be sufficient time to hear those
others who have not uttered one word all day long.

TULLIA: Don't get so worked up about things, and stop worrying, be-
cause those were our plans. Just continue with your argument.

VARCHI: I'shali no longer deny you anything atall, forin the end I always
grant you everything. First of all, | do not understand why you blame and call
"dishonest” that kind of love that is not only common to all animate things—]I
mean earthly creatures—but is proper to them, for they are made more for it
than foranything else. We can observe this in plants and grasses, which have a
vegetative soul; in all brutish animals, which have vegetative and sensitive
souls; and in human beings as well, who possess a rational or intellectual soul
besides the vegetative and the sensitive ones. For Aristotle says that the man
who cannot generate, since he cannot do what nature has created him to do, is
no longer a man.?' Secondly, | wonder what you would say about those men

61 The nearest source | could find for this dictum is Thomas Aquinas's expression “itisasignof a
thing perfection that 1t 1s able to produce 1ts like,” apparently quoted from Aristotle’'s 4 Meteor
(Summa contra Gentiles 1.37)
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who love boys, whose urge cannot obviously be a desire to generate some-
thing similar to themselves. Furthermore, it does not seem true that all those
who love with a vulgar and lascivious love desist from loving as soon as they
have satisfied their desires; on the contrary, there are many who seem to burn
more ardently afterwards. These three points | have raised in regard to the first
type of love are enough for the time being.

TULLIA: These are not casual objections, or points of slight importance,
as you made them out to be. | know that you like to conduct a detailed analy-
sis of everything. But I'll reply to the best of my ability. I would answer your
first point by saying that [ am well aware that we humans cannot be repre-
hended, or praised, for the instinctive drives that arise from our nature. Hence
the first type of love is not to be blamed, either in the plant or the animal king-
dom. And it should not be called lascivious or "dishonest” in them, orindeed in
human beings. Rather, it can be and should be lauded to a greater extent in hu-
mans because they are capable of generating offspring of a more noble and
worthy caliber than plants and animals can. My main proviso is that this ap-
petite should not become unbridled and overpowering, for this often happens
with human beings, who are endowed with a free will, while it does not occur
in the plant or animal kingdom. [t is not just because animals are animals—as
an Empress once replied in a famous aside—but because they are guided by an
unerring mind. Hence, since no one deserves censure for eating and drinking,
but rather should be congratulated, because these processes restore the nat-
ural warmth and essential humors which maintain us in life, so people should
be praised, and no one censured, for generating offspring that are similar to
themselves, thus perpetuating themselves in the species, since they cannotre-
produce themselves as individuals. However, just as we can blame and also
chastise someone who eats or drinks more than is reasonable, or at the wrong
place and time, in a way that things that were supposed to benefit him actually
harm him, so we ought to chastise and blame far more vigorously those per-
sons who yield to the passions of the flesh without due limit and moderation.
For in doing so, they subordinate reason, which ought to be the queen of the
body, to the senses, and thus they quickly turn from being rational men into
being brute animals.62 Another argument comes from the venerable hermit of
Lavinello, who used to say that nature would have inflicted too great a wrong
onus, and been far more cruel than a stepmother, if we were only everin a po-
sition to venture our capital at a loss and could never make a gain.®3 For just as

62. The direct source for Aragona's distinction between natural love and human love is probably
Purgatorio 17 91—111 and 18.49-66. It is dealt with by Aquinas in Summa theologica 1.60.1-3 and
goes back to Aristotle's Nichomachean Ethics In Bembo's Gli Asolani, the distinction is voiced by
Lavinello tn book Il!

63. Gli Asolani, pp. 200-201
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brute animals can never be transformed into plants, while we humans can be-
come animals, under no circumstances can animals ever change into human
beings, whereas we humans can aspire to become angels by way of love.
Therefore we can never sufficiently blame—for our criticism would always fall
short of his error—anyone who lowers himself by way of dishonest love from
the level of human beings, which is perfect, to the level of wild beasts. Equally,
itis hard to find enough praise for anyone who rises by way of divine love from
the human plane to that of the immortal gods. Yet what further exposition of
this pointis needed, since it has been discussed with such eloquence and learn-
ing by that venerable divine whom | mentioned earlier? For my part, I can
never read the words of that saintly hermit without feeling myself somehow
elevated from the ground and transported to the heavens amidst such sweet
sounds and ineffable chants, such rejoicing and bewilderment, that [ can't ex-
plain the experience, nor could anyone else believe it if they had not experi-
enced it.

VARCHI: You need not strive so hard to persuade me, Signora Tullia, for
it has the same effect on me, perhaps a stronger one.

TULLIA: I can imagine so, because you understand it more fully and rel-
ish it more sharply.

VARCHI: I did not mean that.

TULLIA: No, I am saying it myself! But we'll come now to the second of
the points you raised. Here I consider that those men who entertain a lascivi-
ous love for youths are not following the true dictates of nature, so they fully
deserve the punishments that canon and divine law have imposed on them, as
well as the penalties set up by man-made and civil justice. What is more, [ can
scarcely believe that people who practice such an ugly, wicked and hideous
vice, whether an artificial or habitual form of behavior, are real human beings.
I shall be glad if later on you could give me your own view on this, for | know
full well that in classical Greece the opposite notion was common and that Lu-
cian wrote a dialogue in which he praised this vice, as did Plato.%*

VARCHI: I want to reply to you now instead of postponing this question
until later, for you are mixing things up and taking logs for axes. You are greatly
mistaken if you compare Lucian with Plato, and if you furthermore believe
that Plato praised such filthy wickedness. For God's sake, get such an ugly be-
lief, such grievous sin, out of your head, for it is unworthy of a person of the
lowest mind, let alone of your very gentle soul.

TULLIA: Do forgive me. | had understood that not only did Socrates and

64. This 1s a reference to Plato's Symposium and Phaedrus Lucian’s panegyric of homosexual love
can be found 1 Affairs of the Heart (Amores), ed. and trans D MacLeod, Loeb Classical Library
(Cambridge, MA- Harvard University Press: 1967), 8.150-235.
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Plato make a public spectacle of their affairs with young men, but they also
took it as something to be proud about, and they wrote dialogues, as we can
see in the cases of Alcibiades and Phaedrus, where they speak about love with
great beauty and passion.®’

VARCHI: I do not say that Socrates and Plato did not show their love for
youths in public, that they were not proud of it and did not speak of love with
great beauty and passion. | simply maintain that they did not love them the
way that people commonly interpret and apparently you also believe.®¢ I'll say
more: [ do not know who speaks more amorously about love than Solomon in
his “Song of Songs."¢”

TULLIA: I'll take what you say on trust. But do tell me, were they in fact
lovers?

VARCHI: Of course they were lovers! Very much so.

TULLIA: So were they desirous of generating something resembling
themselves?

VARCHI: Do you doubt it?

TULLIA: I don't quite know how to respond. You have a way of turning
everything around against me. Yet [ am sure that, in that case, they could not
achieve their goal. Indeed, no one can reasonably long for things that cannot
come to pass, and which they cannot possibly obtain.

VARCHI: You customarily appear to be more attentive and of better mind
and judgment than you seem today. | am beginning to suspect that all of you
here are setting me up to see how far [ will go. What makes me sure of it is your
keeping so quiet, no matter what I say. | am aware that you know that, just as
pregnant bodies long to generate, so do pregnant souls, and even more so.
Socrates and Plato, therefore, whose souls were replete with all goodness,
overflowing with doctrine, rich in all virtues and, finally, pregnant with all
kinds of lofty and venerable habits, desired nothing more than giving birth
and generating something similar to themselves. Those who deny it, or be-
lieve otherwise, do not describe Socrates and Plato; they rather give them-
selves away. This is the real and authentic virtuous love. It is as much worthier
than the other as the soul is worthier than the body. These lovers deserve far

65. Phaedrus eulogizes homosexual love and Alcibiades tells of his attempts at seducing Socrates
(Symposium 178b—180b, 215-19).

66. The misreading of Phaedrus’ and Alcibiades eulogies by the Varchi character is consistent
with the interpretation that the real Varchi gives of Symposium in “Sopra alcune quistion1 d'amore.
Quistione prima” and is reflected in the justifications he gave when caught in amorous pursuit of
young puptls (for Varchi's homosexual loves, see Pirotts, Varchi, pp. 47-53).

67. In Dualoghi d'amore, the “Song of Songs” 1s read as the ecstasy of the soul united with God
(p 355).
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more praise than the others, just as generating a beautiful soul is far more com-
mendable than giving birth to a beautiful body.®® Do not be deceived by to-
day's customs: be satisfied by knowing that procreators of this type are to be
commended, and the more so for not being generally appreciated. But we are
treading on very difficult ground, and besides you know everything already.
So, do go back to your third question.

TULLIA: I wouldn't like to let that point slip by in such a hurry. Despite
my awareness that what you are saying is perfectly true, | should still like to
know why a woman cannot be loved with this same type of love. For am cer-
tain that you don't wish to imply that women lack the intellectual soul that
men have and that consequently they do not belong to the same species as
males, as | have heard a number of men say.¢°

VARCHI: It was someone’s belief—but it is far from the truth—that the
difference between men and women is not one of essence. And I myself main-
tain that not only is it possible to love women with an honest and virtuous
love, but that one ought to. As far as | am concerned, | know those who have
done itand do it all the time.

TULLIA: You have quite restored my confidence! But please tell me, what
is the significance of the fact that these Socratic lovers tend not to love those
who are unprepossessing, or simply too old?7¢

VARCHI: I thought I was the one who always wanted to split hairs. Who
told you this?

TULLIA: I can see it every day with my own eyes.

VARCHI: Would to God that these lovers we are talking about were as
commonly found as they are rare, or that one of them were to be seen at least
once in ten years, if not every day. What you say is quite true: the most beauti-
ful people, or those who seem most beautiful, are loved more than the others,
and they are loved more up to a certain age than later.

TULLIA: And what could be the reason for that? Please don't quote me
the reasons that monks commonly put forward when they try to exculpate
themselves.

VARCHIL. If these reasons are true and persuasive, why should | not put
them forward>

68. Varchi presents Socrates' view of love for the good, as per Symposium, 205d and 206d and Fi-
cino's Commentary, p 54. As | pointed out in footnote 66, he does not differentiate between
Socrates' speech and those preceding it.

69. For the misogynistic rmplications of “Socratic” love, see the Introduction, p 37

70 “Socratic love” s the expression used by Ficino throughout his Commentary to signify love for
the beautiful. The famous expression “Platonic love” was used for the first time 1n his letter to Ala-
manno Donati in 1476-77 (Sears Jayne in Ficino’s Commentary, p 174, note 4)
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TULLIA: Maybe by hearing them from your own lips I'll be tempted to
accept them.

VARCH!: First of all you ought to realize that one may not understand or
get to know anything at all except through one's senses, and that, of all the
senses, the noblest and most exquisite is sight.

TULLIA: [know and can concede all that. But you're starting off at a very
high plane and from propositions that are universal.

VARCHI: When I am with you, | am forced to proceed in this fashion, for
you are always picking holes in things and want to find out the whys and
wherefores of everything. Since the good and the beautiful are the same . . . 7!

TULLIA: [ didn't know that and | don't concede it. Otherwise, following
this line, we could say that all beautiful people are virtuous.

VARCHI: You well know . . .

TULLIA: Be careful, don't be deceived. For myself, | have met many
handsome people, but they weren't at all virtuous for that.

VARCHI: So have [. Nonetheless what [ say is true, for these people have
turned out to be the way they are, not because of their nature but by accident,
either through their fathers' fault or their teachers' incompetence or their
friends' failing. Remember the proverb “Bad company will teach you bad
ways," foritis very true. | furthermore can say that these people, when they are
bad, are worse than others, in fact they are evil.

TULLIA: I beseech you to tell me the reason for that.

VARCHI: This is the way nature works. If something is better and perfect
in its natural essence, it becomes worse and more flawed whenever it spoils,
corrupts, and loses its essential purity. So it follows that, while we cannot find
amore blessed, benign, and useful animal than the human animal, when good,
by the same token there is none as bad and wicked, malicious and harmful,
when bad. If you wish for a more concrete example remember that, as the say-
ing goes, it is the sweetest wine that produces the strongest vinegar.

TULLIA: [ like that. But please continue with your syllogism.

VARCHI: My syllogism is good and ready. If it is the beautiful people that
are loved, it is because they are usually judged not only the best but of higher

71. Forthe relation between the beautiful and the good, see Symposium 201, 205d, 206d; Commen-
tary, p. 49. Tullia’s and Varchr's conversation seems to follow the guideline provided by Dialoghi
d'amore In Leone's work, too, the comparison between the beautiful and the good brings about the
distinction between oppostites and contraries: what is not beautiful s not necessarily ugly, fairand
foul are contraries, not opposites, therefore they are not incompatible, for there is amean between
them (pp. 224-26). The Aristotelian locus for the concepts of opposites and contraries 1s Categories
10.2b. Varchi dealt with these topics in his “Third doubt. whether the good ones are also beauti-
ful" (1554) (Opere, 2:528).
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intelligence, and it ought to be so, except in the cases | mentioned earlier. I say
this only because—believe me—I personally judge it to be so and hold it to be
the truth. If [ behaved in any other way, [ would play into the hands of those
who contend that | am no philosopher.

TULLIA: That's fine. So now, if we follow your rule of contraries, all those
people who are ugly must be wicked.

VARCHI: No, Madam.

TULLIA: What do you mean by “no”? Surely beautiful and ugly are con-
traries?

VARCHI: They are and they are not.

TULLIA: That seems to me a clear contradiction in terms, but  won't go
into it any further since | am obviously not learned in logic. You tell me how
the contradiction can be cured.

VARCHI: [t is quite easy. Contraries can be of many kinds. The rule | am
considering applies only to contraries of exclusion, not those of inclusion.

TULLIA: I can't follow that.

VARCHI: “Contraries of inclusion” are those that signify two contrary na-
tures, such as “white” and "black,” “sweet” and "bitter,” "hard" and “soft,” and the
like. The rule does not apply here, because not everything non-white is black,
nor is everything that is not sweet bitter, and so forth. "Opposites of exclu-
sion,” on the other hand, do notindicate two different natures, but, rather, one
indicates one nature and the other the lack of that nature, as we have in “alive”
and “dead,” "night" and “day,” “sighted” and "blind,"” and other such contraries.
With these, the rule always applies, because what is not alive is necessarily
dead, the man who cannot see is obviously blind, and when it is not daytime it
must be night time.

TULLIA: understand now. What is the reason for this disparity?

VARCHI: The reason is that the contraries of exclusion do not have a
mean in between, while the contraries of inclusion do. What is not black can
be blue or some other color; what is not sweet can be sour, or have some other
flavor.

TULLIA: I see that, but “beautiful” and “ugly” seem to belong to the class
that admits of no mean between the two opposites.

VARCHI: It would seem so, but it is not so, for many things are found that
are neither ugly nor beautiful.

TULLIA: Well, I could also find you some things that are neither alive nor
dead, and others that are neither blind nor litup by light.

VARCHI: Which ones?

TULLIA: Let me see, now: ah yes, these walls, those chairs.

VARCHI: Very ingeniously said but not correctly. An object may not be
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considered “dead” if it was never alive, or cannot be alive; neither can we call
“blind” what is incapable of sight. How can we deprive something of a quality
it does not possess, never did and never will possess? Poets are allowed to call
rivers, forests, and other things “deaf,” although these have no sense of hear-
ing, because they are poets and must speak so [metaphorically]. But we must
speak philosophically and therefore we should say that, among men as well as
among women, there are some individuals who are neither beautiful nor ugly
but who nonetheless by their own nature are made capable of receiving one or
the other quality. Therefore, my rule does not apply here, contrary to what
you say. So you see why good and wise men are more likely to be in love with
people who are beautiful than with those who are ugly. Mind you, [ do not
wish to deny thatbeauty itself operates somehow in them too, to a great extent
in fact; for beauty is a grace that allures, entices, and captivates those who get
to know it. Rest assured that the more exquisite a person is, the more fervently
he longs for beauty. As a matter of fact, in all parts of the universe, whatever
they may be, wherever there is a greater measure of nobility and perfection,
there is necessarily found a better and higher love as well. For this reason, as
God is the highest goodness and wisdom, likewise He is the highest love and
the highest everything.

TULLIA: I agree thus far and feel you have satisfied all my curiosity. The
followers of Plato also turn their love toward those who are most beautiful, be-
cause they judge them to be the best and most intelligent individuals, al-
though they are enticed by their beauty as well. In the same way you find
that fathers or mothers both normally tend to show a preference toward the
more good-looking among their children, though these are often the worst-
behaved. Hence, we need not infer that there is any latent evil in the Platonic
position. All I still have to find out is why they prefer to love those who
are youthful, neglecting the aged. If people didn't know the real reason for
this, they could harbor suspicions, which would not perhaps be totally un-
founded.

VARCHI: They would be suspicious for a very good reason. If what they
contend were true, | myself would be loud and clear. But you are mistaken. The
reason why Platonic lovers seem to prefer youths is that the benevolence and
affection, which we call “love” and see directed to young men, in time becomes
friendship. Once its name is changed, it no longer seems to be the same feel-
ing, but only then does love become truly perfect.”? [ know what [ am talking

72. This too was a commonplace of love treatises. For example, in Giuseppe Betussi's Raverta we
read. “Friendship is love that has grown old, and takes into consideration what 1s useful, good and
pleasurable for one and the other partner” (Trattati d'amore del Cinguecento, p 27). On this topic,
Varchi wrote: “Norshould one believe that a good lover s rarer than a good friend. Even if it were
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about, for when we cannot find pleasure in contemplating beautiful things, we
can experience the enjoyment felt in admiring what is good, which is no less.
We must remember that all creators, the more outstanding they are, the more
delight they feel in their own creations. If natural parents derive great satisfac-
tion from their children when these are good and virtuous, how much more
must spiritual parents enjoy them! And as nothing is more useful than knowl-
edge, so nothing is more rewarding than teaching, for those, of course, who do
it for pleasure rather than for money.

TULLIA: Today I seem to be hearing things the like of which I never
heard before. [ feel sure, however, that you won't deny that many among those
who love youthful partners, in the manner that you have been describing,
cease to love them when the flower of their youthful beauty fades, and some-
times their love may even turn to repulsion.

VARCHIU: I will not grant you this. If [ did, | might as well have granted
everything at the start of our discussion, because this is the whole gist of it.
What other sign than this could be easier to recognize and more decisive in
proving that their love is lascivious and as defective as the other people’s?

TULLIA: How will you respond to my argument then?

VARCHI: I will deny it. What did you expect me to do?

TULLIA: Then you will be denying the truth, for the evidence points to
the opposite of what you say.

VARCHI: You are wrong, [ say!

TULLIA.: Fiddlesticks! I'll have caught you out at the point where 1 least
expected to.

VARCHI: I tell youitis not true. And | am surprised that you do not know
that what cannot be, never was.

TULLIA: } am well aware of that, for the poet declares "How can it be,
when it could never have been?'”? So now you must respond to my point
about what the evidence suggests.

VARCHI: Great matter indeed! The people that you had in mind could
well feignavirtuous love but did not truly love. If they were philosophers, they
did not love as philosophers should. When | say that this kind of love is far
more complete and, consequently, far rarer than perhaps you think, you must
believe me.

TULLIA: Unfortunately, I do believe it, and more wholeheartedly than
you can imagine: perhaps even more than you do. Indeed, [ do not deny that
such love may exist. | admit it on your authority, for | know you would hardly

not so, good love always brings about good friendship, because when the use of the word lover
comes to an end, that of friend begins” ("Sopra alcune quistiont d'amore,” Opere, 2.559b)

73 Translation of “Com'esser pud quel ch'esser non poteva,” from Bembo's poem “Correte, fiumi,
ale vostre alte font1,” Rime, 96 14
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assert it if you did not at least believe it to be true—I do not say "if it were
true"—and also because | see no reason to dissuade me that it is so.

VARCHI: Many reasons would persuade us of this if the world were not so
corrupted. You should know that, just as not all ages are fit to conceive and
generate, so not all ages are equally disposed to learn. Often enough, either
because the tendency is not in the nature of people, or because their desires
and whims are subject to change—especially in the young—or because of a
variety of contingent circumstances which are quite common in human af-
fairs, loves are forsaken and friendships discontinued. This is due above all to
greed, which reigns supreme almost everywhere in the world, or because of
ambition, as we can see in Alcibiades.”* But we are grappling with too complex
a subject, while you have not yet discussed the third objection nor told me
anything about the conversation you were engaged in when I arrived.

TULLIA: The originality and beguiling sweetness of your speech had
made me forget the third objection. Even now, I'm not sure if my memory
serves me well. But [ think it was this: not all those who love with a vulgar type
of love necessarily desist from their love when they have achieved their goal,
because, in fact, many of them become even more ardently enamored after the
physical conquest.

VARCHI: Yes, that is it.

TULLIA: There can be no doubt that when a thing is moving toward a
particular goal and then reaches that goal, it ceases and no longer moves. This
is because when the cause that gave rise to its movement, and which was the
original goal, is lacking, then the effect, which was its movement, must also
come to an end. Now, all those people who love in the vulgar way and desire
merely to be carnally joined with the beloved object, as soon as they have con-
summated this intercourse, must desist from their movement and discontinue
their love. Isn't that the case?

VARCHI: Very true. But let me ask: how is it that some lovers not only
stop loving but turn their love into hatred? And others not only do not stop
loving, but love more intensely?

TULLIA: Wouldn't you concede that no sooner has the physical act been
achieved and intercourse consummated, then movement ceases and love must
disappear?

VARCHI: Why don't you want me to grant what is true and cannot be de-
nied, as far as this kind of love is concerned? Since this is desire and carnal ap-

74. In Alcibiades |, Socrates inquires of the rich Alcibiades, who is driven by ambition to enter the
political arena, where he has acquired the wisdom to lead the Athenian people. We find that in
Speroni's dialogue too ambition and practical considerations (ambizione e utilita) come in the way of
love (Trattatisti del Cinquecento, 1.528)
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petite, it necessarily follows that, once such appetite is quenched through
copulation and physical union, love instantly disappears. But why is it that
sometimes it changes into hatred and sometimes into greater love?

TULLIA: To give an answer to this last remark first, | say that you are con-
tradicting yourself, because you do concede that love falls away in all beings
when the carnal pleasure has been achieved, but then you ask me why some-
times it not only does not cease, but actually grows in intensity.

VARCHI: I do not know which of us is trying to aggravate the other. You
take for granted what is still in dispute. [ concede that love disappears in all
those lovers, because it is so. Then | ask you why sometimes love grows—so
that you may answer my question; for experience tells us that many lovers in-
crease theirlove and, afterreaching their goal, love more fervently than before.

TULLIA: I understood your argument, so [ imagined that you had under-
stood mine. What I'm stating is that once the carnal purpose hasbeen attained,
people are inevitably bound to lack the thrust and the stimulus that tormented
and eroded their being up to a moment previously. This follows from the uni-
versal and self-evident proposition, which we have cited so often, that any
thing that is moving toward a particular goal, once it reaches it, no longer
moves. This is also because the senses of touch and taste, in the pleasure of
which these lovers principally delight, are material rather than as spiritual as
sight and hearing, and so they are satiated with immediate effect. Indeed,
there are times when these senses surfeit the lovers so that they cause their
love not just to stagnate but to mutate into hatred, apart from the causes that
were mentioned a moment ago. In this way we have solved the first problem.
As for the second issue, it is quite obvious that in the very moment when hu-
mans attain their desire, they automatically cease from their movement but do
not discard their love; in fact, they often cause it to increase, because apart
from their never being able to derive complete gratification from it, they re-
tain the desire to enjoy the beloved object on their own, and by [continuing]
union (hence this kind of love can never be completely lacking in jealousy).
What is more, its acolytes become still more intemperate in their longing for
carnal intercourse; they want to enjoy the thrill one more time, and still one
more time after that, and so on. I'm not going to deny that this type of love may
include a wide variety of possibilities: it may indeed allow for several different
levels, according to the character and makeup both of the people in love and
of those who are loved. For you may find that not only is one person more
amorous than the other, but also that some are more prudent or of a more ami-
able disposition than others; so that this vulgar and lascivious strain of love
can, at times and in some individuals, give rise to a chaste and virtuous love,
justas amoral and virtuous love, because of some fault in either the lover or the
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beloved, may turn into one of the vulgar and lascivious variety. In the same
way, many a plant may go from wild to domestic, or from domestic to wild, fol-
lowing its own pattern of growth and the nature of the terrain where itis found
or transplanted. This, at any rate, is as much as I can think of saying to help the
resolution of your doubts in the matter. [ shall take what I say to be right only
when | have your approval for it.

VARCHI: As for me, [ am quite satisfied. There is nothing left for me to do
but to thank you and, since it is getting late. ask you to keep the promise that
you made me many times over. Had | not been certain of the kindness and
courtesy of these gentlemen here, | might have feared being considered not
just ignorant but presumptuous as well. So | beg them to excuse me for suc-
cumbing to your entreaties, while you must ask forgiveness for my behavior to
yourself!

TULLIA: My dear Doctor Benucci, according to the agreement made, it
is up to you to give a round of thanks to Varchi and to fulfil his request, for he
has certainly deserved it.

BENUCCI: | am certainly not going to fall down on my obligations. Yet |
must regret that | have insufficient time to carry out either one or the other of
those two tasks, because all these hours of conversation seem not so much to
have passed by us as to have flown on too speedy wings into oblivion. All of us
together, Signor Varchi, and each on his own account, express a gratitude for
your good nature that is perhaps hard for you to realize. This learned disserta-
tion on the infinity of love was, by common consent, kept in reserve for you to
deliver. We knew that you were supposed to turn up here on this occasion. |
myself, and [ am certain all these colleagues as well, feel the most intense pos-
sible satisfaction at having heard you. On my own and on their behalf, I thank
youmost warmly. We had also embarked on two other topics, and nobody was
prepared to yield any ground on either of them. Each of us thought he had
right entirely on his own side, and each was able to bring forth a plethora of
justifications and learned quotations to support his case. Since we could find
no other way of forging a consensus, we resolved to throw ourselves freely on
your arbitration and to accept your deliberations and decision without any
right of counterappeal. Nonetheless, a single condition was laid down,
namely that in the dispute about the infinity of love nobody should raise a
voice either to support or oppose the case except our Signora Tullia. The re-
sponsibility for the two remaining topics was assigned to me. But since the
hour is now late and you, | am sure, must be feeling tired, if not put out, [ will
simply state the doubts without citing any of the arguments pro or con, or
telling you who supported the one side rather than the other. You, with your
usual unfailing kindness, will be so good as to comply with our lady hostess’s
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wishes, and with our own, by declaring which side you hold to be right or
wrong. Furthermore, if none of us finds it burdensome, we shall be able to fight
it out at leisure some other time. Anyway, these were the doubts. First, there
were some among us who held that all loves arise from private expediency and
causation. In other words, whoever loves, loves principally from the stand-
point of his own interest and personal advantage. Others among us rejected
this line and held that there are people who love more for the sake of the other
person than for their own benefit. The second issue turned on which is the
more powerful type of love, the love that is imposed by destiny or the love
which each of us chooses of his own will.”*

VARCHI: I do not know what I should do first, to thank you for the great
honor done to me, or to apologize for not being up to such a demanding task.
When | came here, my dear Signor Lattanzio, | was far from expecting to be
asked to debate so many questions, especially of thiskind. | promise you that |
will try my utmost on some other occasion and satisfy, if not your command,
at least my debt.

BENUCCI: All we want from you is that you should tell us what your
opinion is on the matter, without providing proofs or citing authorities. Please
perform this favor for us in your own native city, since in Siena, or elsewhere,
we would try to perform far greater ones for you, provided it was in our power
to do so.

VARCHI: This is nothing compared to what | would do in your service
and to satisfy you. As to the first point you raised, | believe that both parties are
right.

BENUCCI: Take care, Signor Varchi, not to act like that mayor of
Padua. ..

VARCHI: What I mean is that it is true and correct to say thatall lovers de-
rive their beginning, continuation, and ending from their own individual in-
terests. For everything begins in itself and ends in itself, so all creatures firstly

75. Of the two doubts proposed here, the first one, on whether love 1s always motivated by self-
interest, goes back to Symposium, 178-79. It became a favorite topos 1n the repertory of Renais-
sance questioni d'amore. In Leone Ebreo’s Dialogh: d'amore, the question of whether one loves for the
beloved's interest or for one’s own is discussed on pp 221-23 Here we also find the distinction be-
tween divine and human love, while the example of the arm and the head 1s on p. 57. The subject
was taken up by Varchi in “Lezione terza, questione decima Se qualcuno pud amare pri1 altri che
se stesso,” (Opere, 2-:551-53) The second question—is love more powerful when chosen freely or
when willed by destiny>—i1s similar to the quistione debated in Speroni's dialogue, where Grazia de-
clares love to be a free human choice, while the Tullia character maintains the deterrimistic nature
of love and believes 1t to be "heaven’s violence on humankind” (Trattatistt del Cinguecento, 1 546,
555). Varchi briefly dealt with this second topic 1n “Sopra alcune quistioni d'amore. Lezione
quarta” (Opere, 2 557a-558a)
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and primarily love themselves and, consequently, do and say whatever they
say and do for love of themselves. There is no doubt on this point, in my
opinion.

BENUCCI: So was it wrong for one of us to argue that there were lovers
who did not operate on their own account, but on behalf of the beloved?

VARCHI: I did not say that. If we talk about human love, that is to say
from the moon down, itis correct to believe that each one of us loves what one
loves primarily for one's own sake, because no one desires anything but what
he does not have and would like to possess. But from the moon upward, among
the heavenly intelligences, especially the Prime Mover, love is just the oppo-
site of ours. God does not love in order to gain, for He has everything to per-
fection and in a manner that is unimaginable, let alone comprehensible to us.
He loves and turns the heavens only thanks to His infinite goodness and per-
fection, which desires to bestow itself on all other things according to the na-
ture of each, so that some receive more than others, in the same way as the sun:
the light is shed equally on all things but is not received by all equally.

BENUCCI: That's precisely the way I took it. But what would your distin-
guished reply be about those individual lovers, who apart from exposing
themselves to countless misfortunes and palpable dangers, may even choose
of their own accord to die on behalf of the beloved object?

VARCHI: Just what you yourself would reply, Sir, that they choose it be-
cause it is the least of two evils.

BENUCCI: That s certainly true. Yet it seems as if they are showing more
concern for others than for themselves.

VARCHI: It cannot be. They make their choice in view of what they con-
sider the least damaging, if not the best, for themselves.

BENUCCI: And what greater damage can there be than death?

VARCHI: To live the way they would have to live. Anyway, don't you
know that in perfect love—and this is what we are considering now—Ilover
and beloved are one and the same, each one having changed into the other so
that they are united?

BENUCCI: Yes, and that's why 1 can't see why one of them should will-
ingly place himself more at risk than the other.

VARCHI: I know you are well aware that the beloved is the nobler of the
two and that the lover, as the less worthy, must take all the risks in favor of
the beloved. We can see that, likewise, the arm instinctively rises in front
of the head, which is more important, and chooses to receive the blow in order
to shield the head and save it.”¢

76. The example of the arm and the head can be found in Leone's Discorst, p 57.
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BENUCCI: My view is that in the case of a perfect love relationship,
when it is reciprocal, each partner is both lover and beloved interchangeably.
Hence both of them, not just one of them more than the other, ought to be
willing to run an equal amount of risk.

VARCHI: So they ought, and it happens quite frequently. Nonetheless,
there is always a first lover, namely, the one who begins to love, and there is al-
waysa firstbeloved, the one of the two who is the first to be loved; although af -
ter their union has come about, each one is at the same time lover and beloved.
And the gods—Plato tells us—reserve greater rewards for those beloved ones
who let themselves die for their lovers than they do for the lovers who choose
to go to their death for those beloved by them.””

BENUCCI: In this way it seems that lovers are nobler and more worthy
than their beloved.

VARCHI: We already said that Plato grants it. Filone, on the other hand,
holds an opposite opinion, and fora very good reason, as faras [ can judge. The
gods—Filone explains—reward more the beloved than the lover, for it is ex-
pected of the lover to behave and to suffer for the benefit of his beloved, and
people generally believe this to be implied and required by the lover's debt.”8
But whatever the beloved does for the lover—and it is generally out of the gra-
ciousness and goodness of his character—deserves great praise from men and
agreater reward from the gods. All of this, however, does not exempt him from
returning his lover’s love. But we do not have sufficient time to consider this
point at present.

BENUCCI: I'm delighted that you have adduced the same reasons as
those | brought up. However, with regard to that exémple you gave about the
arm that does not hesitate to risk damage to itself in order to shield the head,
I'm troubled by an inconsistency with what you said earlier, namely, that each
object principally loves itself and performs every one of its functions for the
expediency, enjoyment, and benefit of itself.

VARCHI: On the contrary, my example proves it quite clearly. Natural
objects operate naturally, without realizing what they do and how they do
it—just as fire is bound to ignite and water to moisten the objects in their
paths, neither of them being aware of burning or of making things wet—for
they are directed and monitored in their operations by God, just as the bolts
that go toward their target are guided by the crossbowman and reach their
goal without going astray. Hence the arm interposes itself between the blow

77. Symposium 180.

78. Leone offers for consideration a variety of opintons about the merits of lover and beloved
(Dialoghs, pp 228-233)
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and the head for no other reason than to save the whole, forit knows that if the
whole is destroyed the arm too is necessarily destroyed. For the very same rea-
son and against their own nature, sometimes water rises and fire goes down-
wards. This occurs not simply because there is no void, but because if a void
existed, the order of the universe and consequently the world would be de-
stroyed and, without the world, there would be neither water nor fire. So it is
true that all things in nature do what they do in order to keep and maintain
themselves in life.

BENUCCI: With regard to the first doubt, I don't need to hear any more.
W hat have you to say about the second one?

VARCHI:  must confess the truth to you. I do not understand it very well;
and, besides, | see that we ought to consider the question of faith and predes-
tination, which is a subject no less lengthy and difficult to handle than it is
fraught with risks. In my judgment, we should put off this topic to an occasion
when the most gracious and excellent Signor Porzio is with us, for only he pos-
sesses the depth and variety of knowledge necessary to satisfy your curiosity
on this and on other such subjects with certainty and ease.”® Had he dropped
by today—as has been his custom of late—he would have saved me the effort
of talking and would have arrived at a clear resolution of all your doubts with-
outstraining himself. But now it is time to take leave of Signora Tullia. We must
not detain her any longer. Besides, | am still concerned that I might have dis-
turbed your conversation, which cannot have been as serious and tiresome as
you said, for | saw all of you amused and smiling.

BENUCCI: No, no:itisjustas [ told you. It is, however, true that we had
started a dispute with our lady hostess. We wanted to prove to her something
she knows much better than the rest of us, namely that she can be reputed as
the most fortunate among all women. This is because there have been, and still
are, few men in our society, whether they be excellent in military or literary
pursuits, or in any other esteemed profession, who have not paid a tribute of
affection and honor to her. [ was drawing up a list of all of the gentlemen, the
host of literary experts in all the various fields, the aristocrats, the princes, and
the cardinals who have flocked to her house in different periods of her life—
and still do—as to a universal and prestigious academy. What is more, all of
these admirers have paid her respects and have honored her, and even now
honor and heap their respects upon her. The cause of this lies in the very rare,
not to say unique, endowments of her profoundly refined and conspicuously
noble soul. [ was already embarked on a seemingly endless enumeration of her
admirers, and was still making important additions to it—almost against her

79 Simone Porzio, professor of philosophy at Siena and author of De mente, was a frequent visttor
to Florence
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wishes—when she butted in on my speech and tried to cut me short. So then,
at the precise moment when we heard your knock on the door and you turned
up, [ wanted to mention the city of Siena, where she is admired and venerated
rather than merely treated with warm affection, especially by the most distin-
guished and virtuous of its citizens.

TULLIA: My dear Signor Lattanzio, if you do not quiet down, | shall
break the rules of hospitality and lose my temper with you.

VARCHI: So far he hasn't said anything that I did not know already, and
better than him, unless you believe me to be ignorant of what is common
knowledge to all, and to ignore what all Italy, indeed the whole world, knows.
So let him finish.

BENUCCI: I have no further points to make.

VARCHI. Please go on, for | want to know who are the Sienese who love
her the most.

BENUCCI: I would have to give you a list of all the nobility in Siena, if
you wanted to know the names of those who revere and love Tullia.

VARCHI: Tell me at least which ones are loved by her.

BENUCCI: [ can't help you there, but I did think there were more of them
than there actually are.

VARCHI. What do you know about it? My impression is that she refuses
no one and gives a hearty reception to all.

BENUCCI: That is exactly what misled me. [ know perfectly well that her
generosity and courtesy are infinite and can be recognized by various tokens
which [ won't enlarge upon in her presence. But | was referring to those men
for whom she cultivated some special and unusual affection.

VARCHI: You keep calling the cat a cat. What do you mean by that?

BENUCCI: | mean that perhaps a number of people are inclined to be-
lieve that Tullia is in love with them when in fact they are probably mistaken.

VARCHI: Why do you say this? | myself would hold her dearer if she were
in love with somebody.

BENUCCI: So would I. But I take this line because earlier | mentioned by
name, as one among all those who have loved and celebrated Tullia in prose and
verse, Bernardo Tasso. | called him very fortunate, since he had been the object
of such love on her part, and she told me | was wrong. [ countered with the evi-
dence and witness provided by Signor Sperone in his beautiful and learned Dia-
logue on Love, and she rebutted that, while she had loved Tasso, and did still love
him, both for his qualities and in return for having been loved by him in such an
unusual and overwhelming way, she had never felt jealousy for him.8°

80 In Speroni’s dialogue, the Tullia character, distraught at the news of Tasso's imminent depar-
ture, admits to being always jealous when 1n love and argues that there cannot be love without
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VARCHI: Certainly, Signor Bernardo, as far as | have been acquainted
with him, is a courteous and dignified figure and deserves all good rewards. Be-
ingin love with a person of such rare qualities as Signora Tullia, | consider my-
self lucky if she is not angry with me. Imagine then how happy it would make
me to be in her good opinion and be cherished by her! | wonder what Signor
Sperone was up to, for | know him to be a gentleman, as kind and considerate
as he is learned and wise.

BENUCCI: It was thought to be so, for he displayed such affection for her!
And who better than your good self can understand the power of jealousy?

VARCHI: Do you think me so jealous?

BENUCCI: I say so because in Padua you had a sharp lesson on this mat-
ter!8! But look, here is our Penelope.®2 It will be better to postpone the rest of
this discussion for another occasion, so that these gentlemen in attendance
can offer their contribution.

VARCHI: Yes, let us do that.

TULLIA: Yes indeed, but make sure all of you discuss topics other than
my personal merits! Otherwise, | won't be able to listen and later thank you in
an appropriate and decorous fashion, as | should like to. However, wherever
my poor supply of knowledge and discrimination may have proved lacking,
the courtesy and the extensive learning that are shared by the present com-
pany should come to my rescue.

jealousy. Grazia, on the other hand, maintains that perfect love does not allow for jealousy (Trat-
tatisti, 1:513—15). This too was a popular guestione, going back to Lysias’ and Socrates’ views in
Plato's Phaedrus (231-234c¢; 237b-239¢).

81 InPadua, Varchi had been beaten by Piero Strozzi's men. There were allegations of Varchi's
having appropriated some books of Strozzi, as well as of his having seduced Piero's young brother,
Giulio, with whose education he had been entrusted (Pirotti, Varchi, p. 15). The envy of slander-
ous opponents is a frequent subject 1in Varchi's writings. See “Sopra I''nvidia. Lezione una” (1545);
“Ragionamento nel quale st favella della invidia o dell'odio” (1545); “Sopra un sonetto del Bembo
Lezione una” (Opere, 2:582-611, 568-82). Cf footnote 8. Lecturing on Bembo's sonnet, Varchi
presented the standard view that rational love can be without jealousy, while carnal passion can-
not.

82. Penelope was Tullia’s sister
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