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“So Great a Lover”: Facts and Narratives  

in the Love Stories of the Lustful


In our polarized times, we often accuse others or are 
accused by others of choosing our facts to suit our own 
particular narrative, our narrative of choice. Calling out 
this prejudicial behavior is to highlight the superiority of 
fact over fiction; it is a call to examine facts that “don’t 
fit the narrative.” This could be seen as a desire to break 
out of Plato’s cave, out of the “story” told by shadows 
projected on our screens, to get to the real real – not just 
to the campfire forming the shadows, but to the source 
of all light: the sun, blinding as it might be to anyone 
accustomed only to shadows and darkness. Plato’s alle-
gory of the cave is, of course, just another narrative, an 
allegorical one at that, and its fundamental point is that 
the truth lies somewhere behind or beyond things merely 
evident to the senses; that the truth is ultimately in the 
realm of the abstract, the mathematical, the irrefutably, 
axiomatically, and eternally true. Escaping from the cave 
requires not that we reject the evidence before our eyes, 
but that we read it, and the only way we can read any-
thing, including things that challenge our assumptions 

* A version of this chapter was delivered as a Bernardo Lecture at 
Binghamton University on November 6, 2019, and published in the 
Bernardo Lecture Series, No. 21, ed. Olivia Holmes (Binghamton, 
ny: Center for Medieval & Renaissance Studies, 2021), pp. 1–20.
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and preconceived notions, is to place it within a pre- 
existing narrative or hypothesis. In other words, the facts 
we see tend to be the ones we are looking for, the ones 
we need, the ones that fit. But if we are ruled by narra-
tives, then how might we ever change our minds? If it 
is not alternate (or alternative) facts that can do it, per-
haps an alternative narrative could. Perhaps it is possible 
to choose among available narratives, especially if one is 
familiar with narratives, and to discover, or decide, what 
particular role one is or should be playing in a particular 
narrative. To put it most starkly: is my life a tragedy or 
a comedy? Am I a victim or a villain? Am I headed for 
glory or for shipwreck?

The “moral” of a story comes at its end. The end is 
one of the reasons Dante referred to his poem as a “com-
edy,” as attested by the explanation of the work’s title 
in the Letter to Cangrande della Scala (attributed to 
Dante), since a comedy begins with harshness and ends 
prosperously.1 The Comedìa, as Dante called it, is a com-
edy because it has a “horrible and fetid” beginning – the 
Inferno – and a prosperous, desirable and welcome end, 
which is Paradiso. But the single work contains a polyph-
ony of different stories, all of which have come to an end, 
because they are set in the afterlife, from which this life 
can be, finally, judged. It is eschatological; which is to say, 
a vista in retrospect, a view from the end.2 Everything 
looks different from within that narrative framework; 
and the poem dramatizes that difference: between the 
way things look while one is in the midst of them, and 
the way they look beyond the close-up, outside the local 
frame where what appear to be random facts, or a series 
of unfortunate events, can be discerned as conforming to 
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a larger pattern, structure, logic, or narrative – or what 
might be thought of as a master narrative.3

This master narrative is one that is both familiar and 
forgotten.4 It may not be surprising that it is forgotten 
to us, since we live in a very different time and place, 
but it also seems to be forgotten, or obscured, by charac-
ters we meet in his imagined afterlife, judging from the 
surprise registered by both the damned and the saved 
that things turned out as they did. Dante’s narrative is 
set against other narratives, such as those of the ancient 
pagans, which is to say, non-Christians; a gesture that 
enables him to critique his own modernity by measur-
ing it against another, venerable paradigm, as well as to 
delineate what makes modernity different, better even, 
and how exactly it has changed the narrative and shifted 
the paradigm. It is not a question of facts versus fiction, 
or reality versus preferred narrative; it is a recognition 
that narratives are the only reality we inhabit. It is not 
so much prescriptive as descriptive to recognize that we 
are always and everywhere called to read (to interpret, to 
make sense of) what is set before us, and respond accord-
ingly. Dante’s Comedy is a book, like other books, that you 
can read however you want to, but it does have a preferred 
narrative, which is to say, a narrative the author thinks is 
true, or chooses to believe, and his own story dramatizes 
the risks and rewards of different ways of reading, or what 
we might call competing narratives.5

In the Divine Comedy, the whole house of cards depends, 
we might say, on the truth of the master narrative. But 
truth, as we experience it, is a matter of reading, in fact a 
matter of choice; which is not the same as saying that we 
each have “our own truth.” As indicated in the first line 

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009091923.002 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009091923.002


Facts and Narratives in the Love Stories of the Lustful

25

of Dante’s poetic autobiography, where the context is our 
life (“In the middle of the journey of our life [nostra vita], I 
found myself in a dark wood”), there is indeed a reality out-
side individual experience, and it is against this reality that 
the individual life can be read, can be seen to make sense, 
and to have purpose and direction, or to be way off track.

Dante’s character, his first-person protagonist, gets 
lost in the midst of things. He manages to get out of the 
woods by morning (by line 12), reflecting on his survival 
of a kind of spiritual shipwreck by describing himself as 
one who has emerged from the deep to the shore (uscito 
fuor del pelago a la riva). The sun is shining and he looks 
up; he sees a mountain and has the aspiration to climb it.6 
In metaphoric directional language of universal valence, 
he is now headed up, rather than down, and that can be 
read as “good.” It turns out, though, that however much 
he would like to climb the hill, he finds his way obstinately 
obstructed by impediments allegorically represented as 
three beasts. His only way around them is to acquire a 
guide, someone wiser than himself, and to try a different 
route which, it turns out, is down and not up. Or rather: 
first down, and then up. Or maybe even: what looks like 
down, but is in fact up. The relevant point here is that 
the way out is offered by a book – and not the Book that 
we would expect medieval people to turn to first. Virgil is 
an ancient pagan author, that is, a non-Christian, and he 
resides in hell. Dante brandishes his having read Virgil’s 
book to recommend himself to his ghost:

vagliami ’l lungo studio e ’l grande amore
che m’ha fatto cercar lo tuo volume

(Inferno 1.83–84)
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Which might be translated something like: “may my long 
and careful reading of your book avail me.” The arrival 
of Virgil on the scene to rescue the lost Dante indicates 
precisely that: that reading this book, this pagan book, is 
what got him out of his predicament.

As John Freccero pointed out in detail, the strange 
allegorical landscape of the first canto of the whole Divine 
Comedy is a “region of unlikeness” – a phrase that orig-
inated perhaps in Plato’s Statesman, where the stranger 
describes a universe gone off the rails as “in the bottom-
less abyss of unlikeness,” but became equated in Judeo-
Christian thought with Exodus and exile, with wandering 
in the desert.7 To be in the region of unlikeness might 
be understood as a failure to perceive likeness or resem-
blance with a pre-existing narrative. Rather than random 
suffering, what is happening to you now is like a story 
that is already written, a story of exodus, which is a story 
not of being lost, but of patiently making one’s way out 
of the desert into the promised land. Or, to summarize 
another, parallel narrative, it could be like the one told in 
Virgil’s Aeneid, the journey out of an exploded city, the 
city of Troy ( poi che ’l superbo Ilión fu combusto [1.75]) to 
found the seat of Empire, the city of Rome.

Dante’s claim that his love for Virgil is what saved him 
contrasts fairly starkly with another account of reading 
this same book, in Augustine’s Confessions, where the 
Bishop of Hippo observes that, in memorizing the wan-
derings of Aeneas as a boy, he forgot his own errors, and, 
in weeping for dead Dido “who killed herself for love,” he 
did not weep for himself.

What, after all, is more pitiful than a pitiable person who does 
not look with pity on their own pitifulness – and who weeps for 
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the death of Dido, which came about through her love for Aeneas; 
yet does not weep for their own death, which was coming about 
because they had no love for you, O God, who are the light of 
my heart and bread of the mouth of my soul deep within, and 
courage wedded to my mind, and the bosom of my thoughts?8

This passage, especially in Carolyn Hammond’s trans-
lation in the Harvard Loeb edition, opposes pity to pity. 
What could be more miserable (miserius) than a miserable 
wretch (miserus) who does not commiserate (non miser-
ante) with himself, but rather weeps ( flente) for dead Dido 
instead of weeping for his own death (non flente autem 
mortem suam)? Ever the rhetorician, Augustine com-
pares Dido who died for love, for loving Aeneas (amando 
Aeneam), to his own death, resulting from not loving God 
(non amando te). He goes on to describe the worthy object 
of his love as “light of my heart and bread of the mouth 
of my inmost soul,” but also as married love: “the vir-
tue married to my mind” (virtus maritans mentem meam) 
and the “bosom of my thought” (sinum cogitationis meae). 
The unnamed things he went off and loved that were 
not God are pointedly described as an adultery, a forni-
cation ( fornicabar abs te), a love outside the proper mar-
riage he had with God. Even more perverse, it appears 
to him now, was the encouragement he received for this 
fornication, because fornication is what he calls “friend-
ship” with the world (amicitia mundi huius fornicatio est 
abs te). This friendship is clearly not what we would now 
call “Platonic”; the word amicitia, typically translated 
as “love,” indicates a “physical infidelity” ( fornicatio), as 
Hammond puts it in her version.9

The question of whether a love relationship is licit or 
illicit – outside legal constructs and constraints – is a key 
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issue in the love story of Dido and Aeneas themselves. 
When Dido realizes Aeneas is readying his ships to sail 
for Italy and abandon her, she sarcastically addresses him 
as “guest” (hospes), which is the only name that remains 
for the person she thought of as her husband (hospes, / 
hoc solum nomen quoniam de coniuge restat [iv.333-334]) 
because, as his imminent departure underscores, he in 
fact owes her no conjugal debt. This is, indeed, part of 
his defense: “I never held out a bridegroom’s torch or 
entered such a compact.”10 But if we return to the cave 
where they first got together, with the energetic collu-
sion of the gods, it is easy to see how Dido might have 
thought that their physical love was noble and sanc-
tioned: “Primal Earth and nuptial Juno give the sign; 
fires flashed in Heaven, the witness to their bridal, and 
on the mountaintop screamed the Nymphs.” The poet 
ominously tags this consummation in the cave, as the 
storm raged outside, to the death and catastrophe that 
will follow almost directly upon it: “That day the first of 
death, the first of calamity was cause.” Dido nonetheless 
manages to convince  herself that she no longer needs to 
live her passion as a furtive love: “she calls it marriage and 
with that name veils her sin.” Fairclough translates the 
word for fault  (culpam) as sin.11

Dido, being a widow, was of course free to remarry. Yet 
she had sworn never to marry again. It was an oath she had 
taken on the ashes of her murdered husband, Sichaeus. Or 
at least that is what she had told her suitors, the neighbor-
ing kings, who eyed her as a profitable, as well as entic-
ing, match. Before Virgil Dido had had a reputation for 
extreme chastity, which the Roman poet spectacularly 
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besmirches in the tale of her love for Aeneas.12 Dante 
edits the account in the Aeneid somewhat, perhaps to 
underscore Virgil’s judgment on the Phoenician queen, 
by placing her in the afterlife not with the suicides, as 
Virgil did, but with the lustful. In Dante’s underworld, 
Dido is remembered not as Augustine thought of her, 
as “she who killed herself for love,” but as the one who 
“broke faith” with the ashes of Sichaeus. Dante’s Paolo 
and Francesca, whose love story will become as famous 
and as tear-soaked as Dido’s, are said to be in her same 
group, the subcategory of lovers who, either by their 
own hand, or by that of another “tinged the world with 
blood.”13

For a book like the present one, about how it is we 
believe in books and, in particular, how we might 
“believe” in Dante, it is important to start with the epi-
sode of Paolo and Francesca among the lustful in the fifth 
canto of the Inferno. Dante makes the ultimate love story 
a story about how we read love stories; how we believe in 
them. Francesca’s tale of love’s revelation while reading 
a romance is surely influenced by other famous episodes 
of reading, such as Augustine’s conversion in the garden 
when he hears children calling, “Take up and read,” or 
Abelard’s account of seducing his pupil Héloise during 
their tutorials over a book. As Elena Lombardi observes, 
the canto of Francesca is “the canto with the greatest 
number of references to the act of reading.”14 Martin 
Eisner has shown how Dante could well have had in mind 
the growing iconographical idea in Dante’s time that 
Mary herself was reading a book when she was surprised 
by the Holy Spirit, perhaps in the form of a dove, and 
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learned she was pregnant. The book Mary reads in many 
a depiction of the Annunciation is the book of Isaiah 
(7:14), “Behold a virgin shall conceive and bear a son,” 
so that she hits upon the place in the book that speaks of 
this actual experience in her life at the exact moment she 
is living it. As with any reader’s moving moment of iden-
tification with what she is reading, her “lived experience” 
coincides exactly with what is recounted in the book. It is 
the moment, literally, of incarnation.15

Francesca’s first account of her tragic tale is in three 
succinct acts, in which Love did three things: Love, 
which is kindled quickly in the gentle heart, seized her 
companion by means of her beautiful body (la bella per-
sona); Love, which absolves no one from reciprocating 
love, seized her by means of his attractive appearance (del 
piacer); and Love led them to one death.16 The manner of 
her death, when her beautiful body (la bella persona) was 
taken from her, still offends her deeply. This is because it 
was murder and also, perhaps, because it was sudden and 
unexpected, which is how all sinners might be surprised 
by damnation. The person who killed them is awaited in 
some place, some infernal place, called “Caina,” which 
strongly suggests that the lovers’ double murder involved 
fratricide, as well as femicide. Indeed, as will be clear 
in the first lines of the next canto, referring to the two 
in-laws (cognati), Francesca’s lover was her husband’s 
brother. But it is Dante’s probing question, his desire to 
know the details, the sort of prurience on which romance 
(as well as pornography) depends, that induces her to 
narrate the momentous scene of their reading. Overcome 
with emotion, he asks how and by what means they came 
to recognize their fearful (or doubtful) desires.17
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So, Francesca narrates, they were reading one day. We 
can tell by some details she lets drop that they were read-
ing out of a big book, a very big book, spanning many vol-
umes, written in a language Francesca understood. Most 
of the books in the world around her were in a bookish 
language that would require a certain kind of education 
that she was not given, because it would not have been 
necessary to her social station. But this book was writ-
ten in a spoken tongue with which she was familiar. It 
was not exactly the one she herself used to speak to her 
servants, her children, and her husband, or the slightly 
different one she heard as a child, from her parents, her 
nurse, and the other children in the courtyard, but close 
enough that she could follow the plot and imagine what 
the book describes. It might have been in another dia-
lect of the Italian peninsula where she was born and died; 
but more likely it was in its original French, a literary 
language avidly read, copied, and employed by writers in 
Italy, the language and culture indicated by Francesca’s 
own given name.18

This book described another world, another place, 
long ago, with people in it who were both like and unlike 
the people she knew. The ladies were beautiful and the 
men were gallant, and the best ones were in love. She was 
not alone in reading – or rather, she was alone together 
with another person – perhaps because she didn’t read, or 
perhaps because she preferred to listen to another person 
read, or perhaps because it is more enjoyable to read in 
the company of another. The book narrates extraordi-
nary adventures and forbidden longings – of the sort that 
made her blush, particularly as she was not alone, but in 
the company of a young man who was very handsome 
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and not her husband. They were both enjoying the book, 
especially those parts that made their eyes meet and their 
cheeks flush. And they kept reading until one of those 
moments overcame them. The book told of Lancelot and 
how love gripped him. But it was only when they read 
how the desired smile was kissed by “so great a lover” 
that the woman’s reading partner kissed her mouth all 
trembling, and that day they read no further.19

This is, in a nutshell, the famous story of Dante’s 
Francesca, apparently damned – damned! – for love. As 
many readers have pointed out, reading the effect of the 
book on Francesca has a similar effect on Dante who hears 
her story and then on us who read of his experience of her 
experience. He passes out. It is a universally exhilarat-
ing and terrifying moment, because it is exhilarating to 
discover that you love and that what, or whom, you love, 
loves you back, and terrifying that this might entail the 
destruction or abandonment of everything else you hold 
dear. “The first day of death, the first cause of calamities,” 
as Virgil portended. On its most superficial level, it seems 
to be a story about the dangers of romantic literature, 
especially for women, perhaps especially in a repressive 
society brutally intolerant of female pleasure and auton-
omy. Indeed, without that element of the forbidden, or 
transgressive, would the discovery be anywhere near so 
exhilarating? Although she herself calls that moment of 
recognition (when they recognized their fearful desires) 
a defeat (“that moment vanquished us”), it can be and has 
been read as a victory. When she says of the unnamed 
weeping spirit accompanying her on the hellish storm, 
“he who never shall be parted from me, kissed my mouth 
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all trembling,” it appears to be a triumph of love over 
death, a love that makes the lovers forever inseparable, 
despite the constraints of religion, family, and society, 
in the face of all objections and judgments, human and 
divine, even the judgment of hell itself. It would appear, 
as in the title of a recent very controversial evangelical 
book, that “love wins.”20

It was a book that made this happen, that opened new 
worlds to her, that let her see inside her own heart, to 
recognize her love. It is a revelation, and it is mediated. In 
the end (is it a curse? or just a matter of fact?) she calls the 
book and its author a name, a name she has learned from 
the book: Galeotto fu il libro. The book was a Gallehault, 
and so was its author. You would have to have read the 
book, or have been told about it by someone else, to know 
that Gallehault was the go-between, the liaison who 
brought Lancelot, loyal knight of King Arthur, together 
with Guinevere, Arthur’s wife, into the forbidden, pas-
sionate, and adulterous affair that, as the book recounts 
much later, eventually brings down Camelot. What she 
means, then, is that the book was a go-between, an inter-
mediary, a panderer, an agent of seduction. It bears the 
blame, or the credit, for her own story.

Are some books, therefore, guilty? Should they be 
banned?21 And does it depend on whether their poten-
tially transformative effect is considered for good or 
ill? If the book gave Francesca her one taste of self- 
determination, pleasure, or what we sometimes call 
“true love,” it might be seen as a very good book indeed, 
a welcome gift to oppressed women, which seems to 
be why Giovanni Boccaccio, a little later in the same 
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century, gave the subtitle of “Galeotto” to his own long 
book, the Decameron, containing salacious tales for the 
consolation of ladies. If, however, as Francesca herself 
seems to suggest, the book can lead people, perhaps 
especially women, perhaps especially women as shel-
tered and naive as herself, to their ruin, then perhaps 
it should be banned, or at least excoriated in such a way 
as to dissuade anyone from reading it or taking it seri-
ously. Recently scholars have pointed out a letter that 
Boccaccio wrote to a friend in Florence, warning him 
not to let his daughters read his Decameron, quite in 
contradiction to the book’s stated claim that the author 
wrote it for the ladies.22

Francesca’s story dramatizes the act of reading and its 
potentially disastrous consequences. Scholars have long 
pointed out that Francesca apparently misreads the very 
passage that she claims so affected her: In the medieval 
French romance they were reading, the so-called Prose 
Lancelot, it is Guinevere, with a great deal of help and 
encouragement from Gallehault, who takes the initiative 
to kiss Lancelot who, however great a knight, was shak-
ing like a leaf. Even without reading the book, you can 
see it in the pictures.23 In the illustration of this scene in 
a fourteenth-century manuscript of this French romance 
kept in the Morgan Library in New York, it is quite easy 
to see how Lancelot was coerced into the kiss.24 With an 
arm laid on her back, Gallehault is practically pushing 
the queen toward the frightened-looking knight, whose 
face she holds with both her hands.

The fact that Francesca misremembers, misreads, or 
misrepresents who kissed whom first calls into question 
her own witness, particularly with regard to agency or, to 
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put it in more morally determined terms: fault. In her first 
spectacularly concise narrative of the events, she ascribes 
all agency to Amor: an irresistible power or deity who 
quickly takes hold particularly of noble, gentle, or soft 
hearts, by means of beautiful people; a god who demands 
that love be reciprocated, and who led the lovers to their 
common death. This comes out of a whole tradition of 

The Morgan Library, MS M 805, fol. 67r, northwestern France, 
c. 1310–1315
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amorous literature, involving troubadour lyric as well as 
French romance, that poets in Sicily and in Tuscany after 
them had appropriated into their own idiom. The idea, 
in particular, that love is kindled quickly in the gentle, 
or rather genteel, heart parrots a famous poem by the 
 thirteenth-century Bolognese poet, Guido Guinizelli, 
“Love always repairs to the gentle heart” (Al cor gentil 
rempaira sempre amore), cited by Dante himself in a son-
net, “love and the gentle heart are one thing” (Amor e 
’l cor gentil sono una cosa).25 The doctrine of the gentle 
heart is essentially an adaptation of a French aristocratic 
ideal, the stuff of romance, that love was for knights 
and ladies. In the urban, non-courtly, anti-magnate cli-
mate of northern and central Italy, love became a sign of 
one’s inner gentility or worthiness, not one’s social class. 
Francesca has clearly imbibed the idea that, in order to 
be genteel, one must be in love. One interpretation of 
Dante-character’s collapse into unconsciousness at the 
end of her tale is his sense of culpability: that his poems 
of love could lead to this sort of perdition.

Yet we could just as easily turn this around. Is Francesca 
herself not guilty of snaring Dante-character in exactly 
the same web in which she herself was caught? Her cred-
ibility as a witness is put into doubt by the fact that her 
account of what she read in the book is severely at odds 
with what the book actually says. Does that mean she is 
lying? Or does it simply mean that she read it that way; 
she gave it that spin; that is what it meant to her? There 
is a logic of reciprocity in the canto, stated as a decree 
issued by the god of love himself: “love pardons no one 
who is loved from loving in return” (Amor ch’a nullo amato 
amar perdona). Virgil tells Dante that if he wants to talk 
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to those two who are “so light on the wind” he should 
“appeal to them by that love that carries them, and they 
will come.”26 Desire is answered by desire. The two lovers 
respond to Dante’s call like doves called by desire, carried 
by their will, to their sweet nest. Francesca says they will 
listen and speak about whatever it pleases this visitor to 
have them speak or talk about. She is very obliging. She 
is willing even to recall the past, that “happy” past, even 
though to do so is the greatest of all sorrows, as Dante has 
surely been taught, simply because this newcomer to hell 
has asked her to do so and has shown so much affection, 
so much emotion or affect, so much desire to know the 
first root of their love. She responds to desire and reflects 
it back.27

Yet in what sense is it true that we are obliged to love 
someone who loves us in return? In purgatory, upon hear-
ing the poet Statius declare his immense love for him, 
Virgil kindly responds that he loves him too because, 
he says, love kindled by virtue always kindles love in 
return.28 So too Augustine writes that

the human conscience feels guilty if it does not love what loves 
it in return (si non amaverit redamantem), or does not love in 
return that which loves it first (aut si amentem non redamaverit). 
It asks for nothing in return from that person except for evi-
dence of goodwill (nihil quaerens ex eius corpore praeter indicia 
benivolentiae).29

To spell it out for Francesca, the requirement to recip-
rocate love does not necessitate capitulation to a demand 
for sex.

Francesca did not simply read a book, she let the book 
read her. The book told her what part she might be playing 

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009091923.002 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009091923.002


Believing in Dante

38

in her own drama: the part of Guinevere in the presence 
of her Lancelot in a world ruled by the god of Love. Yet a 
way in which she might have read the book differently is 
suggested by many of the things she says. She would like 
to be kinder and more useful to the visitor to hell, Dante, 
than she can be. She would generously pray for his peace, 
she says, “if the king of the universe were my friend” (se 
fosse amico il re de l’universo [5.92]). In romances, the term 
“friend,” amico, or in the French, ami, meant “lover.” But, 
evidently, since she uses the past subjunctive contrary-
to-fact, she is not so fortunate to have intimate friends 
in such high places. It exudes a certain regret, perhaps 
regret in her choice of lover. At the crucial moment, when 
Francesca and her brother-in-law read how “the desired 
smile was kissed by so great a lover,” it would seem that 
the greatest of lovers must be Lancelot. In brutal con-
trast, at that very moment, to have your mouth kissed by 
the sweaty-palmed fellow sitting next to you in the room, 
the unnamed “this one,” from whom you will now never 
be parted, might be something of a disappointment. If 
not total hell.30

But if the king of the universe could be a friend, indeed, 
a lover, an ami, would he not be the greatest lover of all? 
When Francesca states, axiomatically, that “love par-
dons no beloved from loving in return,” as if to say that 
all invitations must be accepted, one might ponder the 
first and foundational invitation to love. As a chivalrous 
Italian will put it later in the poem, the simple  little soul 
issues from the hand of him who loves her, who desires 
her, who courts her, and makes love to her (Esce di mano 
a lui che la vagheggia).31 These are all possible transla-
tions of the verb vagheggia, a word that characterizes the 
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Creator’s relationship to the individual human soul he 
creates as an amorous, even an erotic one. The character 
Marco Lombardo, in response to the pilgrim’s question 
of whether the fault for the world’s ills is in us or in our 
stars, describes the simple soul, grammatically feminine, 
like a little girl, playing, weeping and laughing. In her 
radical ingenuity, knowing nothing, she turns to whatever 
delights her, precisely because she is moved in the first 
place by happiness, by the happiness that made her. That 
is love’s invitation: to reciprocate love. The phrase that 
the credulous Francesca uses to excuse her surrender to 
her husband’s brother’s amorous solicitation (“love par-
dons no one who is loved from loving in return”) is actu-
ally an indictment of her own failure to respond to the 
love that really was offered first. She either did not know 
that such a love, so great a love, was on offer (Virgil says 
the flame of love has to be externally apparent for it to 
catch fire), or she did not believe it.

Many readers have pointed out that Francesca’s mis-
take was not necessarily to read the book she was reading, 
a romance, but to stop reading it in the middle – in the 
middle of a sentence, in fact, as Lombardi notes – and 
not follow it through to the end, since the Prose Lancelot 
actually contains a lesson about the rippling negative 
repercussions wrought by a single love affair.32 So too, in 
her account of what happened, of who did what to whom 
first (Love caused Paolo to love her first, a love she was 
bound to return) she is also omitting the beginning of a 
narrative that would apply to her. Francesca skips over 
the fact that there was a first lover, who loved her first, a 
lover greater even than Lancelot. For readers who have 
gotten to the end of the poem, love is what motivates the 
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whole universe, what “moves the sun and the other stars” 
(l’amor che move il sole e l’altre stelle). Love is also what 
binds up, binds together, all the scattered accidents, all 
the apparently random occurrences, the inclinations, the 
mistakes, the false starts, into a single volume, a single 
book (legato con amore in un volume).33

If “all you need is love,” or “it doesn’t matter who you 
love or how you love, but that you love” (as the Beatles 
and Rod McKuen advise us), then what is love doing in 
hell? And not only in the circle of the lustful. Particularly 
jarring to our modern sentiments is the claim that love, 
in fact, the “first love,” which is essentially God, or more 
specifically, the Holy Spirit, the one associated with the 
symbol of the dove, actually made hell, or at least its 
entrance. Inscribed on the Gates of Hell, like Marcus 
Agrippa on the portico of the Pantheon, is the signature 
of the architect. The gate tells us that it was made by 
divine power, highest wisdom, and the first love.34 Now if 
the “first love” made hell, we might want to look around 
for alternatives. Yet the love of Francesca’s narrative, the 
one that demanded she reciprocate, the one that led her 
to death and damnation, seems to have been equally fatal. 
Does love lead inexorably to death? Or to hell? Or is love 
simply the motivator whichever way one is headed? And 
is it therefore neutral?

A facile modern reading of Francesca’s predicament is 
to lament her misfortune of being born in a dark time 
when her love, indeed any “true” love, freely chosen, 
was forbidden by others, by society. It was illegitimate, 
outside the law, outside cultural norms, which of course 
may have been established only by men and oppressively 
imposed upon women against their will. This underlies 
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the “triumphal” reading. Francesca breaks through such 
arbitrary and unjust strictures; she has agency; she touches 
joy.35 She claims to have been happy, even if it was a hap-
piness that was too short-lived, and unjustly cut short. 
“No greater sorrow is there,” she says, “than to recall 
happiness in misery.” Who are we, in fact, to question 
whether she was “really” happy in adultery? Especially 
when we suspect (and Boccaccio in his commentary on 
this episode spun out the plausible details) that she was 
unhappy in her marriage. Who is to say whether some 
loves are good and others bad?

We learn from Boccaccio that Francesca was betrothed 
for political reasons, to seal the peace and put an end to 
hostilities between her father Guido da Polenta, the ruler 
of Ravenna, and the Malatesta family of nearby Rimini. 
The Malatesta heir apparent, Gianciotto, is dirty, or mor-
ally repugnant (or both), and physically lame (quantunque 
sozo della persona e sciancato fosse). In order to get the proud 
madonna Francesca to acquiesce they make her believe 
that she is going to marry Gianciotto’s brother who is 
very beautiful, pleasant, and well-mannered (era Polo bello 
e piacevole uomo e costumato molto). Until the morning after 
the consummation of her marriage she believes that she is 
marrying the handsome Paolo with whom, of course, she 
had already fallen in love. Her sentiments were not only 
authentic; they were noble and within the law, because she 
thought she was going to marry the person with whom 
she had fallen in love. This is a lot of narrative back-filling, 
aimed not just at embellishing the story, but at morally 
determining it. Francesca was deceived; she is a victim. 
Boccaccio seems to tip his hand at one point in his fabu-
lous yarn when he says that he had never heard from any 
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source other than Dante how the two lovers got together, 
and he believes it is just a fiction constructed on top of 
what could possibly have been. Boccaccio, who has given 
us a myriad of delicious, lurid, and intimate details with-
out naming any source, says he does not believe that the 
author, Dante, could possibly know that that was how it 
happened, and simply made it up. He also offers his opin-
ion about French romances in general: that they recount 
many fine and praiseworthy things, things, Boccaccio 
believes, that are composed more to be pleasing than to 
conform to the truth.36

Leaving aside Boccaccio’s own exculpatory romance, 
let us interrogate Dante’s Francesca herself as to why her 
choice might have been the wrong one. The most com-
pelling argument against her own freely chosen love is 
the fact that she herself says she is not happy; she is in 
fact miserable, despite being conjoined forever with her 
supposed beloved. In the “triumphal” reading, “forever” 
is defiant; it indicates a love that survives even death. But, 
alternatively, “forever” is a long time to spend alongside 
someone who does not make you happy. And Paolo – it 
surely pains him, because he never seems to stop crying – 
is clearly not making her happy.37 That is because they 
are being punished, one might retort, because someone 
stuck them in hell. There is no earthly love that can make 
people happy if the external conditions are brutal enough.

Precisely the point, Dante might say. There is no 
earthly love that can make people happy through hard 
times if they are hard enough.

Also embedded in her account is the reality of what it 
was that she, they, actually loved. As already suggested, it 
is fairly clear that Francesca fell in love, not with Paolo, 
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but with Lancelot, the paragon of “so great a lover.” 
Moreover, in her very brief account of Love’s deeds, 
she indicates that both she and her lover were “taken” / 
“seized” / “gripped” by the corporeal beauty of the other. 
He by her persona, or body, or physical appearance; she 
by his piacere, a word that indicates pleasure, but also 
the physical attractiveness that the old troubadour poets 
called plazer. These things, these beautiful bodies with 
which they each fell in love, are of course not currently 
present in hell.

There is absolutely nothing wrong with being smitten 
by a beautiful body. Dante says as much, under interro-
gation in heaven (as authoritative a circumstance as the 
poem might offer), when he says that Beatrice originally 
entered through his eyes, “with the fire that makes him 
still burn.”38 And at their reunion in purgatory, Beatrice 
herself, with astonishing immodesty, describes her physical 
body – her limbs that are now scattered in the earth – as the 
most beautiful thing that Dante ever encountered, either in 
real life, or in artistic representation. She calls these beau-
tiful limbs the “highest pleasure,” greater than any other 
found in nature or art. Hers was a body that, at least while 
she lived and he could see it, was leading him on a virtuous 
path. That is what she claims: “for a while I sustained him 
with my face, leading him with me in the right direction; 
when I was no longer flesh and became spirit, in which my 
beauty and power increased, he loved me less.” Instead he 
followed “false images of good,” and she succinctly supplies 
a definition of “false image” as one that doesn’t keep its 
promises (che nulla promession rendono intera).39

The issue is not that beauty is skin-deep, or that we 
should love the “person” rather than what Francesca 
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means by persona (body).40 It turns out that the only 
things we can love are, precisely, images. At the center of 
the whole poem, in Purgatorio, the well-informed Virgil 
will explain that the mind abstracts images from reality 
and opens them up internally, and if it bends toward that 
unfolded image, that bending is love (quel piegare è amor).41 
The problem is that we always and only fall in love with 
images, images, in fact, of our own making. The judg-
ment of whether an image is false or true, good or bad, is 
based on whether it can deliver on its promise, the prom-
ise that it can make you happy.42 We learn from Virgil 
that everything that is is to some extent good; and every-
thing that is loves, and loves what it perceives, at least, 
as a glimmer of the good. So much for Rod McKuen’s 
pseudo-profound sentiment: “it’s only important that you 
love,” not what or how, since neither Creator nor crea-
ture ever existed that did not have love.43 The problem, as 
Virgil logically lays out, is that you can have too much or 
too little love for good things, or you can love the wrong 
thing. The only wrong object of love is not the wrong 
person, or the wrong good, but wanting something not 
good for someone else: when people desire evil for their 
neighbor, that is, when they hate. This wrong love, or 
desire for evil, underlies the first three capital sins: pride, 
envy, wrath.44

Lust, which is Francesca’s sin, is not a wrong love; it 
is in the category of excess. Following Virgil’s speech in 
purgatory, we can say that there are many goods that we 
apprehend confusedly, in which we think our mind may 
rest, and that is what we desire, but some goods, although 
good, are not what makes people happy. Lust (like glut-
tony and greed) is when people abandon themselves 
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excessively or entirely to such things that do not actually 
make them happy. To say that this is God’s judgment is 
only another way of saying that it is the truth of the mat-
ter. And the romance that pretends otherwise is a lie.

It is not hard to understand why Francesca’s story is 
gripping. It does to us what the story of Lancelot and 
Guinevere did to her. It seizes our sympathies. It makes 
us identify with her. It is perhaps the story: how we come 
to love what we love and how we become aware of it. 
Her scene of reading answers Dante’s question of how 
it happened, by what and how love conceded that they 
recognized their doubtful, dubious, or fearful desires. It 
is a question demanding a story. More fundamentally, it 
is a question about how: by what means, by what medium. 
Her answer involves what we would call media: a hand-
held device that can increase knowledge and kindle 
desire. And it is not simply that she should “get off her 
phone” and pay attention to the reality around her. It is 
precisely the move from reading to reality that got them 
in trouble. Some people say the lovers read too little; oth-
ers say they read too much. Her statement, “that day we 
read no further,” is highly reticent. Boccaccio admires 
how opportunely she wants to give the reader to under-
stand, without actually saying it, what exactly happened 
after she was kissed.45 But not saying it leaves other, more 
charitable options open. That day, that very moment, 
they were brutally murdered. Or, perhaps, at that point 
they realized the explosiveness of their situation (being 
alone, reading for pleasure, unsuspecting) and called it a 
day. But the ambient reality of where they are now placed 
by the savvy Minos, in hell, tells us that the lovers must 
have acted out, in the flesh, the adultery of which they 
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were reading. The disaster happens in her identification 
of her present situation with the one she reads of in the 
book. Like Mary who was reading, at the very moment 
the winged creature appeared in her room, that “a virgin 
shall conceive,” the lovers incarnate the text.

In settling for Paolo, who happens to be sitting next 
to her, Francesca misses the point, the very principle of 
love’s reciprocity. Love’s dictate would require her to 
reciprocate the “first love,” who “made love to her” (che la 
vagheggia) even before she existed (prima che sia). Her fas-
cination with “such a great lover” should have reminded 
her of the greatest of lovers – that she can do better! In her 
courtly imagination, in the narrative she believes, God is 
a king who might have been a lover (amico). Such a lover 
and such a king dispenses favors to his friends and lovers. 
Even in that calculating paradigm, since she identified 
herself with the “desired smile” of the queen, it might 
behoove her to stay loyal, and to keep her promises, to 
the king himself, and not betray him by transferring her 
love to one of his vassals.

From the beginning, questions of power, ruler-
ship, order, control and authority to judge, mark this 
canto, which is ostensibly about random, uncontrolla-
ble desires, stray arrows from Cupid’s bow, that beset 
the  unsuspecting. The first lovers pointed out to us are 
queens, women with great power. The first is the ancient 
Assyrian queen, widow and successor to Ninus, whose 
territory, according to Dante, extended to Egypt that in 
his day was ruled, literally “corrected,” by the Sultan. She 
is Semiramis “about whom one reads” (Ell’ è Semiramìs, 
di cui si legge), introduced as so “broken” by lust that she 
made libido licit in her law (che libito fé licito in sua legge).46 
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There is significant punning not only between what is 
desired and what is licit, but between reading and the law. 
The word for “law” (legge) looks exactly the same as the 
indicative present third- person form of the verb “to read” 
(legge), and lust (libito) can be made licit (licito) by chang-
ing a single letter.47 Dante is closely following the account 
by the fifth-century historian, Paul Orosius, even to the 
wordplay of this quip. Orosius tells of the queen’s “contin-
uous adulteries and homicides,” since she put to death “all 
those whom she had delighted to hold in her adulterous 
embrace and whom she had summoned to her by royal 
command for that purpose.” As her crowning iniquity, 
she had incestuous relations with her own son, and then

covered her private disgrace by a public crime. For she pre-
scribed that between parents and children no reverence for 
nature in the conjugal act was to be observed, but that each 
should be free to do as he pleased (cuique libitum esset liberum 
fieret).48

Dante likewise explains that, with her power as “empress 
of many tongues,” Semiramis altered the law in order to 
remove the blame for what she had done, or for what she 
had been led to do (per tòrre il biasmo in che era condotta). 
Culpability, then, depends upon the law. If you are as 
powerful as was Semiramis, the law does not judge you; 
you judge the law.

In Inferno 5, lust is introduced in the context of the 
Inferno’s structure and its immediate law-giver, or 
bureaucratic minister. The scene of love is prefaced by 
the scene of judgment. Having descended from the first 
to the second circle, proceeding with order, we now come 
upon a judge. The mythological king of Crete already had 
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such a role in the underworld of the Aeneid, calling order 
in the court and learning people’s lives and crimes. Virgil 
will later point out that he has a special status in hell, by 
not being “bound by Minos.” He and the other residents 
of limbo are above that law.49 Dante’s Minos is not the 
judge of whether a soul should be damned, but where. It 
takes a real connoisseur of sin (conoscitor de le peccata) to 
determine which single sin might define an individual, 
since everyone is usually beset by a multitude of them.

How indeed might the infinity and variety of human 
desires be constrained within codes, within the con-
fines and constraints of society? And should they be? 
Anthropologists have identified the constraints on sex, 
in particular the regulation of marriage and the incest 
taboo, as universal to human society in all times and 
places.50 The libido, or pleasure, is the principle of the 
arbitrary (ad libitum). To “ad lib” is to make it up as you go 
along. The carnal sinners subject reason to desire, order 
to whim. By contrast, the law is something that is laid out 
in advance, something written down, something set in 
stone, established, agreed upon, consented to, decreed. 
A law is what is not in the power of the individual to 
change. Francesca portrays herself as following the dic-
tates of love, as if she were not free to do otherwise. The 
punishment of bad weather, the infernal storm (la bufera 
infernal), literalizes this incontinence, her loss of control.

In our own time, we have seen laws change and taboos 
topple. In the third millennium, we have also seen insti-
tuted new rules about sexual conduct, new codes and new 
contracts of consent and consequences for transgression. 
Free love is less free than it was fifty years ago. The exis-
tence of laws – either of nature or of society or the divine 
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order – means there is something for free- wheeling 
desires to bump up against. Everything cannot be as you 
wish. Your desires do not make the world. There is also 
reality, which you did not make, and perhaps did not want 
and do not desire.

Francesca speaks the language of the love poets, par-
ticularly the coterie of vernacular lyricists who wrote 
in an ideology of refined, courtly passion in which the 
enamored heart was by definition noble and the beloved 
lady, more exalted still, became a kind of angel. Dante 
referred to this literary group as “love’s faithful” (  fedeli 
d’amore). Francesca subscribes to their ideology, as do 
we: love ennobles. The point of her damnation, excogi-
tated by the self-reflective poet, not by some unmerciful 
God, is to expose the distance between romance and real-
ity, between the desired smile and the trembling mouth, 
between what we promise and what we do, between 
 narrative and fact. Depicted in Inferno 5 is not a failure 
of imaginative literature, but a failure to imagine enough. 
It is a tragedy to reduce the “desired smile” to a literal, 
corporeal mouth, that happens to be at hand, rather than 
pursue it upward toward what Dante will refer to later in 
the Paradiso as the “smile of the universe.”51

Francesca herself has become a book, a romantic 
story, with which it is quite possible to identify. Indeed, 
as many have noted, her narrative can have exactly the 
same effect on us as the French romance did on her. We 
stop reading and we choose her. The fact of the matter 
is that we are always reading books, or subscribing to 
 certain  narratives – some sustained by popular culture, 
some latent in our cultural inheritance. Some narratives 
are  persistent, so that Dante can see the founding of 

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009091923.002 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781009091923.002


Believing in Dante

50

Rome as consonant with the story of Exodus and even 
with the story of salvation – stories Virgil neither knew 
nor imagined. We never have just the facts; and our story 
is never solely our own. It is never a question of think-
ing or even reading “alone” (the way Francesca claims 
she and Paolo were – “alone and unsuspecting”).52 There 
is always a narrative in play, and we can never get “just 
the facts.” We are always looking for the moral of the 
story and wanting to know how it ends. The purpose 
of reading, and rereading, which must be pleasurable if 
we are going to do it (Dante says it was love that made 
him search Virgil’s volume), is to get at the truth: where 
romance coincides with reality.

For Francesca, the point of the story is the point at 
which she identifies with the story the romance seems to 
be telling and is utterly conquered by it. In retrospect, she 
missed the point entirely. “Point” (punto) is, as many read-
ers have noted, a keyword of the Divine Comedy.53 One of 
the most evident re-evocations of Francesca’s conquering 
point comes at the far end of the journey and the poem. 
Toward the end of the Paradiso, the point described as 
“conquering” is a visual representation of God. As the 
final face-to-face vision approaches, all images and inter-
mediaries begin to fade out, and this at last includes even 
Beatrice, the object of Dante’s intense and sustained erotic 
love. As Robin Kirkpatrick reminds us, the Commedia is, 
in the end, a love poem.54 Just as the stars wink out at the 
approach of dawn, down to the most beautiful and bright-
est of them all, she finally recedes from view to inhabit 
her indescribable truth and Dante has to confess himself 
defeated in his lifelong attempts to tell us who she is. His 
conclusion is that only a lover greater than himself could 
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fully enjoy her beauty.55 The end of Beatrice’s story is 
analogous to her fading into the light of the bright point 
that represents the target of every desire, once and finally 
attained. The point Francesca encountered in her reading 
is a simulacrum of that point, where the story cuts off and 
reality remains.
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