
   

Bembo’s Attack on Dante 

by Ann Mullaney 

 

In 1525, Pietro Bembo published a condemnation of Dante’s Comedy that has often 

passed for linguistic and cultural criticism, yet might be better understood as satire. For my 

purposes here, I would like to call on a simple definition of satire: “The use of humor, irony, 

exaggeration, or ridicule to expose and criticize people's stupidity or vices, particularly in the 

context of contemporary politics and other topical issues. Synonyms: mockery, ridicule and 

derision.” (Google, Jan. 1, 2017). Why would a prominent man of letters who flourished two 

hundred years after Dante feel the need to scoff at an author revered by many both then and now 

as one of the greatest poets ever to have lived? We will consider Bembo’s personal reasons for 

deriding Dante, together with broader cultural and political conditions which may have 

motivated his attack. 

 

Bembo’s accusations against Dante in Prose della volgar lingua 

In long exchanges illustrated with countless examples Pietro Bembo presents four 

interlocutors, three friends and his brother, as they discuss an array of elements pertaining to 

language and literary style: morphology, orthography, metrics, and more.1 The intended audience 

                                                           
1 Scholars point to the publication of a similar rule book by Giovanni Francesco Fortunio, 

Regole grammaticali della volgar lingua, as one of the main reasons Bembo asserted the priority 

of his work, setting the fictitious dialogues in 1502. Each of the three books of the Prose is 

conspicuously dedicated to Cardinal Giulio de’ Medici, who became pope Clement VII in 1523; 

for more on the dating of the Prose see Dionisotti, p. 73. The numbers marking sections of the 

text have become standard but were not in the original editions; translations are mine unless 

otherwise specified.    
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for this work is not obvious; the tone is at times discursive, almost folksy; at others, combative. 

Some of the terminology seems more suited to an unschooled public than to courtiers capable of 

extemporaneous recitations of minute language details and literary examples. The cumbersome 

“il numero del meno” and “il numero del più” for example, are used over and over again, instead 

of the more common terms, singular and plural. Bembo even coins terms not found elsewhere, as 

when he refers to ballads of a single stanza as not dressed, and those with more than one stanza 

as dressed (2.11). Overall, the work is an interesting compendium of language and verse lore, a 

bit quirky, and as we shall see, polemical. Rather than attempt a resume, like that found in Carol 

Kidwell’s book, Pietro Bembo: Lover, Linguist, Cardinal (224-31), I will move through the text 

signaling where Bembo contends with Dante.  

In Book one, while expounding on the history of the Italian vernacular, Federigo Fregoso 

lists words that came to Italian from Provençal, words which were used by Boccaccio and 

Petrarch, but were stolen by Dante: “Ne queste voci sole furò Dante da’ Provenzali, ma dell’altre 

ancora” (“Nor did Dante steal only these words from Provençal [writers], but other [words] as 

well,”1.10). Petrarch was much less “audacious” (ardita) in his adoptions. It is clear that the 

accompanying avalanche of examples, which defy credulity as dialogue, shelters bias.  

Next, what appears to be a compliment becomes a subtle complaint against Dante: 

Giuliano de’ Medici explains that languages change like fashions in clothing and arms, thus we 

should write to be read by people living now, not by those who are already dead. Dante’s works 

changed as the language around him changed, so that he could please the people of his day 

(“secondo il mutamento della lingua si mutava egli, affine di poter piacere alle genti di quella 

stagione,” 1.17). Carlo Bembo immediately objects, insisting that writers should endeavor to 

please people who will live after them: Cicero and Virgil wrote for learned people of all ages, 
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and not for the commoners of their day (1.18). Shortly thereafter, we are told that Boccaccio’s 

works improved as he matured: Boccaccio’s change in style is not attributed to a desire to please 

the multitudes (2.2). Thus, we see Pietro Bembo use his interlocutors to express disapproval 

through fake praise, a common tactic of satirists.  

Another ploy quickly follows, as Carlo Bembo quotes from a famous scene in the 

Inferno, in which damned alchemists tear at their scabs. The scabbiosi (scabby from leprosy or 

mange), in their wretched urge to rid themselves of the itch, are likened to stable boys vigorously 

applying the currycomb to a horse for a waiting master; the fingernails of the scabbiosi are 

compared to knives scaling fish (Inf. 29.73-90). Carlo tells Giuliano, “Your Dante... would have 

done better to have kept those comparisons completely unmentioned” (2.5). Not content merely 

to deflate this vivid scene of punishment, Carlo insists that Dante would be more famous if he 

had used more charming and decent words (più vaghe e più onorate, 2.5). A judgment that has 

not been proven here, or anywhere! But not for lack of effort on the part of Bembo’s younger 

brother: Carlo launches into further proof by citing the harsh and unpleasant verb “Biscazza” 

(squanders [wealth]), from Inferno 11, where Dante is writing about suicide and sodomy and 

usury. Carlo corrects Biscazza to “Consuma o Disperde” (consumes or disperses), choices which 

Dionisotti brands “esangui e incongrui con l’energia dantesca” (“bloodless and incompatible 

with Dante’s dynamism,” p. 139). By isolating one word, biscazza, a word which could sound 

comical, Bembo jeers at Dante with a technique that borders on travesty. He is satirizing satire.  

 The majority of the complaints lodged in the Prose against Dante are petty. He is 

frequently called licentious and even licenziosissimo (3.72) for the smallest violations of a 

linguistic standard which, mind you, Bembo is establishing a full two hundred years after Dante 

went to Paradise forever. Occasionally, the charges are expressed humorously, like when 
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Giuliano chides Dante for his unsuitable rhyming words in the Comedy, finding them full of 

liberties and boldness. Giuliano blames Dante’s teacher for these poor rhymes, saying that 

Brunetto Latini’s book Tesoretto was not really such a treasure that Dante could get rich by 

stealing rhymes from it (3.59). Humor is employed by satirists to castigate vice; Bembo uses it to 

further his own agenda. And when he goes too far in his snide remarks, Bembo risks rebuttals 

and exposure as a hypocrite: Federigo Fregoso in a disquisition on metrics and phonics, makes 

trivial use of reticentio saying he will pass over in silence the fact that Dante calls a canzone a 

sonnet (“Taccio qui che Dante una sua canzone nella Vita nuova sonetto nominasse,” 2.11), thus 

prompting Dionisotti to counter with his own expert definitions, p. 153. One must consider here 

Pietro Bembo’s own license regarding poetic terminology in his Motti where his references to 

sonnet and sestina seem to be sexual: “Non fo sonetti, et no mel reco a scorno,/ ma sestine fo io 

quasi ogni giorno” (I don’t do sonnets, and I’m not ashamed of that, but I do sestinas nearly 

every day, 297-8). Jean Toscan explains this couplet by defining sonetto as “coit anal” and 

sestina as “coit à tergo,” p. 969. In any event, Bembo is signifying something that goes beyond 

standard poetic forms. Labeling minor differences in morphology licentious, challenging the 

rhymes on which Dante’s terza rima masterpiece are based, picking apart Dante’s body of work 

for perceived or pretended violations are tactics better suited to satire than to literary criticism.  

 

Bembo’s harsh verdict. 

Before launching into his tour de force diatribe against Dante’s work, Bembo 

acknowledges the Florentine poet’s greatness. The “grandezza e varietà” of Dante’s subject 

matter, the “magnificenza e ampiezza,” his superiority to Petrarch in learning (dottrina) and 

knowledge (scienza) are all conceded (2.20). Toward the end of Book 2, Pietro Bembo himself 
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appears through reported dialogue, and it seems as though he is about to be quoted verbatim, but 

then Carlo returns as the speaker who delivers Bembo’s carefully crafted invective.2 He begins 

by utterly belittling Dante’s achievement with tautological reasoning, “These things,” he says –  

referring to the acknowledged greatness and variety, magnificence and breadth, learning and 

knowledge in Dante’s masterpiece – are what those people say who share this opinion. Well, yes. 

Then Carlo affects reticence: Oh my, he doesn’t know what he would say in front of other 

people, but since he is among friends, here goes:  

 Queste cose appunto son quelle, disse allhora mio Fratello, sopra lequali principalmente 

si fermano M[eser] Hercole tutti quelli, che di questa openion sono. Ma se dire il vero si 

dee tra noi: che non so quello che io mi facessi fuor di qui: quanto sarebbe stato piu 

lodevole, che egli di meno alta et di meno ampia materia posto si fosse a scrivere, et 

quella sempre nel suo mediocre stato havesse scrivendo contenuta; che non è stato cosi 

larga et cosí magnifica pigliandola lasciarsi cadere molto spesso a scrivere le bassissime 

et le vilissime cose: et quanto anchora sarebbe egli miglior poeta, che non è; se altro che 

poeta parere a gli huomini voluto non havesse nelle sue rime. Che mentre che egli di 

ciascuna delle sette arti et della philosophia, et oltre accio di tutte le Christiane cose 

maestro ha voluto mostrar d'essere nel suo poema; egli men sommo et meno perfetto è 

stato nella poesia. Conciosia cosa che affine di poter di qualunque cosa scrivere, che ad 

animo gli veniva, quantunque poco acconcia et malagevole a caper nel verso; egli molto 

spesso hora le Latine voci, hora le straniere, che non sono state dalla Thoscana ricevute, 

hora le vecchie del tutto et tralasciate, hora le non usate et rozze, hora le immonde et 

brutte, hora le durissime usando; et allo 'ncontro le pure et gentili alcuna volta mutando et 

guastando; et talhora, senza alcuna scielta o regola da se formandone et fingendone ha in 

maniera operato; che si può la sua Comedia giustamente rassomigliare ad un bello et 

spazioso campo di grano; che sia tutto d'avene et di logli et d'herbe sterili et dannose 

mescolato: o ad alcuna non potata vite al suo tempo: la quale si vede essere poscia la state 

sí di foglie et di pampani et di viticci ripiena; che se ne offendono le belle uve.  

 

 (“These things are precisely those,” my brother then said, “upon which all those, 

Messer Ercole, who are of this opinion principally settle. But if we are to speak the truth 

among ourselves, since I don’t really know what I would do somewhere else, how much 

more commendable he would have been had he set himself to write about less lofty and 

less vast subject matter, and while writing had limited that always to his mediocre state, 

than while taking up such broad and magnificent material, to let himself very often fall to 

writing the most base and vile things, and again, how much better a poet he would be  

than he is, if he did not wish to appear to other people as something other than a poet in 

                                                           
2 I found it useful to consult Claudio Vela’s detailed Index on the distribution of speaking parts, 

pp. 269-73. 
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his verses. For, while he wanted to show himself in his poem to be master of each of the 

seven arts and of philosophy and, in addition to that, of all Christian matters, he was less 

supreme and less perfect. Insofar as in order to be able to write about everything that 

came into his mind, no matter how little suited and inappropriate to place in verse, he 

very often, now Latin words, now foreign, which had not been accepted into the Tuscan 

language, now old [words] and those completely abandoned, now unused and rough, now 

filthy and ugly, now using the very harshest, and conversely, sometimes altering and 

marring pure and noble [words], and sometimes, without any rhyme or reason, forming 

his own and making them up, he operated in such a way that one can rightly compare his 

Comedy to a beautiful and spacious field of grain, which is all mixed up with [wild] oats 

and chaff and noxious sterile weeds, or to a vine not pruned in time, which you see then 

in summer so full of leaves and shoots and tendrils that the lovely grapes are offended by 

them.”  Prose del volgar lingua, 2.20, 1525, p. 39v.  

 

So, the basic argument here is that Dante tried too hard. Bembo rebukes him not just for 

treating many branches of learning – the seven arts (generally understood as grammar, logic, and 

rhetoric, arithmetic, astronomy, music and geometry), and philosophy, and “Christiane cose” – 

but for wanting to appear to be a master of all of them. For wanting to appear to be something 

other than a poet. Perhaps if the critique had stopped here, it could almost pass as literary. But 

Carlo insists on enjoying his climactic condemnation: the Comedy [the whole glorious Divine 

Comedy!] can be likened to a field overrun with, allow me to repeat, wild oats and chaff and 

noxious sterile weeds. He leaves us with an unpleasant image of vines so utterly overgrown that 

the grapes themselves feel affronted. This is ridicule, not a prescriptive program of stylistics.  

 

 Response to Bembo’s attack 

Of course, Bembo’s fictional interlocutors were in unanimous agreement with his 

harangue (2.21). Unfortunately, for centuries, non-fictional men of letters have joined them on 

the bandwagon. A great deal has been written on Bembo’s Prose, much of it good scholarship, 

but specialists have often justified Bembo’s ridicule:  
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“Antidantismo? La parola è eccessiva in quanto può far pensare a un’irreverenza dello 

scrittore veneziano verso il sommo poeta: e da tale non degno atteggiamento era assai 

lontano quel gentile spirit”   

 

(Anti-Dante-ism? The word is excessive in that it may cause one to think of some 

irreverence on the part of the Venetian writer toward the great poet, and that gentle spirit 

was quite far from such an unworthy attitude).3  

 

Critics have defied reason, viewing Bembo’s rejection of Dante’s masterpiece as part of an 

“unprejudiced study of the vernacular language.”4  

My first foray into this area of research in the late seventies left me dissatisfied, thus, it 

was with great joy that I came upon texts by Giancarlo Mazzacurati, who provided a much-

needed correction to the maddening dismissals of Bembo’s denunciation. In a forty-page section 

refreshingly titled “L’eclissi di Dante nella critica bembesca” (“The eclipse of Dante in Bembo’s 

criticism”), the then young professor stated emphatically, 

 Sono evidentemente meccaniche, o appena sintomatiche, tutte le giustificazioni del 

distacco, diciamo pure della strana aggressività del Bembo nei confronti di Dante, quando 

si limitano a registrare il fenomeno rinviando a generici concetti di “decoro” letterario  

 

(All justifications of the coldness, let’s go ahead and say the strange hostility of Bembo 

toward Dante, are obviously perfunctory or just conventional when they stop at 

registering the phenomenon by referring to generic concepts of literary “decorum”) 

Misure del classicismo rinascimentale, 220. 

 

But my relief was short-lived, because, while Mazzacurati acknowledged Bembo’s hostility to 

Dante, this piece and his other writings on the phenomenon did not help me come to grips with 

the issues that were bothering me. As a graduate student I lacked the breadth and depth of 

knowledge necessary to follow Mazzacurati’s reasoning, and I intended to revisit his weighty 

discussions when I had become more knowledgeable on the issues. However, my studies took 

                                                           
3 G.G. Ferrero, Dante e i grammatici della prima metà del Cinquecento, GSLI, 105 (1935), p. 

13-4. 
4 Cecil Grayson, “Dante and the Renaissance” in Italian Studies Presented to E.R. Vincent, 

Cambridge, Heffer and Sons, 1962, p. 62.  



8 

me away from the very high road of cultural analysis on which Mazzacurati traveled (fortunately 

the philosopher-critic’s studies are available in libraries far and wide for all to read), to a lower 

road of innuendo and human motivations. This path has led me to ask the following questions:  

1. Did Bembo adhere to a strict policy of imitating only certain authors, so that his 

championing Petrarch over Dante would make sense?  

2. Did he himself assiduously avoid treating a vast array of topics, and confine his verse 

to subjects founds in Petrarch’s poetry?  

3. What was Bembo’s attitude toward language as manifested in his own texts – was he 

indeed a die-hard purist?  

4. Are there extra-linguistic motivations behind Bembo’s condemnation of Dante’s text? 

 

Previous writings by Bembo addressing imitation:  

Scholars often point to a letter from Bembo to Maria Savorgnan in 1500 as an early 

indication of his interest in codifying a poetic language.5 They cite an exchange of letters 

between Gianfrancesco Pico della Mirandola and Bembo, from 1512-3, that address imitation of 

classical writers.6 Bembo here takes the position that one should imitate only Cicero for prose 

and Vergil for poetry. So, the obvious response to our first question is: Yes, Bembo adhered to a 

stated policy of imitating exemplary Latin authors and, already in the 1490s, had been making 

notes on language usage in Italian. Yet there is more to this issue. 

In addition to the libellus on imitation mentioned above, Bembo produced an edition of 

Culex (The Gnat), a short narrative poem thought to have been Virgil’s, presented in a 

framework of a conversation held years earlier between two well-known scholars. The experts in 

philology Bembo chose as interlocutors, Ermolao Barbaro and Pomponio Leto, are interesting in 

                                                           
5 One example: Giancarlo Mazzacurati cites the letter dated September, 1500, in which Bembo 

mentions having undertaken the compilation of some notations on language “che sono forse il 

più antico embrione delle Prose (which are perhaps the oldest embryo of the Prose), in “Bembo 

e il primato della scrittura,” Il Rinascimento dei Moderni, 1985, p. 80.  
6 Ioannis Francisci Pici ad Petrum Bembum de imitatione libellus, Opuscula aliquot by Pietro 

Bembo, Lyons, Gryphius, 1532. Available in many modern editions. 
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their own right: both fell afoul of civic and religious authorities. In 1468-9, Leto was imprisoned 

for sodomy with his students in Venice; in Rome, he was tortured and imprisoned for suspected 

heresy and paganism. Barbaro was accused of treason and exiled by the Venetian senate for 

having accepted an appointment by Pope Innocent VIII as Patriarch of Aquileia, an appointment 

the senate claimed as its own domain.7 Bembo’s work is thought to have been written in the early 

1500s: both Ermolao Barbaro and Pomponio Leto were by then deceased. It seems risky for 

Bembo, a young Venetian nobleman, to feature these controversial scholars in his work. The fact 

that the two accused men were no longer living may have made their inclusion safer. 

Recently an interesting point was made about the edition Bembo produced of The Gnat: 

according to the findings of J. N. Grant, Bembo’s version diverged from the manuscript in 

significant places over one hundred times. According to Susan Gaylard in Hollow Men: Writing, 

Objects, and Public Image in Renaissance Italy, Bembo’s text is based on what he imagined the 

correct text to have been, and this substitutional text then became the norm. Gaylard concludes 

her discussion, “In other words, Bembo cleverly urges his readers to imitate not Virgil, Cicero or 

Petrarch, but Bembo’s version of these writers – so that Bembo’s text becomes the model, the 

ultimate monument reproduced over the centuries.”8 In this regard, it should be noted that this 

was not the only instance of Bembo’s arrogation of a text: Dionisotti and others have commented 

on Bembo’s reluctance to change his version of Petrarch’s poems, even after an autograph 

manuscript was available to him.9 So, Yes, to a program of imitation, but with the proviso that 

Bembo was prone to slight his models in favor of his own ideals.  

                                                           
7 I consulted a later edition, Petri Bembi ad Herculem Strotium de Virgilii culice et Terentii 

fabulis liber. Venice, Fratelli da Sabio, 1530, Google Play Books. 
8 Susan Gaylard, Hollow Men, p. 79. 
9 Dionisotti, p. 274, and see as well the note on p. 139 about Bembo’s “prepotenza di 

grammatico.” 
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Did Bembo avoid far-reaching topics in his own verse?  

Bembo’s earliest published work, the Latin prose De Aetna, 1496, is framed as a 

conversation in which the younger Bembo recounts to his father, Bernardo, details of his visit to 

the fiery volcano. There are many allusions to classical texts and legends, and a variety of 

subjects are addressed: volcanic activity, trees, waters and the soul. Since some of these topics 

are similar to those treated in the Pseudo-Virgilian work, Aetna, they could probably pass 

Bembo’s definition of properly poetic. Toward the end of the piece, mention of the spring of 

Faunus prompts Bembus pater to encourage his son to tell him more about this god, since he 

knows that Pietro amuses himself by writing verse about Faunus.10 This is Bernardo’s second 

allusion to the younger Bembo’s interest in Faunus, so although these Latin Faunus poems were 

not published until after Bembo’s death, we will treat them here.  

The subject matter of the Faunus lyrics is limited mostly to nymphs fleeing the lusty 

rustic god, boys and girls cavorting in streams, and boys grinding against boys, “they perform 

their obscene thrustings before my very eyes.”11 De Fauno et Galatea features what looks like a 

play on the word Cyclops as a one-eyed phallus (p. 108). Others of Bembo’s Latin carmina were 

most likely written in these years before the 1525 Prose, the endearing Priapus for example, 

which cleverly runs the gamut of themes found in an anonymous first century collection of 

poems known as the Priapeia. Bembo riddles about one special plant in the garden of Priapus 

                                                           
10 De Aetna Liber in Pietro Bembo: Lyric Poetry, Etna edited and translated by Mary P. 

Chatfield, Cambridge MA, I Tatti Renaissance Library, 2005, references to Faunus on pp. 247, 

209, xiii.  
11 Chatfield, op. cit. p. 9 (II.17-18).  
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which entices the hands of girls; he lists nearly a dozen plants that are not the one in focus. He 

goes on to explain that this sought-after plant “teeming with seed” is quite versatile:    

whether you entrust the seed to a furrow, or a deeper trench/ Receives the fertile plants, 

either way is safe./ And at the time when the first forest growth has begun to show itself,/ 

It leaps up and revels in its own richness./ Then indeed tears drip from its topmost part,/ 

To which even your honey, Sicilian Hybla, yields.12 

 

The subtext is so thinly veiled it does not require elucidation. Bembo surpassed his models, and 

although he did not publish his carmina while alive, he did leave them ready to be printed after 

his death.  

Other topics from this collection also go beyond the range Bembo delineates in the Prose: 

De Galeso et Maximo, both boldly and cautiously subtitled “Modest verses written upon the 

order of a great man: since all the other poets in Rome had also written by order of the same 

man” (pp. 60-3). In these elegiac distichs, Maximus rebukes the boy Galesus, which lead to an 

enviably tender reconciliation, concluding “Thus, oh often thus, may my boy sin, thus may he 

violate my love,/ Thus, though my love be outraged, may he offer himself to me.” Add to these a 

few passages in the 600 hexameter creation myth, Sarca (Lago di Garda) that are deemed racy 

enough to be expunged from some modern editions (pp. 124-72, and xvii-xix). Thus, after a 

quick review of his Latin verse, the response would have to be no, because, while Bembo may 

have avoided encompassing the seven arts, philosophy and Christian matters which he censures 

in Dante, he reveled in sensual and pagan verse that could hardly be considered an improvement 

over Dante’s range, and that surely constituted a breach in the Petrarchan canon.   

 

Did Bembo himself practice linguistic purity? 

                                                           
12 Chatfield, p. 25. And compare Priapus to a poem with similar rhetorical strategies and 

themes, about Pope Julius II (Iulii secondi pontificates maximus), pp. 94-7. 
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Next, we will need to examine Bembo’s Italian works in order to identify any linguistic 

impurities. However, since Gli Asolani (1505, 1515, etc.), Stanze (1507), co-authored with 

Federigo Fregoso, Rime (many of unknown date), and the 150 or so riddling couplets referred to 

as Motti (Sayings) contain a special use of vocabulary, we must first consider this usage. 

A popular volume of poetry and prose dialogues, Gli Asolani, was published in 1505, 

with a dedicatory letter to Lucrezia Borgia. While the subject matter is largely restricted to love, 

it is not a Petrarchan work: there was a tradition in Italian poetry of adapting a wide range of 

seemingly innocent words to convey sexual meanings. A proper history of this extensive double 

language has yet to be written, but will doubtlessly include mention of what J.N. Adams called 

“The Latin Sexual Vocabulary,” followed by the development of euphemisms in the Italian 

vernacular resulting in playful and satirical sonnets like those by Rustico Filippi, a contemporary 

of Dante’s.13 The history would continue through the vast production of carnival songs, 

including the very explicit exempla by Lorenzo de’ Medici, on to burlesque or Bernesque 

capitoli, until it arrives at the golden age of coded discourse in Italian and Latin, from roughly 

1520 to 1550, a period enriched by the writings of Bembo’s friends and associates, like Giovanni 

della Casa, Francesco Maria Molza and Benedetto Varchi.14 For now the easiest approach to 

Bembo’s use of coded language is to see it in action.  

 As an organizing principle selections presented are those in which the trick is easiest to 

detect. In the manuscript version of Gli Asolani found in the critical edition by Giorgio Dilemmi, 

there is a madrigal of five couplets, with each line ending with morte or vita (death, life).  

                                                           
13 Silvia Buzzetti Gallarati provides helpful explanation of coded words in her edition Rustico 

Filippi: Sonetti satirici e giocosi, Rome, Carocci, 2005. 
14 For an analysis of the erotic lexicon at play in a great many of these authors, see Le carnaval 

du langage: le lexique érotique des poètes de l’équivoque de Burchiello à Marino (XVe-XVIIe 

siècles), Lille, Presses Universitaires, 1981.  
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    È cosa natural fuggir da morte,  

E quanto può ciascun tenersi in vita. 

    Ahi crudo Amor, ma io cercando morte  

Vo sempre, e pur così mi serbo in vita.  

    Che perché 'l mio dolor passa ogni morte,  

Corro a por giù questa gravosa vita.  

    Poi, quand'io son già ben presso a la morte,  

E sento dal mio cor partir la vita,  

    Tanto diletto prendo della morte,  

Ch'a forza quel gioir mi torna in vita.  

 

(It is a natural thing to flee from death, and for one to hold himself alive as long 

as he can. Ah, cruel Love! Well, I am always seeking death, and yet this is how I keep 

myself alive. Because since my pain surpasses every death, I rush to set down this 

weighty life. Then, when I am already quite near death, and I feel life going out from my 

heart, I take such delight in death, that willy-nilly such making merry returns me to life.)   

     (Gli Asolani Q 1.14, Dilemmi, p. 33; and in Dionisotti, Rime rifiutate, p. 682) 

    

The code words are morte, for orgasm; vita for (male) sexual viability or stiffness (vv. 2, 4, 8, 

10) and for phallus (v. 6); cor (heart) for phallus. By the published version in 1505, this poem 

had mutated into poems slightly less obviously sexual, but the accompanying prose dialogue 

remains explicit in all subsequent editions. The character Perottino, after reciting his poem, 

explains at great length how a lover can feel such joy at the moment of “death,” that he is unable 

to “die.” He himself has been most violently assailed by two extremely conspicuous deaths (“due 

manifestissime morti”). Impressed by his own tale, he spells out the whole story: Perottino 

admits that what he is telling the ladies, is strange but true – Love had so tortured his “heart” by 

having put it (“some time ago” he does not fail to mention) into such a hot fire, that his “virtù” 

(manly strength) would not have been able to resist if not for the sudden relief provided by his 

extremely abundant tears (“abondevolissimo pianto”). These tears by themselves would have 

unnerved and weakened his life/ phallus (vita), and drowned his heart/ phallus (cuore), if not for 
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the fact that the very heat of the fire made it hard again.15 Once the reader is aware of the double 

meanings, Bembo’s brilliance is dazzling. The life-death theme is developed prominently in Gli 

Asolani, 1.12-16, and elsewhere throughout the work. One noteworthy passage features a long 

disquisition on Love’s dolcezze (sweetnesses) and feste (celebrations), easily recognized as 

orgasms (2.33). The participants in the dialogues of Gli Asolani are frequently referred to as 

aveduti, intendenti, intendentissimi (aware, cognizant, most discerning): modern readers need to 

be discerning too. 

 When analyzing coded works, it is not necessary or desirable to adhere to a one-to-one 

correspondence of naughty to nice: that’s the point. But familiarity with the extensive erotic 

lexicon used by dozens and dozens of writers from the era does add significantly to an 

appreciation of their works. It is a parallel language and requires delicacy in the deciphering. 

When one sees a short phrase, one cannot be sure of the possibilities. Take the word fede (faith) 

in the following passage:  

Era il tempo di mezza estate… quando nelle camere della mia donna, già fattami per 

lunga pruova della mia calda fede meno selvaggia che ella da prima non m’era  

 

(It was the time of mid-summer… when in my lady’s rooms, having already made her 

 by long proof of my warm faith less savage toward me than she had been earlier),  

Gli Asolani, 1505, Dilemmi, p. LXXXI 

One’s first reaction may be that “mia calda fede” does not have to mean anything other than “my 

warm faith.” But the context, and the fact that this phrase disappears from later editions, may be 

evidence that fede stands for phallus. In assessing this coded usage, one may turn to words used 

repeatedly by an author, as with vita – morte, and see proof piling up page after page. One may 

turn to a contemporary author and see similar usage. Ariosto, for instance, used fede effectively 

                                                           
15 Asolani 1553, 1.15; the more accessible 1553 version in Dionsiotti’s UTET volume will be 

cited unless otherwise specified.  
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in his sonnet, “Madonna, sète bella e bella tanto,” where, after enumerating her various physical 

beauties, he concludes,  

  tutto è mirabil certo; nondimeno 

non starò ch'io non dica arditamente 

che più mirabil molto è la mia fede.  

(sure it’s all admirable, nonetheless, I won’t hold back from saying ardently that 

what is a lot more admirable is my faith). 

 

None of the attributes Ariosto mentioned had anything to do with the lady’s moral fiber, the 

overall tone is jocular, and thus fede seems to pertain to the narrator’s physical fiber; see too his 

madrigal “Se voi così mirasse alla mia fede.”16 Often proof comes from a preponderance of 

evidence. In the 40-line capitolo “Dolce mal, dolce guerra, e dolce inganno” (Sweet pain, sweet 

war and sweet delusion), Bembo describes the sweetness of love and making love, ending “… e 

dolce spesso/ sentirsi inanzi tempo venir meno,/ e per cercar altrui perder se stesso (and sweet 

often to feel oneself coming undone ahead of time, and losing oneself while trying to find the 

other). We can be pretty sure Bembo’s underlying message was understood, as Dolce mal was 

relegated to his “Rime rifiutate” – poems he refused to publish in 1530, or in 1535, but that he 

left ready to be published after his death (Dionisotti, p. 673).  

We do not want to lose sight of our goal, which is to ascertain whether or not Pietro 

Bembo obeyed his own dictates concerning word choice in poetry. The problem is that even if 

Bembo’s vocabulary is shown to conform to Petrarch’s, the meanings are different. Petrarch used 

the word speme regularly for hope; Bembo used the word speme at times for something closer to 

sperm, as in the sonnet Viva mia neve e caro e dolce foco: 

Surge la speme, e per le vene un caldo 

Mi corre al cor e sì forte l’infiamma, 

Come s’ei fosse pur di solfo e d’esca. 

                                                           
16 For further analysis of Ariosto’s use of the erotic lexicon, please see my “Ariosto’s Pathway 

to Posterity,” MLN 133.1 (January 2018): 101-112.  
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Né per questi contrari una sol dramma 

Scema del penser mio tenace e saldo, 

C’ha ben poi tanto, onde s’avanzi e cresca.  

(Hope surges, and through my veins a heat races to my heart, and inflames it so hard, as 

though it were indeed made of sulfur and tinder. But not for these hardships does one 

dram escape from my thought, tenacious and firm, that has so much then, with which it 

advances and grows.)   

 

Standard code words here are cor (heart/ phallus) and pensiero (thought/ phallus); further 

examples of Bembo’s use of speme are relegated to a note.17 There are many more “Petrarchan” 

words in Bembo’s works that should be evaluated in light of the erotic lexicon. These coded 

terms which added spice to Ariosto’s works formed an integral part of Bembo’s lyrical works. 

This is an aspect of Bembo criticism that needs attention. Vittorio Cian, already in 1885, noted 

that the Rime had been challenged repeatedly by Church authorities. He sympathizes with “il 

povero Bembo” who certainly could never have imagined that the Santa Inquisizione would turn 

against him, attempting to condemn his innocuous Petrarchan rhymes.18 I think poor Bembo 

imagined quite well that his poetry and prose could be condemned. 

                                                           
17 From Gli Asolani, where Perottino sighs over his interne pene and recites another long poem: 

“…dove l’alta mia speme/ fu viva un tempo et or caduta e spenta/ tanto fa questo exilio acerbo e 

grave,/ quanto lo stato fu dolce e soave” (“…where once my lofty hope was for a time alive, and 

now is fallen and spent, it makes my exile as bitter and heavy, as the staying was sweet and 

pleasing”), 1.33, Lasso ch’i’ fuggo, vv. 10-3. From the end of the canzone, Ben ho da maledir 

l'empio Signore: “Chi vole in mar si stia,/ E 'l legno suo di speme non disarme:/ Ch'io del mal 

posto tempo e studio accorto/ Fuggo da l'onde ingrate, e prendo il porto” (“Let the one who so 

wishes, stay in the sea, and not disarm his [wooden] boat of hope: because I, mindful of 

misplaced time and effort, am fleeing the ungrateful waves and heading to port”).  
18 Vittorio Cian, “Non solo, ma il povero Bembo... non si sarebbe certo mai imaginato che la 

Santa Inquisizione avrebbe, molti anni dopo la sua morte, rivolto le sue armi contro di lui, 

tentando una seconda volta di condannare i suoi innocui petrarcheggiamenti.” Appunti, 1885, p. 

46. As documentation, Cian cites a letter from Bembo’s son Torquato to Cardinal Alessandro 

Farnese (dated November 22, 1585) explaining that years earlier, Cardinal Sirleto and Cardinal 

Giustiniano had intervened when there was an attempt to condemn the Rime of his illustrious 

father.  
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Dionisotti speculates that the sonnet above, “Viva mia neve,” may be one of the sonnets 

Bembo sent to his protégé Vittore Soranzo, with the stipulation that he not show the poems to 

anyone except Carlo Gualteruzzi, his young friend and eventual editor, commenting,  

non solo perciò che pure ora nati sono e potrolli mutare, ma ancora per questo che non 

hanno in sé materia di questi anni… et io penso di porli un dì tra i giovanili 

  

(not only because they were composed just now, and I may change them, but also for 

this, that they do not contain subject matter for these years, and I think one day I’ll place 

them among my youthful writings)  

Bembo, letter to Soranzo, July 19, 1530, quoted by Dionisotti, p. 53. 

These are not the deliberations of a strict philologist. Rather they are the musings of a person 

who is aware of the improper aspects of his verse and who is nonetheless intent on portraying 

himself in a favorable light to his contemporaries and to posterity. By planning to claim that his 

coded poems had been written decades earlier, Bembo acknowledged that by 1530 an era of freer 

expression had ended. So, the answer must be “no” to Bembo’s demonstration of restraint on 

subject matter in the Italian works and “no” to linguistic purity.  

 

How to account for discrepancies between what Bembo preached and what he published: 

One of the reasons that scholars have come up with such vastly different explanations for 

why Bembo discounted Dante’s poetic achievements is that there are so many facets to this 

Renaissance man. Pietro Bembo is a dashing well-travelled nobleman, son of a diplomat, flush 

with the best classical learning, endowed with a palpable talent for writing prose and poetry, 

especially for coded discourse – where he is like a magical surfer who simultaneously rides the 

crest and shoots through the tube formed by its curl. He is a famous suitor to any number of 
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(married) women, and maybe, more discretely, to men.19 Not just a suitor, but a long-term lover: 

in Rome, around 1513, he took up with a teenager, Faustina Morosina della Torre, eventually 

living with her openly in Padua and having three children with her. He could not marry her, 

because she was already married and because marriage would mean losing his religious benefits. 

Most importantly, Pietro Bembo became Papal secretary under Leo X, and hence functioned as 

one of the most powerful Secretaries of State in Europe. So, no wonder there have been 

divergent interpretations of Bembo’s censure of Dante: it isn’t clear which Bembo was being 

zealous in his denunciation. And this must have occurred to Carol Kidwell, when she titled her 

all-encompassing book Pietro Bembo: Lover, Linguist, Cardinal. These many faces of Pietro 

Bembo make it challenging to understand his intent when he went after Dante. If his attack is 

satirical, why is it satirical? 

 

The public sphere: Dante and the Church. 

Turning back to the simple definition offered in the first paragraph, we see that satire is 

found “particularly in the context of contemporary politics.” And we recall that in his extensive 

invective against Dante, Bembo objected, among other things, to the Florentine poet’s attempt to 

treat “Christiane cose.” Let us take a moment to review these “Christian things” that Dante 

imprudently attempted to treat.  

Dante lived during an era when popes were vigorously at odds with civil authorities. In 

his Latin treatise, the Monarchia, written around 1312-8, Dante insists that the emperor and the 

pope each have a sphere to rule. This notion was especially controversial because popes had been 

                                                           
19 The possibility of Bembo’s doings with men might be gleaned from his Motti, his Carmina, 

and perhaps from passages in Gli Asolani, but this goes beyond the scope of the present essay.  
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asserting that they were like the sun from which temporal rulers, like the moon, derived their 

lesser power. Pope Boniface VIII issued papal bulls, Clericos laicos (1296) and Unam sanctam 

(1302), that claimed and reclaimed power and money for the Church.20  

 

Kings for their part, and emperors, were asserting their rights to revenues that the Church 

had been taking. The Monarchia met with hostility. Subjected to harsh refutations by a 

Dominican friar, Guido Vernani, it was publicly burned by Cardinal Bertrand du Pouget in 1329. 

Manuscripts that contained the treatise often did not give the name of the author, or added a 

disclaimer, “Dante Aldigeri [sic], a Christian of Florence.” The problem was that Dante’s 

                                                           
20 My impression of Dante’s nemesis has been influenced by frequent visits to the gilded 

Pharaoh-like statue of Boniface, 1301, by Manno Bandini da Siena in the Museo Civico 

Medievale in Bologna. 
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political ideas were not confined to this one Latin treatise or to his Latin letters, but blossomed in 

all three cantiche of his Divine Comedy. 

Inferno, Purgatorio and Paradiso illustrate Dante’s theories in beautiful verse. Rarely 

content to use only a broad brush to paint clerical abuse (an exception being Brunetto Latini’s 

claim that among those punished for sodomy ‘all were clerics and great men of letters,’ Inf. 

15.106-8), Dante positively identifies specific cardinals and popes who are or who will be in 

Hell. He reiterates his objections to power-grabbing, as exemplified by the Donation of 

Constantine, which he seemed to believe a hoax (Inf. 19.115-7; Mon. 3.12-3). The poet likewise 

points the finger at Philip IV of France for encroaching on Church powers (Purg. 20.91-3). He 

allows Marco the Lombard to wax eloquent about how much better off Rome was when there 

were two suns: one which showed the road to God, one the road to the world (Purg. 16.106-8). 

Dante’s Marco sums up the problem succinctly and unambiguously: 

Dì oggimai che la Chiesa di Roma,  

per confondere in sè due reggimenti,  

cade nel fango e sè brutta e la soma. 

 

(...Say that at present the Church of Rome, for having fused together within itself two 

regiments, falls into the mud and dirties itself and its burden. (Purg. 16.127-9). 

 

So much of Paradise treats the corruption of the clergy at all levels, and the need for a strong 

emperor, that I will leave it to others more skilled to explicate these passages.  

Writing just a few years after Dante’s death, Jacopo della Lana makes it unmistakable 

that he grasped the dangers inherent in the poet’s message: he ends his extensive commentary of 

the whole Comedy with a frantic disclaimer:  

 

La sopradetta esposizione, chiose overo postile hoe scritto secondo che a me minimo 

intendente pare che fosse lo intelletto dello autore; e però ogni esemplo, argomento, 

opinione, conclusione, allegorìa, sentenzia o vero alcuno ditto, che in esso hoe scritto, 

inteso od assegnato, s’ello si conforma ed assimiglia al senso e al tenere della santa 
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madre Ecclesia Cattolica Romana affermo, approvo ed hoe per bene detto; se deviasse, 

discrepasse, overo contradicesse, al predetto senso e tenere della santa Chiesa, sì ho per 

vano e non per bene detto, e però lo casso e vacuo e tegno per da nessuno valore, si come 

Cristiano puro, fedele e verace che: – Credo in una santa Trinitade, – Padre, Figliuolo e 

Paraclito santo – Coeterni in una personalitade  

 

(The above expressed exposition, glosses or notes I wrote according to what seems to me, 

with a minimal understanding, the meaning of the author, and thus every example, 

argument, opinion, conclusion, allegory, declaration or any saying, which I wrote in this, 

or intended or granted, if it conforms and is similar to the intent and tenor of the holy 

mother Roman Catholic Church, I approve and I have spoken well; if it deviates, 

diverges, or contradicts the aforementioned intent and tenor of the holy Church, then I 

have spoken to no avail and badly, and thus, I quash it and vacate it and hold it of no 

worth, as a pure Christian, faithful and truthful, because: – I believe in a Holy Trinity, – 

Father, Son and Holy Spirit – co-eternal in one person)21 

 

This is a satire in itself. A kind of legal talisman.  

 

 

Why would any of this be an issue for Pietro Bembo, writing in 1525? The preceding 

decade had seen critiques on the Church that had met with great publishing success, perhaps 

none more than In Praise of Folly written by Erasmus in Latin (Moriae Encomium), illustrated 

by Hans Holbein and translated into several languages. Pope Leo X is reported to have found the 

pamphlet amusing, but Leo passed away in 1521, and after a brief interval a second Medici 

became Pope: Cardinal Giulio de’ Medici, to whom each book of the Prose was dedicated, 

became Pope Clement VII. At this point, the Medici family controlled much of central Italy, 

having usurped territories outside of Tuscany: they had installed their own Lorenzo as Duke of 

Urbino. Leo X had displayed quite an appetite for money, and Martin Luther had responded by 

opposing the sale of indulgences; his refusal to retract half of his 95 theses had resulted in his 

excommunication. Henry VIII and Thomas More had written a polemic against Lutheran ideas 

and in defense of the papacy; their relationship to each other and to the Church was about to 

                                                           
21 Jacopo della Lana, Comedia di Dante degli Allagherii (c. 1328; 1866), p. 515 
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change drastically. Francis I of France was captured by the forces of the Holy Roman Emperor 

Charles V. Suleiman II was successfully expanding the Ottoman Empire toward the Italian 

peninsula. Although the full extent of the protestant revolt could not have been clear in 1525, 

Bembo had to know that the first quarter of the sixteenth century was not a good time to 

emphasize the separation of church and state. Nor was it a time when Dante’s moral strictures on 

adultery, sodomy, treachery and so on were welcome to the reading classes. Thus, in answer to 

the last question, Yes, indeed there were motivations beyond the linguistic sphere that might 

induce Bembo to denounce Dante’s text.  

 

Conclusion  

 After Raffaello’s painting of Pietro Bembo as a precocious youth already sporting a red  

cape and hat, 

                                       

and the Bellini portrait of him as an intense upright Venetian – and before Titian’s two 

portrayals: the austere but kindly Cardinal Bembo looking quite papal, and lastly, the illustrious 

elder fading into his rich clothing, looking otherworldly with his transcendent beard –  
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there exists a miniature by Lucas Cranach the Younger showing Bembo in his black Knights of 

Malta uniform (or costume?).22  

 

This glimpse of a Machiavellian Bembo in his prime may help us see his position against Dante 

as part of a program to promote himself. It makes more sense that Bembo was jealous of Dante 

than that he truly got upset about whether Dante used verb forms like “Gire e Gìa e Gìo e Girei e 

Gito” in prose when they should only be allowed in verse (Prose 3.50). And what poets does 

Bembo acclaim? He praises Pontano and Sanazzaro (Sarca, 579-604), he does not praise Pulci, 

Boiardo, Poliziano, Ariosto, or Folengo. He praises Petrarch, but more reflexively than 

reflectively. And, given his own poetic output using coded language in place of Petrarchan 

terminology, Bembo could perhaps be said to have satirized Petrarch more slyly than he 

broadsided Dante.  

                                                           
22 Lucas Cranach miniature of Bembo c. 1536, held in a private collection in Washington D.C. 
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We have a good grasp of what Dante, the “whistleblower of his generation” found to 

criticize in the world around him.23 What did Bembo decry? Although it is clear that as an editor 

working for the renowned Aldus Manutius, Bembo would have felt the necessity for establishing 

printing standards, it is not clear why these standards would come to be missiles fired at Dante. 

Going forward, scholars might consider personal motives when evaluating Pietro Bembo’s 

invective, as well as pecuniary motives given that the Medici held the purse strings and the 

papacy. I would like to encourage colleagues to look closely at Bembo’s masterful manipulation 

of coded language, one of the arts that attained perfection in the Italian Renaissance. I will stop 

here, lest I be carried into rapture like the fictitious Pietro Bembo after his long discourse on 

platonic love in Baldassare Castiglione’s The Book of the Courtier (4.71), a performance which 

was perhaps both honor and penance for our willful linguist.  

 

Chapel Hill, North Carolina 

January 2017  

                                                           
23 See Introduction to Dante Satiro, edited by Fabian Alfie and Nicolino Applauso, forthcoming. 
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