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In the small English town where I grew up stood a shop whose unrecon-
structed Victorian storefront boasted the availahiliey within of “Miscellansous
Aricles, Plain and Fancy.” [ often recall the phrase when confronted with a volume
of collecred scholarly essays, since it is so rare to find one thar is at once genuinely
coherent in theme and consistenty reflective of the highest possible standaeds of
thinking and writing, This new collection is, however, the rare and happy excep-
ton: 1ts publication is a notable and most welcome event in Tralian seudies.

Teodolinda Barolini has been widely recognized for nearly chree decades as
one of the most eloquent, innovative, and incellecrually courageous scholars work-
ing on medieval and early modern Iralian literature in Morth America, and part of
the pleasure of reading this book, which gathers sixteen arvicles published berween
1983 and 2005, lies in secing just how well her work has stood up to the dulling
effect of dme. (Fourreen of the pieces are reprinted with, ar most, occasional
bibliographical updating in the footnotes; the last two are more significandy
revised, and inclede important new work that shows Barolini developing her
longstanding interest in gender.) Turning these pages, the reader encouncers, one
after anocher, aricles that changed the conwurs of Norch American scholarly
thinking abour Dante, Petrarch, and Boccaccio in the 19805 and 1990s, the period
when Barolini was also producing rwo major baoks, Danee'’s Poess: Tectualicy and
Truth in the "Comedy” (1984) and The Undivine “Comedy s Detheologizing Dante
(19920 all of them snill a5 fresh, as challenging, and as worthy of attention as the
day they were published. If nothing else, the ready availabilicy of these essays in a

single volume will be a blessing to scholars, whe will no longer have wo burrow
through yellowing stacks of periodicals in search of marerial that will continue o
demand o be read.

But there is, of course, more to it than that. Mere convenience of access —
though not w0 be disdained — could never suffice 1o make this book the indis-
pensable resource it is surely destined to be. Whar makes the difference is the skill
with which Barolini has grasped the opportunity to incorporate arsicles of differing
dares and with varied presccuparions into a framing narrative, defined boch by the
grouping of the arrcles chemselves and by her characreristically frank and spirited
introduction. The first section, “A Philosophy of Desire,” brings together picces
connecting Dante to what the title of one of them calls his “lyric past™ — the work
of the scuola siciliana, Guinizzelli, Guittone d’Arezzo, and Cavalcand — with a
subtle and original reading of the theology of Infers as founded on a “theory of
human desire” {121). Section 2, “Christian and Pagan Intertexts,” offers a richly
demailed ser of readings of the texrual relatonships berween the Commedia
and some of i most crucially formative predecessors: Virgil's Aemesd, Onwid’s
Metamorphieses, and the Christian “visionary rradition” from the Bible ro the
visions of Thurkill and Tundal. The amicles under the rubric “Ordering the
Macratexe: Time and Narrative” collectively trace the complex series of processes
by which auchors, scribes, and modeen editors collabarate — wittingly or other-
wise — 1o produce what we think of as textual unities made up of individual
arcifacts more or less loosely woven into narratives: the Vite muovg, the Rerum
vrelgarium frapmenta, the Decameron, and Dante’s Rime (Barolini's new edition of
which will be more eagerddy anticipated than ever after this book's appearance).
Finally, four articies i.acnnicajj].' labeisd “Cender” provide l_ﬂ:._"n;.]_];:_: the most s5mu-
lating and theoretically savvy pages in the book, a5 Baralini trains her sharp eye for
“seaual poetics™ — and sexual politics — first on some canonical male-peadered
masterpieces (che Decameron, fnferne 3, the lyrics of Dante and Guittone) and then
on the whole (putatively female) body of medieval Tralian lirerature.

Those who already know Teodalinda Barolini's work will find ic every bit as
exciting as they remember; those who do not should wait no longer o make its
acquainiance. T'o anyone with even rhe faintest ingerest in the Ialian vernacular
literature of the Middle Ages, this volume will be selfrecommending.
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