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 WRITING, DESIRE, DIALECTIC IN PETRARCH'S
 RIME 23

 BY JOHN BRENKMAN

 As speech is the index of the soul, the soul governs speech. The
 one depends upon the other: the former lies hidden in our breast, the
 latter goes outside; the soul prepares speech to go outwards and moulds
 it as it wants it to be, and speech, coming forth, manifests what the
 soul is . . . While it is true that once one has provided for the soul
 speech will never be neglected, speech cannot, on the other hand, be
 dignified if the soul is lacking in majesty . . . If first our desires do
 not find accord among themselves, which only the wise man can achieve,
 it is inevitable that in this contradiction of feelings our inner character
 and our words will also be in contradiction. But a well disposed mind
 is always calm and tranquil like a serene and immobile sky: it knows
 what it wants and what it has once wanted it continues to want . . .
 And even if eloquence were not necessary for us, and if our mind,
 virtuous from its own strengths and unfolding in silence, had no need
 of words, we would yet have to work for the good of those with whom
 we live, and no one can doubt that our conversations with them can
 be of great use to their souls.'

 Thus wrote Petrarch in a letter to Tommaso da Messina on the study of
 eloquence. The passage sets forth a number of propositions concerning the
 formation, value, and efficacy of spoken discourse. I arrange them as follows:

 1. The speaker is the simple subject of the spoken discourse, which in
 turn reveals the soul that produced it.

 2. The soul, therefore, determines the order and value of the discourse.
 If the soul is disordered, because of the internal discord of its desires, the dis-
 course it produces will likewise be misshapen. This does not mean, however,
 that the disordered discourse will adequately reflect the contours of the soul's
 disorder. Petrarch says instead that contradictory desires will produce a con-
 tradiction between the speaker's inner character and the words of the spoken
 discourse. What is threatened, therefore, is the very intelligibility of discourse.

 3. Petrarch posits an ideal condition of the mind's harmony and self-suf-
 ficiency in which-"virtuous from its own strengths and unfolding in silence"-
 it does not need speech. It is here that Petrarch insists on the ethico-social re-
 sponsibility of the wise man, who must take up speech even though he does
 not need it and engage in conversation with others. Implicit here is the proposi-
 tion that the superiority of the speaker is what makes the discourse efficacious
 for others.2

 Can this system of propositions be maintained if we move from oratory
 to poetry? How do these propositions-and especially the problem of the
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 PETRARCH'S RIME 23 13

 shape and readability of the discourse produced by a mind whose relation to
 wisdom has been made radically eccentric by desire--stand in relation to
 Petrarch's literary vocation, and to his literary practice?

 Arnaud Tripet has confronted this order of questions through an analysis
 of how "the phenomena of the work take a meaning by appearing as conse-
 quences of the properly Petrarchan use of writing." Tripet defines this Pe-
 trarchan use of writing in a commentary on the letter quoted above. He argues
 that "the moral benefits brought by the exercise of eloquence are the very
 ones that the Petrarchan soul must desire so ardently: inner unity, order,
 stability, will, consistency, and so on. In this profession of literary faith,
 Petrarch indicates . . . the total use he intends to make of writing, since he
 sees in it the specific remedy of the evils and difficulties which are only too
 evidently his own."3

 Tripet refuses to judge whether Petrarch's literary practice succeeds or
 fails in attaining his ideal of eloquence. However, because he views the poetry
 as the consequence of Petrarch's commitment to this ideal, its juridical force
 continues to shape his own interpretation. In order to make the Canzoniere
 conform to this procedure, he accentuates two of its aspects. In both instances
 it is as though the poems suppress and surpass those desires, directed to Laura,
 that undermine Petrarch's attainment of wisdom. The first is the theme of
 moral self-criticism: "The poems in the Italian collection condemn in many
 places the errors, illusions, and the amorous madness which the Canzoniere
 precisely manifests. This internal disavowal . . puts into question, at the
 very threshold of the monument, its principal inspiration and . . . places the
 Canzoniere in the category of works that are constituted by contesting them-
 selves" (pp. 186-187). Secondly, Petrarch sees in Laura the perfection he lacks
 and so, through his devotion to her, "intends to accede to this world of per-
 fection, dialectically conceived in his mind as a reality opposite from the
 world which is offered to him hic et nunc" (p. 187).

 A series of questions about Tripet's argument will serve as an introduction
 to my analysis of Rime 23:

 Will an analysis of Petrarchan writing support the thesis that Petrarch's
 ideal of eloquence at once prompts, directs, and organizes the texts produced?

 Is the self-criticizing nature of the Canzoniere controlled by the system
 of thought, theological and ethical, that Petrarch elsewhere shares and per-
 petuates?

 Can Petrarch's representation of Laura as an ideal figure be separated
 from the figure of Laura as the object of a desire that is condemned and
 disavowed?

 Rime 23, the canzone delle metamorfosi, holds a privileged position in
 any discussion of these questions. The poem not only narrates the course of
 Petrarch's desire, but also locates within that history the precise moments
 at which he turned to singing and writing as specifically literary activities.

 In the opening stanza, Petrarch lays out the plan of the poem and de-
 scribes his life as divided in two at the moment in which he fell in love with
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 14 JOHN BRENKMAN

 Laura. At first he will sing of the dolce tempo before his fierce desire was
 awakened, "perch6 cantando il duol si disacerba." It is as though he wanted
 to internalize the public, rhetorical relation set forth in the letter on eloquence
 between speaker, speech, and audience, giving it the circuitous shape of self-
 affection. He will "disembitter" desire by affecting himself with a language
 that belongs to the time before desire.

 This attempt to be affected by the memory of another time is immediately
 caught up in a movement that annuls it. First of all, this beginning sets in
 motion the narrative's movement through Petrarch's history to the moment
 at which the dolce tempo was destroyed. His singing of that time ends thus:
 "Lasso, che son? che fui?" (30). He cannot say what he is or what he was,
 precisely because the continuity between then and now has been broken by
 the event that so radically changed him: falling in love with Laura. Even the
 language of his song is controlled and undermined by an alien grammar; the
 "sweet time" appears there only as the negative of the present, unable to be
 represented except through the experience it was designed to reduce:

 e d'intorno al mio cor pensier' gelati
 fatto avean quasi adamantino smalto
 ch' allentar non lassava il duro affetto;

 lagrima ancor non mi bagnava il petto,
 n6 rompea il sonno, e quel che in me non era
 mi pareva un miracolo in altrui.
 Lasso, che son? che fui?

 Secondly, singing itself, taken up here as a strategy to soothe his sorrow,
 began in the moment of Petrarch's deepest grief. This birth of song is repre-
 sented, with allusions to Phaethon and Cygnus, as Petrarch's metamorphosis
 into a swan lamenting the death of hope. The narrative comes to inscribe not
 only this moment but also the effect, on the speaker, of singing of it: "Qual
 fu a sentir? ch6 '1 ricordar mi coce."

 What we face here is not simply one memory coming to supplant an-
 other. There is more at stake in the difference between "perch6 cantando il
 duol si disacerba" and "Qual fu a sentir? ch6 '1 ricordar mi coce." The very
 shape of self-affection has changed. The second of these lines is a dramatic
 interjection that breaks into the narrative rhythm; it indicates a degree of
 surprise and recognizes the distance that has opened between the speaker's
 will and his speech. He no longer seeks in language its availability to him as
 instrument and remedy. That enterprise itself was stillborn: the time before
 desire is at once instituted and annulled by the movement of the discourse
 which the speaker initiated in order to make that past affect him in the present
 against the present. Appearing only as re-presentation and representable only
 under the aspect of the negative, the dolce tempo is but another facet of
 Petrarch's desire.

 The Petrarchan speaker, then, finds himself, from the beginning, barred
 from the place he wants to occupy as a speaker. Moreover, his distance from
 that place increases even as he tries, through writing, to decrease it. Writing,
 therefore, is not merely at the service of a rhetorical and ethical ideal of

This content downloaded from 146.96.33.53 on Tue, 17 Sep 2019 16:06:13 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



 PETRARCH'S RIME 23 15

 speech; but it also seems to be in active opposition to that speech, to be
 governed by another logic.

 Petrarch refers to writing and singing, as specifically literary activities, in
 his narration of the moment in which the recourse to writing became neces-
 sary and in the envoy's reflection on the present song. Let us locate these
 references. The poem's narrative is organized as six metamorphoses divided
 into two cycles of three; for each there is an Ovidian source, and each metam-
 orphosis is given at the end of a stanza. It is at the end of these cycles, in the
 fifth stanza and the envoy, that the references to writing and the poem occur.

 The first cycle. When he fell in love with Laura he was turned into a
 laurel (Stanza 2, Daphne). Then, as he lamented the death of his hope to
 win her, he was turned into the swan that made gli amorosi guai resound (3,
 Phaethon and Cygnus). And he became a stone, frightened and speechless,
 when he broke Laura's commandment not to speak of his love for her (4,
 Battus).

 Unable to speak and absent from her, he had to turn to writing:

 Morte mi s'era intorno al cor avolta,
 n6 tacendo potea di sua man trarlo
 o dar soccorso a le vertuti afflitte;
 le vive voci m'erano interditte;
 ond 'io gridai con carta e con incostro:
 "Non son mio, no; s' io moro, il danno e vostro." (95-100)

 The second cycle. Weeping because he could not find her, he became a
 fountain (6, Byblis). Laura then allowed him to come before her to repent,
 but instead he repeated his prayer for her love and his voice was separated
 from his body "chiamando morte, e lei sola per nome" (7, Echo). Finally,
 he was turned into a stag for looking at her while she stood naked bathing
 in a fountain; "ed ancor de' miei can fuggo lo stormo" (8, Acteon).

 The last metamorphosis brings the narrative up to the present in which
 the poet speaks. It is followed by an envoy that is addressed to the poem and,
 far from sending it to anyone, reflects on the relation established between
 Petrarch and Laura by its language. Once again he finds himself absent
 from her:

 Canzon, i' non fu' mai quel nuvol d'oro
 che poi discese in preziosa pioggia,
 si che '1 foco di Giove in parte spense;
 ma fui ben fiamma ch'un bel guardo accense
 e fui l'uccel che piid per l'aere poggia,
 alzando lei che ne' miei detti onoro; (161-166)

 What does it mean that writing and singing emerge when Petrarch cannot
 speak to Laura? How do they belong to the pattern of the cycles of metamor-
 phosis?

 To deal with these questions it is necessary to resolve an apparent contra-
 diction in respect to the metamorphoses. Their arrangement suggests that they
 simply succeed one another, so that Petrarch was changed from a laurel into
 a swan, and so on, until he became the stag who still flees his own dogs. On
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 16 JOHN BRENKMAN

 the other hand, in the envoy, reiterating a dominant theme of the Rime,
 Petrarch says that he is now the laurel. Nor can it be said that the other
 metamorphoses take place between two transformations into a laurel, for in
 the last lines of the poem Petrarch says that he has never been anything but
 the laurel: "ne per nova figura il primo alloro/seppi lassar." All these other
 transformations, therefore, take place within the laurel. There is a simultaneous
 play of continuity and discontinuity in which the permanence of the laurel,
 which is nothing other than the permanence of Petrarch's desire for Laura,
 is absolute. Desire is continuous across the violent discontinuity of each
 metamorphosis.

 A similar opposition of continuity/ discontinuity is found within the figure
 of Laura. There is the continuity of her constancy, and the discontinuity of
 her alternating presence/ absence before Petrarch.

 A central question, therefore, will be to analyze the connections between
 the four terms of these oppositions: Laura's constancy, the metamorphoses,
 the alternation of Laura's presence/ absence, the permanence of Petrarch's
 desire.

 In his attempt to justify his love for Laura, as in the third book of the
 Secretum, Petrarch wants to assert that Laura's constancy leads him to con-
 stancy. The Secretum submits this justification to the kind of self-criticism
 that Tripet finds in the Rime; thus, Augustine tells Francesco that in fact his
 love is undermined by desire and so leads him to forget himself and God.
 Behind this criticism is the difference between Laura's constancy and Petrarch's:
 hers is beyond desire, his is the permanence of desire. But the theological
 critique itself cannot admit this permanence, maintaining instead that Petrarch
 could free himself from desire but does not. Any attempt to apply a theolo-
 gical model to the Canzoniere-that is, to give it a structure in which a critical
 and ethically superior position is lodged within a theological perspective-
 will tend, therefore, to reduce the originality of Petrarchan desire. Accompany-
 ing this reduction will be the tendency to obscure the movement of the Pet-
 rarchan text. To organize his interpretation of the oppositions inherent in the
 cycles of metamorphosis, Robert Durling, for example, uses Augustinian cate-
 gories of temporality to show how Petrarch lets himself be trapped within a
 certain dialectic of fixity and flux by fixing his gaze on Laura, turning her
 into an idol, and thus depriving himself of the stability provided by the eternal
 presence of God:

 It is because his love is turned outward, towards the external world,
 that the lover is subject to abrupt changes. Petrarch is adapting the
 Augustinian conception of the ontological instability of natural, or
 carnal, man. Unless sustained by God's hand over the waters of the
 flood, man flows into multiplicity. Man's life in time is, according to
 Augustine, essentially an extension, a distension, as opposed to the
 eternal in-tension that is God. Succession and time are by definition
 the mark of man's imperfection. Thus the theme of metamorphosis in
 the Canzoniere is also that of natural time not upheld, not gathered
 and stabilized by eternity.4
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 PETRARCH'S RIME 23 17

 Now, if we take this as a description of a structural principle of the Rime,
 thematic or otherwise, we assume the presence of a voice of authority outside
 desire. But as we have already seen, Petrarch's writing begins when that locus
 is lacking; his writing and his desire mark that lack. The force of these pro-
 positions can be grasped if the movement of Petrarch's desire is analyzed, not
 as the fallen temporality of succession and multiplicity, but in terms of the
 oppositions that sustain it.

 Desire is continuity insofar as it is permanent across the discontinuity of
 Laura's presence/ absence.

 Desire is discontinuity insofar as it submits Petrarch to repeated metamor-
 phosis and is opposed to the continuity of Laura's constancy, which is what
 effects each metamorphosis.

 It is the movement of this double opposition that produces the cycles of
 metamorphosis. When Petrarch is in Laura's presence, desire leads him to-
 ward speaking to her. But in approaching her he ultimately, and inevitably,
 encounters the voice or presence of the interdict against his desire and against
 his speaking. This is the force of Laura's constancy, and at that moment she
 is unanswerable. Petrarch falls silent, losing his access to speech because of
 her inaccessibility, and she becomes absent from him. In this turning, which
 is the turning of metamorphosis, writing or singing emerges as the only lan-
 guage of Petrarch's desire, until he is in her presence again.

 The force of the interdiction against it does not make desire disappear.
 Desire, turned from its object and deprived of speech, brings forth writing
 and singing; and these are transgressions on another plane. To discern the
 shape of this transgression let us return to the fifth stanza and the envoy.

 The recourse to writing took place when Petrarch could no longer speak
 to Laura because he had spoken what was forbidden.

 le vive voci m'erano interditte;
 ond'io gridai con carta e con incostro:
 "non son mio, no; s'io moro, il danno e vostro." (984-100)

 Writing at once transgresses the silence and replaces speech. The significance
 of the metamorphosis from le vive voci to writing is determined by the econ-
 omy of this transgression-substitution. Petrarch must address his words to
 where Laura is not, in order to declare that in this moment that is like death
 he does not possess himself. His script is written by an alien hand and ad-
 dressed to the place of a lack.

 The envoy delineates the movement of an imaginary capture. Petrarch ar-
 rives at the affirmation "I was the bird that climbs highest through the air,
 raising her whom in my words I honor," by a series of displacements, from
 the literal to the metaphorical, that betrays the infinite suspension of his
 desire. He alludes three times to the self-transformations by which Jove
 gained various objects of his desire-Danae, Aegina, Ganymede. In each
 case-shower, flame, eagle-the reference to Jove is literal. But Petrarch
 can move from "I was not the golden shower" to "I was the flame, the eagle"
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 18 JOHN BRENKMAN

 only by shifting the references to himself into a metaphorical register, so
 that "flame" and "eagle" come to stand for Petrarch in his desire and Petrarch
 as poet. Displaced to an altogether different level of activity, his affirmation
 reveals that to capture Laura in poetry is not to capture her, to honor her
 in poetry is not to honor her. Desire always reasserts itself in this transgres-
 sion which is a substitute for the interdicted action.

 The irreducibility of Petrarchan desire, and of its effects in his literary
 practice, lies in the absolute ambivalence embodied in the figure of Laura.
 She is at once the voice of the interdict and the object of the interdict. She
 cannot, therefore, be regarded simply as an idol who distracts Petrarch from
 God. The ethico-theological warning, "Do not love her," is always already
 spoken by Laura, and its force is felt in every metamorphosis. Nor must we
 choose between Beatrice and Medusa to describe her function in the Can-
 zoniere.5 What separates her from Beatrice--that she is the object of the
 interdict--does not make her a Medusa. The episode that seems to relate
 Laura and Beatrice, in the seventh stanza, clearly differentiates Petrarch's
 experience from Dante's, and makes it impossible to read Petrarch, even nega-
 tively, in terms of a Dantean model. When Laura allows Petrarch to repent,
 to come before her as the voice of the interdict, it is because she sees "gir
 di pari la pena col peccato." This line echoes a crucial moment in the Pur-
 gatorio, where Beatrice rebukes Dante:

 onde la mia risposta e con pih cura
 che m' intenda colui che di la piagne,
 perch' sia colpa e duol d'una misura (XXX, 106-109)

 The difference between these two moments cannot be bridged. Petrarch's suf-
 fering is indeed equal to his sin, but he suffers not because he recognizes the
 sin, but because he desires. When Laura allows him to speak he can only
 repeat his desire for her; "ripregando," he approaches her as the object, not
 the voice, of the interdict.

 UNIVERSITY OF IOWA
 IOWA CITY

 NOTES

 1Rerum Familiarum 1.9, in Francesco Petrarca, Opere, ed. Giovanni Ponte (Milan:
 U. Mursia, 1968), pp. 616-618. Eugenio Garin refers to this letter in establishing Pe-
 trarch's place at the forefront of humanism. Here is his commentary: "In one of his
 letters, Petrarch tried to show the way in which eloquence or literary discipline and
 philosophy or care of souls were related. Speech - sermo - is a form of expression
 which exhibits its own measure as well as that of the soul of which it is an expression.
 . . At the same time, as we communicate with other people by speech, our own in-
 wardness gains measure and concrete sense. . . . There is an insoluble connection
 between the interior and the exterior, between mind and speech. There is no point in
 praising the solitary form of speech, or monologue, which man conducts with himself.
 If we wish to be human, we must communicate with other men." Italian Humanism:
 Philosophy and Civic Life in the Renaissance, trans. Peter Munz (New York: Harper and
 Row, 1965), p. 19.
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 2For a detailed commentary on Petrarch's writings on eloquence, see Jerrold E.
 Seigel, "Ideals of Eloquence and Silence in Petrarch," Journals of the History of Ideas,
 26:2 (1965), pp. 147-174. Seigel isolates an ambivalence in Petrarch's thought gener-
 ated by two "contradictory" principles: (1) "knowledge of highest things is regarded
 as contrasting with the pursuit of eloquence"; (2) "such knowledge is said to aid in the
 production of eloquent speech." Thus, as Seigel illustrates, Petrarch's Augustinian cri-
 tique of rhetoric can have two results: (1) a valorization of veritas in silentio; (2) a moral
 distinction between good and bad rhetoric. However, these two positions are not neces-
 sarily in contradiction, for what is constant, in the hierarchization of silence and speech
 and in the evaluation of different discourses, is the firm reference to the soul's relation
 to truth. Thus, within Petrarch's meditation on eloquence the actual tension implies the
 more distant choice between monastic ascesis and the active life.

 3Arnaud Tripet, Petrarque, ou la connaissance de soi (Geneva: Droz, 1967), p. 184.

 4Robert M. Durling, The Figure of the Poet in Renaissance Epic (Cambridge, Mass.:
 Harvard University Press, 1965), pp. 85-86.

 5Cf. Kenelm Foster, O. P., "Beatrice or Medusa: the Penitential Element in Petrarch's
 'Canzoniere' " in Italian Studies Presented to E. R. Vincent (Cambridge: Heffer, 1962),
 pp. 41-56.

This content downloaded from 146.96.33.53 on Tue, 17 Sep 2019 16:06:13 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms


	Contents
	p. 12
	p. 13
	p. 14
	p. 15
	p. 16
	p. 17
	p. 18
	p. 19

	Issue Table of Contents
	Pacific Coast Philology, Vol. 9 (Apr., 1974) pp. 1-78
	Front Matter [pp. 1-2]
	Editor's Foreword [pp. 3]
	Fiction and Figures of Life in "Omensetter's Luck" [pp. 5-11]
	Writing, Desire, Dialectic in Petrarch's "Rime 23" [pp. 12-19]
	On Teaching Coleridge [pp. 20-24]
	Stopfkuchen: Raabe's Idyllic Sloth [pp. 25-30]
	Opacity and Rule Loss: A Case from English [pp. 31-36]
	Aeneas at Aineia and Vergil's "Aeneid" [pp. 37-47]
	Comedy in Shakespeare's Yorkist Tetralogy [pp. 48-55]
	Yuan Chen's "Hui Chen Chi": A Re-Evaluation [pp. 56-61]
	The Decline and Fall of Little Nell: Some Evidence from the Manuscripts [pp. 62-72]
	A Pattern of Argument in Lucretius [pp. 73-78]



