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In literature, the usual course of the othering process of a female character is for
her image, as the subject of a male gaze, to become dissected and objectified so much
that she is nothing more than a detached body. Traditionally, if the subject is found to be
“lacking” in some aspect, or if she cannot be dissected, then the gazer may undergo
distress. In the Vita Nuova and the Commedia, Dante Alighieri takes on the role of gazer,
and Beatrice Portinari becomes his subject. By classifying Beatrice as a divine being
both while she is alive and after her death, Dante creates tension in his own
understanding of himself and the status of his salvation. This thesis follows the
development of Dante’s gaze through both works in order to show how the focus of his

gaze moves from an earthly to a heavenly subject, and how Beatrice’s image, as the

subject, consequently parallels this development.
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CHAPTER |

INTRODUCTION

[A young man and a friend walk into a large house filled
with partygoers.]

Friend: [Smoothly] “Let us attend the ladies.”

[As the young man reluctantly follows his friend into a room
filled with female attendees, the sound of an intensely
beating heart soon overtakes all the other noise from the
party. The man begins to sweat and appears to be close to
fainting. He begins to grope the walls and use them for
support. As he fumbles near a large painting, we get a
close up on his eyes. Immediately following the close up,
the camera finds the object of his gaze: a young woman
standing across the room. The camera cuts back and forth
between the young man’s eyes and the view of the lady; the
sound of the heartbeat continues with muffled party noises
in the background. The young woman is talking with friends,
and appears to be completely oblivious to the young man’s
invasive gaze. After a few minutes of these exchanging
camera shots, other women in the room are shown to be
staring at the young man, followed by their laughter and
mocking. His friend, who has been mingling with the ladies
notices the spectacle, grabs his friend by the arm, and
leads him to the safety of the foyer. Sound returns to
normal, and the young man is knocked out of his trance-like
state.]

Friend: “What’s wrong with you?”

Young Man: “I’'m in love.”

This script reads like the lines of a modern teen movie—at times romantic, at
others, comical. However, it is actually the story of Dante Alighieri and “his Beatrice,”

as recollected in Vita Nuova, written between 1292-94. One could argue that, had Dante



been writing in modern times, his text would have become the archetypal script for the
modern romantic movie. Some readers may find more connections between Dante’s
obsessed/crazed lover and a horror film in which a Nosferatu-esque stalker slowly closes
in on his prey. Or, as the “Lord of Love” forces a naked Beatrice to eat Dante’s fiery
heart in chapter three, other readers may envision a sci-fi/fantasy epic. No matter which
cinematic genre the reader recalls, the point is that Dante’s medieval text resembles
various contemporary works because of his concentration on the gaze and the female
subject’s alterity.

The male gaze upon a female subject was a common literary convention long
before film developed as a medium. In most classic examples, the female subject
represents the male viewer’s “other.” The male’s objective gaze verifies his own
existence as a human being while simultaneously raising questions about his
identification as a male. The gaze of a male literary figure may be used to dissect and
objectify the female subject’s body, therefore creating a violent situation. Similarly,
violation occurs when one subject (the male in this case) attempts to define the other in
such a way that he/she may become the “same.” The gazer’s hospitality or acceptance
may only be reserved for subjects that can be labeled and identified as “similar,” thus
removing the threat of otherness.

Problems may arise if the “other” cannot conform to the gazer’s desired image.
Not only is hospitality and acceptance withheld from the subject of the gaze, but also the
gazer himself may be affected by his own inability to comprehend his subject. Lacan

looks at the relation of the gaze and otherness:



The gaze is crucial to Lacan’s explanation of subjectivity and the function
therein of the Other because the subject is shored up by the Other’s gaze.
In other words, the subject will sacrifice her or his desire in order to be
seen by the Other, so that she or he may construe her or his self as whole,
as ontologically coherent. Put simply: if I am seen by the Other [. . .] and
if the Other reflects an image of me that is whole, unproblematic, and
beyond question, then I must be more than a self-induced illusion, more
than a figment of my own imagination. But, of course, for the Other to
confer wholeness on the subject in this way, the Other in itself must lack
nothing [. . . ]. (Gaunt, 81-82)
However, for Lacan, this feeling of wholeness is illusive because the gazer is always
looking for a wholeness outside of himself, always leaving an absence within himself.
Therefore, he will be traumatized whenever he realizes that the Other will not make him
whole; such would be Lacan’s explanation of the symptoms of lovesickness (82). In
Dante’s Vita Nuova, the relation to the object of the gaze becomes complicated when the
narrator experiences severe physical pain and suffering after each of his viewings of
Beatrice. Modern interpretation might lead a reader to brush these instances off as the
unexplainable signs of “lovesickness.” This paper will attempt to show that the bodily
suffering that Dante’s character experiences throughout Vita Nuova is a manifestation of
his anxiety in dealing with this indefinable threat of the “other.”

Though film’s use of the gaze came much later than literary use in chronological
terms, it is worth considering how this traditional literary trope is employed, in a similar
manner, within modern popular culture. Laura Mulvey is known for her psychoanalytical
approach to cinema’s role as visual pleasure. Mulvey’s discussion concentrates on the

gaze of a male (subject) upon a female (object). She states, “The determining male gaze

projects its phantasy on to the female form which is styled accordingly. In their



traditional exhibitionist role women are simultaneously looked at and displayed, with
their appearance coded for strong visual and erotic impact so that they can be said to
connotate to-be-looked-at-ness” (11). What Mulvey acknowledges is that, though film is
a modern medium, the traditional use of the gaze has found its place within it. This
conclusion does not set Mulvey’s research apart from the film criticism that came before,
or followed after. However, what Mulvey concludes later on in her discussion does set
her apart from other critics, as well as connect her to this study of Dante’s dual use of the
gaze.
Mulvey appears to have been one of the first film critics to acknowledge that the
traditional set up of the female as object of other characters’ gazes, as well as the
audience’s gaze, can be problematic for those involved in the act of gazing. She suggests
that,
[. . .] in psychoanalytic terms, the female figure poses a deeper problem.
She also connotes something that the look continually circles around but
disavows: her lack of a penis, implying a threat of castration and hence
unpleasure. Ultimately the meaning of woman is sexual difference, the
absence of the penis as visually ascertainable, the material evidence on
which is based the castration complex essential for the organisation [sic]
of entrance to the symbolic order and the law of the father. Thus the
woman as icon, displayed for the gaze and enjoyment of men, the active
controllers of the look, always threatens to evoke the anxiety it originally
signified. (13)*

Here, Mulvey suggests that, by gazing upon a female object, the male viewer is subjected

to anxiety and pain along with pleasure. She concludes that the anxiety results within the

viewer because a comparison between self and object highlights the inadequacies of the

self. Though the pain that Mulvey’s hypothetical gazers experience is not necessarily the



result of the lovesickness that Dante experiences, she at least acknowledges that the gaze
is not always used by authors or directors to relate pleasure.

What Mulvey does not discuss in her article is that lovesickness is still used in
films to represent a not-so-pleasurable result of gazing for the one who engages in the
gaze. Take for example the 1998 film Can’t Hardly Wait in which the protagonist,
Preston, pines away for Amanda, the girl of his dreams. Like Dante and Beatrice, most of
the interaction between the two characters involves Preston’s gazing at the unattainable
Amanda (who ironically only spoke to him once before, like Beatrice’s one greeting to
Dante). The audience is made aware that Preston has created his own “heavenly” image
of Amanda by his objectification of her body through the mode of gazing. His lack of
actual two-way communication with the object of his gaze leads Preston to drown in his
self-pity. Not only can the audience discern Preston’s “lovesick” condition through
visual clues, but he also verbally shares his feelings with his best friend, Denise. The
example presented here can be found in dozens (if not hundreds) of other romantic
movies. In other words, Dante’s dualistic use of the gaze has found a way to translate
itself for use in @ modern medium such as film.

As mentioned earlier, the gaze in literature has also been associated with its
objectification of the subject—usually a woman who is unaware of the attention.” In The
Art of Courtly Love (dated late 12" century), Dante’s contemporary Andreas Capellanus
essentially claims the gaze as a convention of courtly love. Capellanus states, “For when
a man sees some woman fit for love and shaped, according to his taste, he begins at once

to lust after her in his heart [. . .]”(29). Capellanus goes on to describe the “dissection”



and objectification of the female body that often accompanies literary use of the gaze.
Though the male may never physically touch the woman, the visual violation nonetheless
occurs, as described by Andreas Capellanus in the following quote: “Presently he begins
to think about the fashioning of the woman and to differentiate her limbs, to think about
what she does, and to pry into the secrets of her body, and he desires to put each part of it
to the fullest use” (Capellanus, 29). Though the man has no physical contact with the
woman, the reader may feel that the man still has the ability to violate her with his eyes.
In this case, the gaze becomes a convention of power for male characters and male
writers.

Capellanus also makes another connection (not as commonly recognized as
objectification) that this paper will seek to analyze between the gaze and the pain and
suffering of the one who gazes. This feeling has come to be known as “lovesickness.”
This lovesickness had become one of the most conventional characteristics of troubadour
and love lyric poetry by the period in which Dante himself utilizes it. Guido Guinicelli,
writing in Bologna slightly before Dante, attempts to balance sweetness and suffering in
his works:

Your fine greeting and the gentle glance that you give when | meet you
kills me; Love assails me and is quite unconcerned whether he give
offense or favor, because he casts a dart through my heart which cleaves it
through and divides it into parts; | cannot speak for | burn in great pain as
one who sees his death. It passes through the eyes as does the bolt which
strikes through the window of the tower and what it finds inside it breaks

and splits. | remain as a statue of brass, in which neither life nor spirit
dwells, except that it gives the appearance of man. (in Singleton, 71)



As chapter two of this paper will show, Dante, too, struggles with the glance and greeting
of the living Beatrice of Vita Nuova. Love is likewise personified, and a battle rages
within both of the poets’ bodies, beginning with the eyes and culminating in the heart.

Dante, writing just over a century after Capellanus, would have been very familiar
with the conventions of courtly love, and may have used his works to either reflect an
appreciation for or a concern with the societal regulations established for male-female
relationships/interactions. What Dante appears to do with the gaze in Vita Nuova is to
highlight the dual nature of love through the trope of the gaze. To do so, he develops a
text in which the gaze creates just as much burden and suffering (in the form of
lovesickness) as it does pleasure and fulfillment for the person doing the gazing. As with
the film camera, a double gaze occurs through literature as the readers visualize or gaze at
the characters, who then may direct the gaze themselves upon other characters. This
double gaze also emphasizes the important role that the eyes and sight played (and still
play) in literature.

The complexity of the gaze in the Vita Nuova is apparent when Dante’s poems are
compared to those of his one-time friend, Guido Cavalcanti. Cavalcanti’s sonnet, “Chi é
questa che ven” from his Canzoniere, is very similar to Vita Nuova in that the male’s
gaze reflects clear power, but the female’s own gaze is given attention, and arguably its
own level of power within the text. Though it is not known if Cavalcanti’s sonnet was
written first, it is clear that Dante’s contemporaries were likewise struggling with the
alterity of the female figure in their lives and their works through this same paradigm of

the gaze:



Who is she who comes, that everyone looks at her,
who makes the air tremble with clarity
and brings Love with her, so that no one
can speak, though everyone sighs?
O God, what she looks like when she turns her eyes
let love say, for | could not describe it.
To me she seems so much a lady of good will
that any other, in comparison to her, | call vexation.
One could not describe her gracefulness,
for every noble virtue inclines toward her
and beauty displays her as its goddess.
Our mind was never so lofty
and never was such beatitude granted us

that we could really have knowledge of her. (in Harrison, 70-71)

In this sonnet, Cavalcanti speaks to the woman’s physical beauty, including her eyes, a

feature often highlighted on Beatrice’s own figure. However, other than admitting he

cannot fully comprehend her, the speaker does not seem to experience the same amount

of suffering that Dante does in Vita Nuova when he is unable to completely comprehend

Beatrice’s otherness.

Another poem in Cavalcanti’s Canzoniere (number X1X) reads:

Before my eyes | see the heart



And the grieving soul that are slain,
That die from a blow that Love gave them,
And at that point when it saw my lady....
Tears rise up from my mind
As soon as it senses my lady;
They make, through the eyes, a conduit
Through which passes the grieving spirit
That enters through my eyes so weakly
That it cannot reveal any color
Beyond that which imaging could complete from it.

(in Harrison, 76-77)

In this poem, Cavalcanti “revises the traditional patterns of love poetry” (Harrison, 79).
The tears of the last stanza blur the speaker’s vision so much that he must imagine the
figure of the woman rather than observe it through the clear view of the gaze. Although
in this instance the gaze is interrupted, Cavalcanti is able to recreate the image of the
woman’s body using just his imagination, leaving him still in control of the gaze. Both
Dante and Cavalcanti relate the physicality of the gaze in terms of the gazer just as much
as the object of the gaze. However, where the subject of the gaze is often just given a
body, the gazer is allowed a body, a mind, and a soul, because the reader views the scene
through the gazer’s eyes.

From what context does the connection between the gaze and bodily suffering

derive? Perhaps readers should consider the classical influences that medieval authors



like Dante and Capellanus would have been working with. Take, for example, the
Roman god Cupid (Eros in Greek mythology), or the “Lord of Love” as Dante refers to
him in the text. There is a plethora of mythology surrounding this classical, immortal
character that directly links him to the concept of the gaze. Different versions of the
myth argue over Cupid’s role as either a companion for Venus (Aphrodite), goddess of
Love, or her son. No matter what his origin as a god, it is clear that Cupid’s purpose was
to inseminate the hearts of both mortals and immortals with the various emotions related
to love. To reach the heart of his target, Cupid used arrows, filled with the flames of
emotion, which he shot through the eyes of lovers, rather than directly at the heart.>

By the Medieval period, the Ovidian tradition that love enters a man’s heart
through his eyes was a common trope used in most troubadour and courtly literature
(Gaunt, 79). In this tradition, if Cupid shot his arrows through the eyes, they would
naturally reach the hearts of his targets, where their power would be released. Though
modern readers recognize this notion as an anatomical fallacy, they must still consider the
implications for the medieval author and his audience. In Vita Nuova, for example,
Dante develops a clear connection between the two regions of the body. For instance, in
one sonnet he writes, “The eyes grieving for pity through the heart/ while weeping have
endured great suffering” (63). In yet another sonnet he writes, “Alas! by the full force of
many sighs/ born of the thoughts that are within my heart,/ the eyes are overcome and
have no strength/ to gaze at anyone who looks at them” (79). In both of these sonnets,
Dante notes that whatever causes pain or suffering in the one “spirit” (as he refers to

different parts of his body), likewise is felt by the spirit in the corresponding region.

10



The modern image of Cupid as a winged cherub whose arrows pierce the hearts of
men varies greatly from the image that Dante and his contemporaries would have been
familiar with. Though some classical texts do refer to the young, winged, mischievous
Cupid, the oldest interpretations of the myth create a different image of the god
altogether. Specifically, the Greeks believed that Cupid was an older, unsympathetic
god, whose arrows could bring both great joy as well as great pain, because the recipient
would be filled with passion for the next person he or she set eyes on. However, the
passion felt by those wounded would not ensure that the object of the gaze would have
mutual feelings. Therefore, the uncontrollable love, if unrequited, was known to lead to
rape, war, and death rather than true love (the result expected from the modern myth). To
see this conflict at work, one can also look to Dante’s contemporaries. The quote from
Guinicelli above speaks of Love driving a dart into the heart of the poet, only to bring a
death-like suffering. Cavalcanti relates a similar experience:
My soul is basely dismayed at the battle it has with my heart, for if it feels
that Love is even a little nearer than usual to it [the heart], it dies. It is as
one without strength, who through fear has departed from the heart; and
whoever would see how it has fled would surely say: this man is without
life. The attack came first through the eyes and broke all strength
immediately, so that the mind was destroyed by the blow. Whoever is he
who feels most happiness, if he saw my spirits flee, would weep out of
great pity. (in Singleton, 72)

The only problem with an account like the one directly above is that we are never given

the reaction of the subject (lady). Cupid appears to torture only the poet, his anguish

often unbeknownst to the lady whose presence causes the inception of the battle.
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There are two ironies presented in the Cupid myth that relate to the topic at hand.
The first irony is that love is known to be blind. If this phrase is applied to the
personified god (Cupid), then it is very ironic for a being with no visual ability to shoot
an arrow through the eyes of deities and humans so that they fall passionately in love
with the first person they see. This irony is especially important to consider in Dante,
because he develops the Lord of Love as a character that influences, if not solely drives,
Dante’s obsession with Beatrice (whom he literally brings to Dante in a dream vision).

The second irony relates to the origin of the word passion. The Oxford English
Dictionary provides eleven definitions (with variations under each) simply for the use of
the word as a noun. The two definitions that correlate to the modern usage of the word
(as it might be used in film, for example) are those that define passion as an “amorous
feeling” and a “sexual desire or impulse” (OED.com). However, the older origins of the
word indicate that Dante and Capellanus would have heard the word used in a very
different manner. Often used to refer to the suffering of Christ on the cross”, passion in
the medieval period meant “suffering or affliction generally” and “a painful affection or
disorder of the body or some part of it” (oed.com). The dual definitions of this word
reflect the dual nature of love that is presented in many Medieval texts, such as Vita
Nuova, The Art of Courtly Love, and the Commedia.

The uses of the word passion also become important when one considers that
Beatrice’s Christ-like presence may be a part of her unresolvable alterity in Dante’s gaze.
Not only does her womanhood represent the permanent lack of a penis, but her divine

quality represents an immortality and heavenly nature that the mortal Dante could never

12



hope to reach. And although Dante was not the only medieval author to relate his lady to
a divine being, scholar Barbara Newman claims that he pushes the theological metaphor
the furthest. She notes that even in Dante’s first meeting with Beatrice at the ripe age of
nine, “She did not seem to be the daughter of any ordinary man, but rather of a god”
(Vita, 4-5). In Vita Nuova, her “christiological dimensions” are reflected in “her mystic
name, signifying ‘she who makes blessed’; her crimson garments, the color of blood and
flame; her association with the number nine, marking her as a miraculous being whose
square root, so to speak, is the Blessed Trinity; her friendship with the lady Giovanna,
who precedes her on one momentous occasion just as John the Baptist (Giovanni)
preceded Christ...” (Newman, 182). When Beatrice finally greets (salute in Italian)
Dante in Vita Nuova, it fills him with sickness and torture, but at the same time represents
his literal salvation (also salute), a paradox which makes the adversarial effects of his
gaze seem even more unusual. This personal salvation during Dante’s own lifetime
allows Beatrice’s alterity to reflect “the otherness of the poet’s own futurity” (Harrison,
138). Here, Beatrice’s presence pushes Dante to deal with the otherness of his own
afterlife while he still lives in the earthly realm.

Even when the couple is reunited in the Commedia’s paradise, Beatrice maintains
“all the honors of a celestial bride,” only adding to the levels of otherness that continually
affect Dante’s gaze (Newman, 182). However, when one reads the Commedia after
reading Vita Nuova, Dante’s use of the latter as a necessary building block for the first
becomes more clear. Yes, Beatrice’s death in Vita Nuova is a necessary event for her

heavenly reappearance in the Commedia. But more importantly, the interaction of the
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poet and his lady’s earthly gazes in Vita also works to highlight the importance of the
development of their gazes in the heavenly realm. It is a visual journey that Dante
undertakes in the Commedia, where his ultimate goal is to look at the face of God and be
changed. Therefore, it is important to not only look at the development of the gaze in
Vita Nuova, where Beatrice is considered divine, but still maintains an earthly presence,
but to move forward to the Commedia and consider how it changes in the face of true
divinity. This paper will consider the gaze in both realms about which Dante thought it

S0 important to write.
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CHAPTER II

VITA NUOVA

Like Capellanus and Cavalcanti, Dante provides, in the context of Vita Nuova, a
female character who is the object of a male character’s gaze. Not only is Beatrice the
object of Dante the character’s earthly gaze in this work, but she is also the object of
Dante the narrator’s. As the poet/narrator, he is recalling past events; his present
understanding gives his gaze a broadened perspective, one that has already developed for
a heavenly purpose. As Dante the character, however, he still uses the gaze for earthly
desires until the change occurs in the text. Dante remarks early on that it is Beatrice’s
“image” that remains with him at all points in his life, noting the importance that
Beatrice’s body, as a physical subject of the male gaze, plays in his life as the gazer (Vita,
5). And though the gaze is his means of contact with Beatrice, her role in some scenes as
an image that is also afforded a voice creates a slightly different reaction on Dante’s part
than his viewing of her body or her simple returned gaze would. Reacting to the scene in
which Beatrice finally meets his gaze and offers her first (and only) “sweet greeting,”
Dante says, “And since that was the first time her words had entered my ears, | was so
overcome with ecstasy that | departed from everyone as if intoxicated” (Vita, 6). When
she first greets him, perhaps the “lovesickness” invoked is not so harmful for Dante as it
is in later encounters. “Intoxication” does not quite elicit the same amount of sympathy

or pity for the narrator as his later reactions like trembling, weeping, and sighing.
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However, this greeting addresses the sense of hearing as much as, if not more than, the
sense of sight, which may help to explain the difference in the severity of the reaction.
This first greeting does, however, soon relate back to the gaze, as Dante
experiences his first vision following this event. Within this vision, the sleeping, naked
Beatrice takes on the more tradition role as the exposed, dissected female subject of
Dante’s powerful male gaze:
In my reverie a sweet sleep seized me, and a marvellous vision appeared
to me. | seemed to see a cloud the colour of fire in my room and in that
cloud a lordly man, frightening to behold, yet apparently marvellously
filled with joy [. . .]. 1t seemed to me that in his arms there lay a figure
asleep and naked except for a crimson cloth loosely wrapping it. Looking
at it very intently, I realized that it was the lady of the blessed greeting [. .
.J. Inone of his hands he held a fiery object, and he seemed to say these
words: ‘Behold your heart.” And after a short while, he seemed to awaken
the sleeping one, and through the power of his art made her eat this
burning object in his hand. Hesitantly, she ate it. (Vita, 6)
The focus of Dante’s vision is not only Beatrice, but a nearly naked Beatrice. Her
nakedness makes her body vulnerable to the gaze, and the fact that she is asleep likewise
enhances her vulnerable position. The scene is simultaneously very sexual and very
disturbing because of the violation that occurs beyond the knowledge of the female object
of the gaze. Beatrice’s body undergoes objectification under Dante’s gaze. Because she
is asleep, her own gaze is limited and Dante’s masculine authority is silently asserted
within the scene.
Though this scene definitely reflects the traditional use of the female as the object

of pleasure for the gazer, it also foreshadows the bodily suffering that Dante will

experience in the wake of his gazing upon and objectification of Beatrice. His response
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to the body of Beatrice changes from the lighthearted amazement of her first greeting to
physical anguish when he is given the power of the male gaze. “After that vision my
natural spirit began to slacken in its working [. . .]. It was but a short time before |
became so weak and so frail that many of my friends were concerned about my
appearance...” (Vita, 8). In this scene, Dante, like his classical predecessors,
demonstrates that the Lord of Love can be both frightening and joyful to behold,
suggesting the dual nature of love. He also describes Love forcing Beatrice to eat his
heart, a reversal of the traditional gaze; in this reversal the gazer suffers, and his body is
dissected and exposed as his object’s body has been. Therefore, Love, and not the male
gazer, is the ultimate authority in this case, and both the viewer and the subject are
affected by Love’s power and control over them. An important conjunction between two
regions of the body, the eyes and the heart, is made, further connecting Dante’s theories
to classical ideas about Cupid.

Even Dante hints at a “visionary blind spot” when it comes to this primary dream
of Love carrying a nude Beatrice in his arms. Dante speaks “of the failure ‘to see’ the
dream’s true meaning” (Harrison 18-21). Is the body of Beatrice actually repressed in
Dante’s vision? Robert Harrison states that, “The cloth makes for Beatrice’s intangibility
even as she lies in love’s arms. While it prohibits a view of her naked body, it also
allows Dante to recognize the body as a body without violating a code of courtesy to
which he was socially and ideologically bound. The cloth, then, acts as a censor, or as a
prohibition, but at the same time it acts as the very opposite of this” (Harrison, 23).

Dante appears to be fixated on the blood-red clothing that covers the child Beatrice on the

17



street, as well as the teenage Beatrice in his dream vision. Does this color represent her
puberty or the loss of her virginity? (Mirsky, 40). Dante seems to be either repulsed or
fixated upon these two feminine life events that mark the otherness of a typical human
woman. Perhaps this sexual difference persuades Dante that it would be easier to explain
Beatrice as a divine being whom he can never have hopes of reaching rather than a
human woman whose otherness must be dealt with for a relationship to be formed. Mark
Mirsky would answer that the blind spot Dante speaks of deals with the questionable
nature of Beatrice and Dante’s chastity: “Under the measured repetitions of The New Life,
the summations, the tender professions of innocence and the showers of tears, deep in the
rustling lines of the poetry lies the nude body of an adolescent girl. We will catch only a
faint glimpse under the gauze of her scant cloth in the arms of Love [. . .]” (31). If
Mirsky’s theory were true, it must be noted that Dante would be offering his own body to
the eyes of the gaze (in this case the reader’s gaze). He would be putting himself in a
position equal to that of Beatrice.

In the sonnet inspired by the first vision, Dante acknowledges that he is under
Love’s own constant gaze. Not only does Love take control of Dante’s gaze at crucial
points in the text, but Love’s own gaze is often described by Dante. He recognizes that,
although a manipulator of the gaze himself, Love is also negatively affected by gazing
upon Beatrice. In a canzone, he describes Love after a meeting with Beatrice as follows:

All his appearance seemed to speak such grief
as kings might feel upon the loss of crown;

and ever sighing bent with thought, he came,
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his eyes averted from all passers-by. (Vita, 16)

This description suggests that even Love, a strong, immortal, god-like presence, is
affected by the image of Beatrice simply after a brief visit with her. Here, with the
development of both Love’s gaze and Beatrice’s returned gaze (on top of Dante’s
traditional male gaze), the layers of gazing and gazers begin to thicken and intertwine
into a web of theoretical entanglement.

Though the gaze can be used to give power to male characters, the dream vision
scene cited above proves that it can also be simultaneously shown to have negative
effects upon them. By this point, so early on in Vita, suffering is already presented as a
result of the gaze. From Dante’s first sight of Beatrice, when they are both nine years
old, he is aflicted simultaneously with joy and pain. He also names the “spirits of sight”
as working with the Lord of Love to bring the image of Beatrice before him. Dante
relates the reactions of his heart (vital spirit), his brain (animal spirit, high chamber), his
spirits of sight, and his soul (natural spirit) after he sees Beatrice for the first time as
follows:

At that moment [. . .] the vital spirit [. . .] began to tremble so violently
that even the least pulses of my body were strangely affected; and
trembling, it spoke these words: ‘Here is a god stronger than I, who shall
come to rule over me.” At that point, the animal spirit [. . .] was stricken
with amazement, and speaking directly to the spirits of sight, and these
words: ‘Now your bliss has appeared.” At that moment the natural spirit

[. . .] began to weep, and weeping, said these words: ‘Alas, wretch that |
am, from now on | shall be hindered often.” (Vita, 4)
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With this first textual reference to the gaze, Dante uses the language of suffering —
trembling violently, stricken with amazement, a weeping wretch hindered by love —to
relate the reactions of his body to the sight of Beatrice. What makes his reaction
“lovesickness” rather than just sickness is that he simultaneously uses the language of
love — god, amazement, bliss — to describe these same reactions.

In chapter five, the character Dante, being very aware of the workings of the gaze
and imagery in his society, purposefully uses misdirected and misunderstood glances to
protect the real object of his gaze from being disclosed. We can likewise say that he
understands the social factors surrounding the gaze as reflected in a sonnet that reads, “I
dress in happiness but in my heart | weep and waste away” (Vita, 11). When his “cover
woman” dies in chapter eight, her dead, vulnerable body is put on display, reminiscent of
Beatrice’s body in the initial dream vision. Although Dante names her a “worthy lady,”
the reader is assured that he only has eyes and desire for Beatrice. The sight of the other
woman’s body, instead of invoking remorse for her loss, merely brings Beatrice’s image
to mind because he remembers seeing them once in each others’ company. Recalling her
image, though her actual body is absent, still renders a similar effect to the other
examples of lovesickness. He is left once again trying to hold back tears from the gaze of
his neighbors.

Unexpectedly, Dante records a scene of anguish when he is removed from his
position as the gazer. He must leave Florence when the lady who acts as his screen dies
because, as stated before, he is very aware of others’ gazing upon him, and therefore,

scared of the consequences. “Truly enough, | appeared to be in the company of others
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but the journey so irked me because | was going further away from my bliss, that my
sighs could hardly relieve the anguish of my heart” (Vita, 15). His similar negative
reaction—whether Beatrice is in front of him or not—reiterates the idea, stated early on,
that her image is always with him. Likewise, this image alone, without the presence of
her physical body, is still enough to conjure up the emotions of suffering within Dante.
After he literally removes himself from the opportunity to gaze upon Beatrice,
Dante notes for the readers that he is setting aside his physical subject (earthly, bodily
Beatrice) for a while to focus on the effect that her greeting has upon him. In general, a
greeting is the confirmation, between two or more people, of an earthly presence.
Therefore, Dante begins to inquire into the alterity of Beatrice. He says, “Now I find it
necessary to depart from my subject for a while in order to make clear the powerful effect
her greeting used to have on me” (Vita, 17). He recognizes and affirms that her greeting
affects him, while simultaneously claiming that her greeting no longer has the same
effect. Dante the narrator, reflecting back on a complete life, leaves readers to ponder:
What factor changes this effect? The readers at this point cannot form a conclusion
without the knowledge of the events that occur in the rest of the text. However, Dante is
suggesting that Beatrice’s impending death is the only answer to his lovesickness. Not
only would her death bring about the removal of her body from his gaze, but it would
also bring about an end to her earthly otherness. Although it has been established that her
image will forever remain with him, her death will mean that he can categorize her as a
divine being. He would no longer have to address the body of Beatrice, or her earthly

image, which are the causes of his own physical suffering.
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In this section in which Dante considers the effects of Beatrice’s greeting, he goes
into detail about Love’s role in the reaction. He notes that whenever Beatrice appears in
front of him, whether she greets him or not, the mere anticipation of her drives Love to
take control of him “like a flame that consumed all past offences” (Vita, 18). The
imagery of a flame here calls to mind the vocabulary often used to describe love and
passion. However, one could also look ahead to the Commedia and consider flame
imagery’s traditional connection to suffering and repentance in the afterlife. If this were
the case, then Dante here is suggesting that Love, as a part of his encounters with
Beatrice, can bring about salvation, a claim he often makes for Beatrice. He also
specifically speaks to Love’s ability to control his function of sight when Beatrice offers
a greeting: “And when she was about to greet me, one of Love’s spirits, annihilating all
the spirits of the senses, would drive out the feeble spirits of sight, saying to them, ‘Go
and pay homage to your mistress’; and he would take their place. And whoever might
have wished to know what Love is, could have done so by looking at my trembling eyes”
(Vita, 18). Here, all of the regions of Dante’s body are rendered useless, leaving only his
eyes to function for the whole body. However, even this region is not left under his
control, as Love takes an assertive role in the encounter, and Dante is left without power.
Therefore, Dante admits to being overpowered by Beatrice’s own gaze here, which
appears to be more powerful than Dante’s. His position as a powerful male is
jeopardized, leaving Dante to face the threat of Beatrice’s otherness once again.

Looking back to the scripted scene from Vita Nuova provided at the beginning of

the introduction, the reader may remember that Dante attends a wedding with a friend.
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At this wedding, Dante sees Beatrice across the room, and the readers observe the almost
comical action of the young man groping at the walls because of what appears to be
“lovesickness.” Dante’s reaction is noticed by the other ladies, and Beatrice actually
joins them to make fun of his actions. The scene, related in Dante’s own words, is as

follows:

So |, thinking to please my friend in so doing, decided to remain with him
in attendance upon the ladies. No sooner had | reached my decision than |
seemed to feel a strange throbbing in the left side of my chest which
before long spread to all parts of my body. Then, so as not to attract
attention, | leaned against a painting that ran along the walls of that house,
and fearing that people might have become aware of my trembling, |
raised my eyes and, gazing at the ladies, | saw among them the most
gracious Beatrice. Then my spirits were so disrupted by the strength that
Love acquired when he saw himself so close to the most gracious lady,
that none remained alive except the spirits of sight; and even these
remained outside their instruments, because Love usurped their enviable
seat to view the marvellous lady. And even though I was not myself, |
was still very moved by these little spirits that bitterly protested, saying:
‘If this one had not knocked us from our position like a bolt of lightening,
we too could have stayed to see the wonders of this lady as all our peers
are doing.” (Vita, 25)

This is the best example of Dante being attacked by a fit of lovesickness. Though his
faculty of sight is the only region of his body that is able to function, Love once again
takes hold of his eyes, as he mentions above. Therefore, he loses control of his own
actions and emotions again. Perhaps he uses this reaction symbolically, in order to
represent his inability to deal with the otherness of Beatrice’s body. She is an entity that
he cannot control, grasp, or comprehend. The shock to his system is so great that it

causes him to lose control of his whole body. For Harrison, this wedding scene shows

that Beatrice’s “presence and her appearance must be thought of as a unity, yet
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differentiated. Before Beatrice is perceived with the eyes, her presence already induces
physiological disorder in her lover. As the locus of presence, her body precedes and at
the same time withdraws behind her phenomenality, such that presence and appearance
form a unity and not a compound” (Harrison, 48). Though in this scene it appears the
Lord of Love has burdened the man with this sickness before he gazes upon the lady, his
condition is merely amplified upon the sight of her. Love, which is living inside of Dante
as his “master” (see dream vision quote), creates this condition of lovesickness, because
Love usurps all his strength in order to gaze upon the wonders of Beatrice himself.

After his lovesickness is put on display, the gaze is used against Dante when the
ladies attending the wedding, including Beatrice (much to his dismay), stop to watch him,
and then mock his suffering. Later on, neighboring ladies continue to cast their gaze
upon the singled-out Dante, defenseless from the effects of love. They not only take on
traditionally non-feminine roles by gazing at him, but they likewise extend these roles by
questioning his (a man’s) actions: “[. . .] one of whom, directing her eyes toward me and
calling my name, said to me: ‘To what end do you love this lady if you cannot even
endure the sight of her? Tell us, for surely the purpose of such love must be strange
indeed’” (Vita, 33). Dante is receiving a double gaze here. Without control of his eyes,
he is able to look in upon himself to analyze what is happening to him, and the ladies are
gazing at him as well. In the canzone that follows this scene, Dante describes, for

Beatrice’s benefit, his suffering:

You join with other ladies to deride me

and do not think, my lady, for what cause
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I cut so awkward and grotesque a figure
when | stand gazing at your lovely form.
Could you but know my soul in charity,
then yours would melt from its accustomed scorn;
for Love, when he beholds me near to you,
takes on a cruel and bold new confidence

and puts my frightened senses to the sword,
murdering this one, driving that one out,
till only he is left to look at you;
thus, though his changeling, I am not so changed
but that I still can hear in my own soul

my outcast senses mourning in their pain. (26)

Within this sonnet, Dante recognizes that his lovesickness is related to his “gazing” at

Beatrice’s “lovely form.”

He also notes that, when personified Love senses that Dante is within sight of the

lady, he begins to take hold of Dante’s body (“takes on a cruel and bold new

confidence”); Love then debilitates every part of his subject’s body (“puts my frightened

senses to the sword, murdering this one, driving that one out”) until he alone is left to
look upon Beatrice. Dante repeatedly speaks of Love throughout the text as if the

personified being is waging a war upon his body. He says:

[. . .] Love, many times without warning, attacked me so violently that no

part of me remained alive except one thought that spoke of this lady
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[. . .] when this battle of love raged within me so, I went in all my pallor to
behold this lady, believing that the sight of her would defend me in this
battle, but forgetting what happens to me whenever | approach such
abundant graciousness [. . .] not only did this sight not defend me but it
ultimately annihilated my little remaining life [. . .]. (Vita, 30)
Like a disease or sickness attacks the physical body, so does the personified Love attack
and wage a continual war in Dante’s body. Since the negative effects do not hinder his
desire to gaze upon Beatrice, he suggests that something in him, which he identifies as
“pity,” makes him believe the sight of Beatrice will bring him salvation from his

suffering. However, the examples that he provides suggest that their encounters have

quite the opposite effect:

So forcefully and suddenly Love strikes
that my life would all but abandon me
were it not for one last surviving spirit,
allowed to live because it speaks of you.
Hoping to help myself, | gather courage
and pale and drawn and lacking all defence,
I come to see you hoping to be healed,;
but if | raise my eyes to look at you a trembling starts at once within

my heart and drives life out and stops my pulses’ beat. (30)

Just as the sick were said to come to Jesus to be healed, so Dante seeks solace in
Beatrice’s presence. Once again, she is afforded the status of a divine being, which

Dante uses to explain his reactions. Ironically, Dante reveals that though he ignorantly
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thought the sight of Beatrice would heal his lovesickness, he comes to realize that gazing
upon her actually causes his debilitating condition. After this self-realization, Dante goes
on to write a sonnet in which he refers to love as “the dark condition” (30).

Though Dante is very aware of the negative effects of his gazing upon Beatrice,
he states, upon self-reflection, that it does not hinder his drive to gaze upon her more.
Here, he seems to speak of a very bodily gazing rather than recalling simply her image to
mind or considering her divine appearance. Dante questions himself:

‘Since you take on so ridiculous an appearance whenever you are near
this lady, why do you try to see her? Assume that she were to ask you
this, and that all your faculties were free to answer her, what would your
answer be?” And to this another humble thought replies, saying: ‘If 1 did
not lose my powers and were free enough to be able to answer her, |
would tell her that no sooner do I call to mind the astonishing image of
her beauty that the desire to see her overtakes me, and this desire is so
powerful that it slays and destroys in my memory anything that might rise

to restrain it; therefore, past sufferings do not hold me back from trying to
behold her.” (Vita, 28)

Here, the regions of the body, the mind and heart, do battle, like Love before them, and
the heart appears to win every time, leaving the rest of the body to suffer for its boldness.
Dante’s use of the gaze and its relation to the female subject reflects the influence
of Thomas Aquinas. Aquinas’s theory of aesthetic emotion is deeply embedded in
Dante’s texts. Aquinas said, “We call beautiful those things which, when seen, please”
(gtd. in Harrison, 41). However, as scholar Robert Harrison points out, Aquinas does not
mean “please” as in “pleasure,” but rather “placation.” Therefore, “What the beautiful
brings to repose, or quiets and placates, is the restless commotion of appetite. Itis as if

the aesthetic subject is released...from the commotions of subjectivity itself.....This
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happens through the faculty of sight, which for Aquinas is a faculty of knowledge. The

beautiful differs from the good and the true precisely because contemplation is induced

through the faculty of sight” (41). This “aesthetic stasis” of placation, then, appears to be

under the control of the subjected character, in this case Beatrice (44). She is, in essence

then, in control of her own gaze and her own body at some points in Dante’s texts, which

may devalue his own gaze, but would explain the mysterious power that causes his

physical torment over her unnamable alterity.

In a canzone written after his self-realization of the powerful effects of her gaze,

Dante writes:

My lady is desired in highest heaven;

I want to tell you what her power does;

a lady who aspires to graciousness

should seek her company, for when she walks,
Love drives a killing frost into vile hearts
that freezes and destroys their every thought;
and dare a thought remain to look at her

it has to change to good or else must die;
and if she finds one worthy to behold her,
he feels her power, for her least salutation
bestows salvation on this favoured one

and humbles him till he forgets all wrongs.

This too has God Almighty graced her with:
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whoever speaks with her shall speak with Him. (Vita, 36)

What sets this canzone apart from others is that Dante mentions that vile hearts are
affected in a different manner than pure hearts in the wake of Beatrice’s gaze.
Furthermore, Beatrice, having the Christ-like powers that he claims she does, is able to
discern between the two and hand out a fitting punishment (like only God is said to do).
Therefore, readers once again are left to ponder questions—Which type of heart is Dante?
Is he a mixture of both as his reactions would suggest?—which cannot be fully
comprehended until the narrative has come full circle. What the reader can know is that,
within this canzone, Dante acknowledges the power of the vision of Beatrice’s body
engaging in the simplest movement — walking. He also acknowledges that the natural
reaction for those who gaze upon this moving body is to have impure thoughts. However
(and here is where the connection to lovesickness is made), he must beatify her body on
the page due to Beatrice’s Christ-like status; therefore, he says that “Love drives a killing
frost” into the hearts of those whose eyes tempt them to think impure thoughts about her
body. Though she does not appear to control her own gaze in this passage (as she does in
those that follow), she has some power over the effects of her body and her movements.
In a later canzone, Love