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FOUR POLITICAL LETTERS

expressed, for example, in the quotation from Convivio 1. iii,
above). Rather, Cacciaguida makes clear that his rejection of
factionalism and party politics will be a positive thing: ‘a te fia
bello | averti fatto parte per te stesso (Par., XVII. 68-69; my
italics). Dante’s isolation is, as Brunetto recognizes in his prophecy
of the poet’s exile in Inferno XV, a direct consequence of his
virtues, which differentiate him from his fellow citizens: ‘ché tra li
lazzi sorbi | si disconvien fruttar al dolce fico’ (Inf., XV. 65-66). In
the wicked Florence, Brunetto implies, the virtuous Dante was
already an outsider, and his exile is merely the confirmation of a
pre-existing moral condition.”® His deliberate choice, sometime
after 1304, to speak with the voice of the outsider reveals his
acceptance of this fact and his decision to exploit it as a platform
for the moral, religious, and political truths which he expresses in
the Commedia and the political letters.

As Giuseppe Mazzotta has convincingly argued, Dante’s
exile and the prophetic tone which he adopts thereafter are
inextricably bound up together:

Exile is the condition from which his voice rises, but the
displacement does not entail a complacent isolation
within a world largely indifferent to the private truth the
poet witnesses. [...] Like the prophets, Dante makes of
exile a virtue and a necessary perspective from which to
speak to the world and from which he can challenge its
expectations and assumptions; like the prophets, he also
acknowledges that the truth he communicates is,
paradoxically, what further alienates him from the world
he has already lost. (Dante’s Vision, p. 179)

Dante’s becoming a ‘party of one’ gives him the necessary distance
to challenge all those (irrespective of party) who would oppose his
political ideal, while at the same time his fearlessness in speaking
out against what he sees as the wrongs (political and otherwise) of
his own time only helps to confirm his status as an outsider.”” As
he adopts more and more frequently and with increasing conviction
the voice of the prophet, who will inevitably be rejected in his own
country,”® Dante comes to accept his exile as the necessary and

"6 See Honess, From Florence to the Heavenly City, pp. 29-31.
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INTRODUCTION

inevitable consequence of his willingness to speak out as ‘a lone
voice of devotion’ (XI. 6), so that, as Cacciaguida tells him, in
language that has itself been defined as ‘prophetic’ in tone:”

Questo tuo grido fara come vento,
che le pit alte cime pia percuote;
e cio non fa d’onor poco argomento.
(Par., XVII. 133-35)

The result is his divinely inspired and prophetic ‘poema sacro | al
quale ha posto mano e cielo e terra’ (Par., XXV. 1-2).

Dante’s political letters, like the Commedia, represent an
authentic expression of this desire to speak the truth (‘[rimuovere]
ogne menzogna’) and to let his ‘parola brusca’ be heard, leaving
those who are made to feel uncomfortable by his pronouncements
to ‘grattar dov’¢ la rogna’ (Par., XVIL. 126-29). Far from being the
dry political tracts which they are sometimes supposed to be, they
are — as | hope to have shown in this introduction — deeply
passionate texts, dealing — yes — with politics, but with politics on a
grand scale, with politics in the sense in which it affects all human
beings in their quest for the ‘vita felice’ (Conv., IV. iv. 1). As such,
their inspiration and rhetoric are closely bound up with those of the
Commedia, as they too speak out with unshakeable conviction and
fearless directness ‘in pro del mondo che mal vive’ (Purg., XXXII.
103).

7" “Come i profeti biblici parlano in nome di una diretta rivelazione di Dio e
rappresentano 1’ispirazione individuale, la quale, pur traendo alimento dalla vita
religiosa di tutto un popolo, si afferma all’infuori dell’istituto sacerdotale e talora
in contrasto con esso, allo stesso modo Dante, laico, fatto ardito dalla visione
concessagli per singolare grazia divina, non teme di denunciare nella mala
condotta dei pastori della chiesa la cagione che il mondo ha fatto reo e di scagliare
contro di essi le sue amare invettive’ (Nardi, ‘Dante profeta’, p. 408). And the
point which Nardi makes here in relation to religious authorities is equally true of
Dante’s attitude towards secular authorities in both the letters and the Commedia.

78 <1 tell you solemnly, no prophet is ever accepted in his own country’ (Luke 4.
24); compare Matthew 13. 57; Mark 6. 4; John 4. 44.

" See, for example, Schnapp, The Transfiguration of History, pp. 236-37.
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