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	INTRODUCTION BY THE PUBLISHER

	 

	 

	Giovanni Boccaccio (1313-1375), writer, poet, mystic and initiate, was one of the fathers of late medieval Italian literature and one of the greatest protagonists of that Humanism that paved the way for the Renaissance.

	Born in the town of Certaldo, near Florence, in June 16 1313, he became so well known as a writer that he was sometimes simply known as “the Certaldese” and one of the most important figures in the European literary panorama of the fourteenth century. Many scholars have defined him as the greatest European prose writer of his time, a versatile writer who amalgamated different literary trends and genres, making them converge in original works, thanks to a creative activity exercised under the banner of experimentalism.

	His most notable works are The Decameron, a collection of short stories which in the following centuries was a determining element for the Italian literary tradition, especially after Pietro Bembo elevated the Boccaccian style to a model of Italian prose in the sixteenth century, and De Mulieribus Claris (“Concerning Famous Women”), a collection of 106 biographies of historical and mythological women of all times, and also He also wrote works of a high philosophical, mystical and spiritual nature, such as Genealogia Deorum Gentilium (“On the Genealogy of the Gods of the Gentiles”, a mythography or encyclopedic compilation of the tangled family relationships of the classical pantheons of Ancient Greece and Rome); Elegia di Madonna Fiammetta (“The Elegy of Lady Fiammetta”, an apotheosis of mystical love and divine wisdom); Corbaccio (“The Bad Crow”, a literary work whose protagonist has fallen into the labyrinth of love) and Ninfale Fiesolano (“The Fiesolan Nymphal”, an esoteric-mythological poem inspired by the style of Ovid).

	He wrote his imaginative literature mostly in Tuscan vernacular, as well as other works in Latin, and is particularly noted for his realistic dialogue which differed from that of his contemporaries, medieval writers who usually followed formulaic models for character and plot. The influence of Boccaccio’s works was not limited to the Italian cultural scene but extended to the rest of Europe, exerting influence on authors such as Geoffrey Chaucer, a key figure in English literature, or later on Miguel de Cervantes, Lope de Vega and the Spanish classical theater.

	The Trattatello in laude di Dante, a book whose title is usually translated into English as “The Life of Dante”, written by Boccaccio between 1351 and 1355, represents one of the first real biographies, as we understand them in the most current of meanings. For the drafting of this work, Boccaccio - rightly considered the first lover and admirer of the great poet and initiate Dante Alighieri - having in reality never personally known Dante (who was instead a very close friend of his father, Boccaccino di Chellino), tried his hand in a meticulous search for news, through investigations, testimonies and interviews with people who had known him. The image that Boccaccio gives us of Dante Alighieri is that of a personality pervaded and dripping with spirituality (even if he keeps silent, for understandable reasons, about his initiatory affiliations, which were Pythagorean, Templar and Rosicrucian).

	Another constant theme present in Boccaccio’s work - today republished by Edizioni Aurora Boreale in the excellent English translation by James Robinson Smith - is represented by a violent and always re-emerging accusation against Florence. A brutal anathema hurled against the city guilty of having exiled Dante, an error and an unforgivable sin, thus creating two opposing polarities: on one side a stepmother Florence and on the other a Ravenna, adoptive and good-natured mother, where the poet spent his last years of his life. What clearly emerges from Boccaccio’s narration is in fact a profound sense of injustice towards Dante, for the existential disintegration made the Supreme Poet suffer precisely because of the exile and, last but not least, the inability to forgive his hometown having denied Dante, even after his death, that glory and recognition that instead he would have deserved by great title.

	In conclusion, Dante certainly represented the “emblem” of Giovanni Boccaccio, directing him in his literary navigatio, while Boccaccio himself deserves credit - during his life and even beyond - for having transmitted to many people, in addition to Dante’s cult, the love for his Divine Comedy and his other fundamental works.

	 

	Nicola Bizzi

	Florence, January 16, 2023.
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	Giovanni Boccaccio
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	Henry James Holiday, Dante Alighieri, 1875

	(Private collection)

	 

	THE LIFE OF DANTE

	(TRATTATELLO IN LAUDE DI DANTE)

	 

	DE ORIGINE VITA, STUDIIS ET MORIBUS VIRI CLARISSIMI DANTIS ALIGERII FLORENTINI, POETE ILLUSTRIS, ET DE OPERIBUS COMPOSITIS AB EODEM, INCIPIT FELICITER

	 

	 

	I

	PROEM

	 

	Solon, whose bosom was reputed a human temple of divine wisdom, and whose sacred laws are manifest proof to modern men of ancient justice, used frequently to say, as some relate, that all republics, like men, walk and stand on two feet. With sound judgment he declared the right foot to be the punishment of every crime, and the left the remuneration of every virtuous deed. He added that if either of these two things through carelessness or corruption be neglected, the republic that so acts must unquestionably walk lame; and that if she should be so unfortunate as to sin against both these canons, almost certainly she could not stand at all. Moved, then, by this commendable and obviously true precept, many ancient and illustrious peoples did honor to their men of worth, sometimes by deification, again by a marble statue, often by splendid obsequies, now by an arch of triumph, and now by a laurel crown, according to the merits of their lives. The punishments, on the other hand, that were meted to the culpable, I do not care to rehearse.

	 

	By virtue of these honors and corrections, Assyria, Macedonia, Greece, and finally the Roman Republic expanded, reaching with their deeds the ends of the earth and with their fame touching the stars. But their modern successors, and especially my Florentines, have not only followed feebly in the footsteps of these noble exemplars, but have so far departed therefrom that ambition usurps all the rewards of virtue. Wherefore it is with the greatest affliction of mind that I, and whoever else views it with the eye of reason, see evil and perverse men raised to high places, to the chief offices and rewards, and good men banished, depreciated, and debased. What end the judgment of God reserves for such action, let them consider who hold the helm of this vessel, for we of the humbler throng are borne on the wave of fortune, and are not partakers in their guilt.

	 

	Although what has been said above could be verified by countless cases of ingratitude, and by instances of shameless indulgence plain to all, it will suffice for me to instance one case alone, in order that I may the less expose our faults, and that I may come to my principal purpose. Nor is the case in point an ordinary or slight one, for I am going to record the banishment of that most illustrious man, Dante Alighieri, an ancient citizen and born of no mean parents, who merited as much through his virtue, learning, and good services as is adequately shown and will be shown by the deeds he wrought. If such deeds had been done in a just republic, we believe they would have earned for him the highest rewards.

	 

	O iniquitous design! O shameless deed! O wretched example, clear proof of ruin to come! Instead of these rewards there was meted to him an unjust and bitter condemnation, perpetual banishment with alienation of his paternal goods, and, could it have been effected, the profanation of his glorious renown by false charges. The recent traces of his flight, his bones buried in an alien land, and his children scattered in the houses of others, still in part bear witness to these things. If all the other iniquities of Florence could be hidden from the all-seeing eyes of God, should not this one suffice to provoke his wrath upon her? Yea, in truth. Of him who, on the other hand, may be exalted, I deem it fitting to be silent.

	 

	Indeed, the close observer sees that the modern world has not only departed from the pathway of the former world, whereon I touched above, but that it has turned its feet in quite the opposite direction. Wherefore it seems manifest that if we and others who live contrary to the above-cited maxim of Solon remain on our feet without falling, the reason must be that the nature of things has changed, as we often notice, through long operation, or that God unexpectedly and miraculously sustains us through the merits of some action of our past; or else, perchance, his patience awaits our repentance. If this in due time does not follow, let none doubt that his wrath, which with slow pace moves to vengeance, reserves for us treatment so much the more grievous as fully to compensate for his delay.

	 

	But inasmuch as we should not only flee evil deeds, albeit they seem to go unpunished, but also by right action should strive to amend them, I, although not fitted for so great a task, will try to do according to my little talent what the city should have done with magnificence, but has not. For I recognize that I am a part, though a small one, of that same city whereof Dante Alighieri, if his merits, his nobleness, and his virtue be considered, was a very great part, and that for this reason I, like every other citizen, am personally responsible for the honors due him. Not with a statue shall I honor him, nor with splendid obsequies—which customs no longer hold among us, nor would my powers suffice therefor—but with words I shall honor him, feeble though they be for so great an undertaking. Of these I have, and of these will I give, that other nations may not say that his native land, both as a whole and in part, has been equally ungrateful to so great a poet.

	 

	And I shall write in a style full light and humble, for higher my art does not permit me; and in the Florentine idiom, that it may not differ from that which Dante used in the greater part of his writings. I shall first record those things about which he himself preserved a modest silence, namely the nobleness of his birth, his life, his studies, and his habits. Afterwards I shall gather under one head the works he composed, whereby he has rendered himself so evident to posterity that perchance my words will throw as much darkness upon him as light, albeit this is neither my intention nor wish. For I am content always to be set right, here and elsewhere, by those wiser than I, in all that I have spoken mistakenly. And that I may not err, I humbly pray that He who, as we know, drew Dante to his vision by a stair so lofty, will now aid and guide my spirit and my feeble hand.

	 

	 

	II

	DANTE’S BIRTH AND STUDIES

	 

	Florence, the noblest of Italian cities, had her beginning, as ancient history and the general opinion of the present time seem to declare, from the Romans. Increasing in size as years went on, and filled with people and famous men, she began to appear to all her neighbors not only as a city but a power. What the cause of change was from these great beginnings—whether adverse fortune, or unfavorable skies, or the deserts of her citizens—we cannot be sure. But certain it is that, not many centuries later, Attila, that most cruel King of the Vandals, and general spoiler of nearly all Italy, after he had slain or dispersed all or the greater part of the citizens that were known for their noble blood or for some other distinction, reduced the city to ashes and ruins.

	 

	In this condition it is thought to have remained for more than three hundred years. At the end of that period, the Roman Empire having been transferred, and not without cause, from Greece to Gaul, Charles the Great, then the most clement King of the French, was raised to the imperial throne. At the close of many labors, moved, as I believe, by the Divine Spirit, he turned his imperial mind to the rebuilding of the desolated city. He it was who caused it to be rebuilt and inhabited by members of the same families from which the original founders were drawn, making it as far as possible like to Rome. And although he reduced the circumference of the walls, he nevertheless gathered within them the few descendants of the ancient fugitives.
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