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ABSTRACT 
 

This dissertation provides new perspectives on the life of Miçer Francisco 

Imperial based on historical research and a fresh interpretation of his most important 

poetic composition, the Dezir a las siete virtudes. Chapter one offers a multifaceted 

panorama of the Genoese community in medieval Seville, linking Francisco Imperial, an 

early 15th century poet and urban knight, to a group of foreigners and naturalized 

Castilian subjects who, despite their marginality, made significant contributions as 

merchants, mariners, bankers and civil servants to the kingdom’s emergence as a global 

superpower by the end of the Middle Ages. Chapter two examines materialist and 

scientific dream theories from the classical, medieval and contemporary periods side by 

side, yielding a complementary platform from which to plumb the depths of dream vision 

texts. The third and fourth chapters place Imperial’s most important poem, his Dezir a las 

siete virtudes (c. 1407) within the context of the spiritually vital literary tradition of the 

dream vision, a genre with roots in classical antiquity and early Christian accounts of 

otherworld journeys. An examination of several representative Western European, 

Islamic and Castilian literary dream visions in Chapter 3 and of Imperial’s Dezir in 

Chapter 4 is grounded in the insightful theoretical contributions of Kathryn Lynch, Paul 

Piehler and Robert McMahon. The final chapter also offers an overview of the Imperiale 

family and a biographical sketch of Francisco Imperial based in part on original 

documentation, allowing a new vantage point from which to appreciate the rich life 

circumstances that gave birth to a uniquely resonant poetic voice. Written in homage to 
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Dante’s Commedia, the Dezir a las siete virtudes celebrates theologically ordained 

qualities of virtue pictured as star maidens and alerts the reader to less traditional 

categories of evil in the guise of serpents. This moral instruction is intended as both a 

remedy for the personal spiritual doubts of the dreamer and a force of healing that may 

radiate out into the wider community. The limited spiritual illumination of Imperial’s 

protagonist reflects the era’s increasing materialism and philosophical skepticism that are 

hallmarks of dissolution of the dream vision genre. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 I began this dissertation with the hope of creating an historical and theoretical 

framework for arriving at a fresh interpretation of Miçer Francisco Imperial’s Dezir a las 

siete virtudes that considers the poem as a work belonging to a cultural perspective quite 

distinct from 21st-century literary modes and philosophical and scientific worldviews. 

The work, in fact, belongs to a literary tradition spanning many centuries that is based 

upon a unique way of perceiving human beings in relation to their inner psychological 

makeup and in connection to the wider cosmos. In elaborating chapters 2 and 3 on dream 

theory and development of the literary dream vision genre, I discovered a mini-universe 

of texts that, while they may not have directly influenced one another, can enter into a 

rich dialogue across time. These chapters will form the basis of future work with other 

Castilian and Spanish poets writing in the same literary form. Chapter 4 focuses this wide 

range of supporting knowledge on the life and work of Francisco Imperial.  

 I open with a chapter that sheds new light on the social world in which Francisco 

Imperial lived and worked by examining in depth the establishment and development of 

the Genoese community in 13th- and 14th-century Seville. This historical analysis begins 

with an exploration of Genoa’s emergence as a major international trading power and its 

engagement with Muslim Seville as documented in notary records and the Italian city-

state’s own chronicles. A detailed account is then given of Genoese participation in the 

Repartimiento or redistribution of formerly Muslim lands and property in Seville and the 

surrounding countryside to Christian colonists coming from all corners of the Iberian 
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Peninsula and other parts of Europe. This is followed by a review of the numerous 

privileges obtained by Genoa’s merchants from successive Castilian monarchs. I show 

how the Genoese in Seville contributed vital services on a national level through their 

leadership in the Marina de Castilla and on a local level as active participants in the 

city’s municipal government, demonstrating that the Genoese helped to lay the 

foundation for the eventual emergence of the Spain as a world power and that later 

generations of native-born Castilian citizens of Genoese ancestry achieved a high degree 

of integration into Castilian society.  

Genoa, a city that arose in a region with few natural resources, was blessed by a 

seaport that provided access to the entire Mediterranean basin. Genoese culture, from its 

emergence in the High Middle Ages to its apogee in the fifteenth century, flourished 

despite very challenging circumstances because it had developed the unique communal 

skills that allowed its citizens to act as a bridge between disparate cultural and economic 

spheres. From its earliest days, the city overcame its own environmental deficiencies and 

the restrictions of its feudal past by creating the compagna and later the commune as 

forms of governance that valued the autonomous contributions of small associations of 

free men from all social classes who looked outward to the wider world in search of 

adventure, opportunity and profit. Genoa’s citizens were pioneers in the development of 

mercantile capitalism, accumulating great power and wealth by being first and foremost 

weavers of economic connections rather than producers of marketable goods. 
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Genoese traders were active in many parts of Muslim Spain and the region of 

Andalusia was, in particular, a counterpart in many ways to the Ligurian Republic. 

Seville was a city that had grown rich to a large degree because a highly sophisticated 

Muslim agricultural science had developed its fertile countryside into a source of great 

economic bounty and because it enjoyed a natural outlet to the sea and international 

markets through the Guadalquivir River. Notary records reveal that the Genoese were 

trading in Muslim Seville as early as the second half of the 12th century. Even in this 

seminal period of commercial activity in the Iberian Peninsula, the Genoese were 

beginning to practice the kinds of sophisticated financial transactions that would become 

a hallmark of their experience in Spanish lands. 

The early 13th-century Genoese annals, the official version of the history of the 

Ligurian Republic, celebrate the heroic victory of Las Navas de Tolosa in 1215 when an 

international crusading force on its way to support the Christian defenders in Spain 

passed through Genoa and recruited many local adherents. The next entries in the city’s 

chronicles that mention Seville, dating from 1231 and 1235, provide a glimpse of the 

shrewd practicality employed by the Genoese in dealing with the region’s Muslim 

leaders, as they alternatively attacked, approached in friendship and finally gathered a 

mercenary force against one and the same sultan according what was most needed to 

protect their own momentary commercial and political interests.  

The Genoese were involved from the beginning in Fernando III’s conquest of 

Seville. Ramón Bonifaz, a mariner who was likely of Genoese descent, played a decisive 
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role in the siege of the city in 1246. In 1248, Genoa dispatched a delegation to present a 

bold series of demands, seeking a high level of participation in the restoration of the 

city’s commercial life. While some of these requests were denied, the Genoese Commune 

nevertheless achieved a uniquely privileged status in relation to other trading 

communities in the newly Christianized Seville. Over the next three decades, a sizeable 

population of Genoese citizens, both men and women of all social levels, settled in 

Seville becoming the eventual beneficiaries of the repartimiento or redistribution of the 

lands and infrastructure of the city and surrounding countryside that had been taken from 

the Muslims.  

In the decades following the Reconquest, Genoese merchants were active in 

reestablishing commercial navigation routes linking Muslim North Africa to Andalusia 

and Italy. From Genoa’s perspective, the concept of “Spain” included this much wider 

Western Mediterranean region. Alfonso XI’s siege of the Gibraltar opened up the coveted 

Atlantic waters off Europe’s western flank, adding the northern ports of Flanders and 

England to this rapidly expanding international trade network. The intricacies of this 

commerce, including numerous disputes and the ever-present threat of piracy, are 

detailed in a large group of 13th- and 14th-century notary records culled by Leóne Liagre 

de Sturler from the Archivio di Stato di Genova in the 1940s. Some of these documents 

also attest to the participation of Genoese merchants in the spread of the ubiquitous 

financial instrument known as the letter of exchange. 
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 From its inception in 1248, and over the course of the next 250 years, the Genoese 

community in Seville negotiated with the Castilian monarchy to obtain a series of 

privileges covering a wide range of practical concerns that would later be bound into a 

single volume known as the Libro de los privilegios de la nación genovesa. Through 

these concessions, the Genoese obtained their own district within the city and a 

considerable degree of autonomy over this urban space including the right to participate 

in the local religious hierarchy; favorable rates of taxation as well as generous tax 

exemptions; well demarcated channels for legal representation, conflict resolution and 

protection from harassment; clear guidelines for dealing with the endemic problem of 

piracy; the facilitation of commercial traffic by land and by sea, including protection 

from abuses committed by municipal authorities such as customs officials and tax 

collectors; and the right for their traders to move currency in and out of the kingdom.  

As early as the second decade of the 12th century, the Genoese were contributing 

their shipbuilding and seafaring expertise to the Kingdom of Galicia. The Castilian 

monarchy would imitate this pattern, repeatedly turning to Genoese mariners in times of 

crisis who would serve as admirals of the Marina de Castilla, an institution 

headquartered in Seville. Castilian citizens of Genoese descent are also featured 

prominently in the Papeles del mayordomazgo, the accounting books kept by Seville’s 

city council. They were engaged in a broad spectrum of official functions within the 

municipal government, ranging from tax collection, to administrative service, to positions 

of leadership in the city council that included the chief post of mayordomo. They also 
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appear in these documents as powerful businessmen and royal functionaries. This, then, 

is the cultural landscape in which Miçer Francisco Imperial lived and wrote his poetic 

dream visions. 

 Where my first chapter deals exclusively with historical context, Chapter 2 offers 

a detailed examination of theories of dreaming from the classical, medieval and 

contemporary periods that are an essential part of my analysis of dream vision texts in 

Chapters 3 and 4. Within this presentation of an evolving scientific and philosophical 

understanding of dream life, it should become clear that a medical, materialist 

consideration of dreaming is complementary rather than antithetical to a more spiritual 

point of view. The speculative science of the ancient world and the medieval period and 

the more practical experimental explorations of the human body carried out both in the 

medieval and modern periods can, in fact, lend support to metaphysical claims that 

dreams are a form of inspiration sent by a higher power and perhaps even represent a 

portal to experiencing the human soul.  

 Chapter 2 begins with an exploration of Plato’s metaphysics of dreaming as 

presented in the Dialogues. In the Apology, Crito and Phaedo, dreams are honored as a 

form of divine communication and in the second book of the Republic Plato declares that 

such spiritual dreams are always truthful. In book V of the latter dialogue, however, Plato 

presents a countervailing view that is repeated throughout the dialogues, namely, that 

dreaming is a form of psychological deception in which the dreamer mistakes mere 

appearances for reality. Book VII’s legendary “Allegory of the Cave” expands this 
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theme, developing an elaborate metaphor of mankind’s enslavement to a shadowy level 

of consciousness and envisioning a process of evolution into a new form of awareness 

that is likened to waking from a dream. The Republic’s Book IX finds a point of 

conciliation between these views by imagining the ideal of the temperate man who has 

gained mastery of his destructive passions and is therefore able to benefit from the 

guidance of a richer, more productive and less distorted dream life. 

Plato’s Parmenides refers to the kaleidoscopic instability of dream consciousness 

while the illusory nature of dreaming is central to the conversation taking place in the 

Theaetetus. The Sophist begins by critiquing the ephemeral nature of the imagery of 

dreams but then connects this image-making capacity of the sleeping mind to the creative 

activity of divine intelligence flowing into the natural world. The Statesman, by contrast, 

is unequivocally negative concerning oneiric experience, making a distinction between 

unreliable “dream knowledge” and true understanding. 

 Where these three previous dialogues, whose chief purpose is to outline a new 

epistemology, discuss dreaming as an ancillary theme, in the Timaeus dream life gains 

new prominence as part of an elaboration of a cosmological model that involves an 

extended speculation on the nature of the human soul and body. Even the opening of the 

dialogue, wherein Critias reveals a dream visitation from his grandfather as the source of 

his story, reiterates the importance assigned to divinely inspired sleeping visions that was 

first presented in the Apology. As the dialogue unfolds, dreaming is then considered both 

as a more limited state of consciousnesses than wakefulness and as a deeply embodied 
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phenomenon that brings order to the sleeping mind and even offers the possibility of 

prophetic insight. 

 Aristotle’s approach to dreaming is fundamentally limited to the natural world, 

but from a perspective that acknowledges a different range of material processes taking 

place in the body than those understood by modern science. Central to his theory is the 

idea of digestive “vapors” that circulate through the blood which, through their ascending 

and descending action and continual redistribution of material qualities, were believed to 

regulate the natural cycles of sleep and wakefulness. The early morning hours, when 

these vapors were in their most tranquil state, were thought to be the time when the mind 

was most available to stable, coherent dreams. 

 Aristotle can also be credited with developing an elaborate psychology of mental 

faculties. In the case of dreaming, he considers the phantastikon or center of imagination, 

to play a central role. Because of the predominance of this faculty in the sleeping mind, 

Aristotle conjectures that dreams are, by nature, sources of false, deceptive knowledge of 

the world. Aristotle dismisses most cases of dream divination as a result of mere 

coincidence or as a kind of malfunction of the mind. He offers, instead, a theory of dream 

interpretation that holds that dream consciousness is like a reflection seen in a disturbed 

pool of water, meaning that any attempt to understand the true meaning of dream imagery 

requires great care and skill. 

 Macrobius’s approach toward dream life in his Commentary on the Dream of 

Scipio is radically different from the almost exclusive emphasis of Aristotle on the 
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corporal aspects and mechanistic psychological functions of the sleeping mind. As a 5th-

century encyclopedist who collected and commented upon the philosophy and literature 

of the ancient world from a Neoplatonist standpoint, his interpretation of Cicero’s 

Somnium Scipionis was considered authoritative and cast its influence across the entire 

span of the Middle Ages. It was valued not only as a speculative scientific treatise but for 

its contributions to metaphysics and literary theory. 

 Macrobius considers the Somnium Scipionis, Cicero’s fictional account of the 

dream voyage of Scipio Aemilianus, to be a wholly appropriate vehicle for the 

presentation of Platonic ideals and a Neoplatonist cosmology. He views Scipio as a 

philosophically oriented literary protagonist who was ideally suited to receive an 

extraordinary dream. The Commentary’s classification of dreams, while applicable to 

real-world oneiric experience, cannot, in fact, be separated from its usefulness as a tool 

for interpreting of dream texts. Macrobius identifies five types of dreams that cover a 

gamut of possible psychological experiences ranging from largely unconscious streams of 

meaningless imagery to an exalted state of prophecy. It is the middle category of the 

enigmatic dream, requiring an allegorical interpretation, which proves the most helpful in 

the interpretation of literary dream texts because it is in closest alignment with the ideal 

of the philosophical life advocated by the author himself. Although his analysis of the 

protagonist, Scipio, is brief, it is significant because it points in the direction of the types 

of characters who would later assume a central role in the literary dream vision genre. 
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 Interest in Macrobius’s text as a repository of both philosophical wisdom and 

literary theory peaked in the 11th and 12th centuries, becoming a primary source of 

inspiration to the Chartrian “Renaissance” that incorporated Neoplatonist thought within 

a Christian framework. John of Salisbury’s Policraticus, written as a guide for the 

attainment of a life well-lived, reflects a bold and encyclopedic attempt to construct an 

original text that draws upon the collective wisdom of a broad spectrum of classical, 

scriptural and Christian authors. The work is especially challenging to modern readers 

because its discourse is based on the repeated synthesis of apparently contradictory 

arguments which themselves inform the basic practice of the Abelardian dialectic. 

 John’s dream theory should be interpreted in the context of his general acceptance 

of the role of signs and omens in Christian life. Dreams, he felt, provide a kind of 

information to the human mind that is freed from the influence of the senses. He, like 

Macrobius, considers sleep as a time when mankind’s animal nature is quieted, allowing 

the mind to connect more fully with spiritual reality. He also recognizes that dreams fall 

along a broad continuum from deceptive to truthful or even prophetic. His dream 

classification closely mirrors Macrobius’s model yet, when it comes to his recommended 

approach to interpreting dreams, he assigns greater importance to the psychological state 

and outer life circumstances of the dreamer. As a Christian, he also calls for greater 

scrutiny of the moral character and standing of the guides who appear in oracular dreams, 

an admonition that stands in contrast to the appearance of blatantly unscrupulous guides 

just one century later in the literary dream of the Roman de la rose. John of Salisbury 
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moves beyond merely listing categories of dreams to expound upon the nature of the 

semiotics of dream. Dream signs, he believes, are rich symbols because they are 

inherently polysemic and partially bound to the subjectivity of the dreamer. He also 

develops his dream theory in a new direction from Macrobius in his contention that only 

Christians may properly benefit from dream wisdom while warning that dream life can be 

easily hijacked by evil forces transmitting deceptive messages. 

 The spiritually oriented dream theories of Macrobius and John of Salisbury did 

not exist in a vacuum but instead complemented the development of an equally 

sophisticated approach to dream experience grounded in both speculative natural science 

and real-world medical traditions. Aristotle’s materialist understanding of dreaming was 

further developed in the Greek and Roman world into a physiology that views the human 

being as a physical organism endowed with a non-corporeal soul. His approach was 

preserved in both theory and practice by a distinguished lineage of skilled and 

broadminded Arab and Persian philosopher physicians. Because of the quantity and 

quality of his writings, the most famous among these luminaries is the Persian Avicenna 

whose life spanned the end of the 10th and the beginning of the 11th centuries. 

 One of Avicenna’s most important legacies to the European Middle Ages is his 

development of Aristotle’s psychology of human faculties into a system that 

encompasses all of ordinary human life, from basic biological functions to sense life and 

from imagination to the higher intellect. He believes that dreaming ensues when, during 

sleep, human reasoning powers are fettered, allowing the faculties of imagination to 
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create impressions and send them to the master sensing organ which is closed off from 

stimuli originating in the outside world.  

 Avicenna places different types of dreams along a continuum ranging from 

experiences induced solely by physiological processes to representations of daily 

emotional concerns and leading, finally, to extraordinary dreams of cosmic phenomena. 

The latter, he posits, are the intellectual province of scholars of agile mind and moral 

temperance and usually take place in the early hours of the morning. He also proposes a 

lesser form of spiritual dream, cloaked in layers of allegorical imagery, which can reach 

the dreamer during the lower stages of spiritual development.  

 The Western Caliphate based in Córdoba eventually became the point of contact 

between this eminent Arab-Persian medical tradition and Western European 

philosophical and scientific currents. Certainly, this transmission of knowledge could not 

have transpired without the vast cultural undertaking of the society of translators 

established in 12th-century Toledo. During the 13th century, Scholastic philosophers took 

on the task of organizing the great body of new texts generated through this intercultural 

exchange, an effort that would begin to falter in the 14th century with the rise of a new 

skeptical spirit grounded in empirical science. 

 The vast treatise In Primum Sententiarum of Alfonsus Vargas, a 14th-century 

Augustinian theologian and conservative defender of Scholastic doctrines, is an artifact of 

this age of transition, quoting extensively from a number of canonical authorities from 

the previous century. In developing his arguments against the newer philosophical school 
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of Nominalism and one of its principal champions Peter Aureole, he cites the latter’s 

commentary on dreams. Aureole, in turn, drew upon Saint Augustine and the Cordovan 

philosopher Averröes as transmitters of the faculty psychology embraced by Aristotle. 

Although Vargas does not agree with the conclusions of Aureole, his text is of great 

interest because it demonstrates how the medieval mind worked with ancient, 

mechanistic theories of the human psyche. Like Avicenna, Averröes detailed the way in 

which the human imagination can turn backward during sleep, stimulating the sensory 

centers to produce dreams and Aureole cited him to support his own position that 

knowledge continues to be active even as sleep suppresses the activity of the senses. 

 The Scholastic tradition continued to thrive as a living philosophical current in the 

conservative environment of late medieval Spain. The highly cultured 15th-century 

Dominican Bishop Lope de Barrientos reinvigorated what had by then become a 

somewhat antiquated worldview by adapting it to an elegant vernacular discourse. His 

Tractado del dormir e despertar e soñar was part of a series of works written at mid 

century in response to King Juan II’s desire to learn more about the nature of astrology 

and divination. In his explanation of the physiology of dreaming, Lope develops 

Aristotle’s theory of vapors. He integrates this with an overview of the operation of the 

psychological faculties that is roughly parallel to the model presented by Avicenna, 

asserting that dreaming takes places when the fantasia sends images that have been 

stored in memory to the senses, leading the dreamer to mistake what are false 

appearances for reality. Dreams, he posits, are usually shaped by the cares and concerns 
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of waking life, by physiological disturbances or even by astrological influences, and 

filled with strange imagery whose meaning cannot be easily discerned. 

While granting the possibility that a higher form of spiritual dream is possible, 

Barrientos, much like John of Salisbury, urges great caution in considering such 

experiences. The truest form of inspiration during sleep, he stresses, is not a dream at all 

but a kind of direct, divine revelation, usually reserved for noblemen of high moral 

standing. In the tradition of Aristotle and Arabic medicine, Barrientos believes that the 

early morning hours are especially propitious for this kind of dream because the activity 

of the digestive vapors least disturbs the sleeping mind. 

Medieval dream theory, although it is at this time a topic usually reserved for 

scholars of medieval culture, literature and science, proves to be surprisingly relevant 

when brought into the light of the latest discoveries of cognitive neuroscience. I close this 

chapter by presenting a sampling of recent findings concerning human dream life, many 

of which are in harmony with core tenets of medieval dream theory.  

Dreaming as a corporal process involves the stimulation of strong sensorimotor 

imagery that is usually accepted by the sleeper as waking reality. The sleep cycle of rapid 

eye movements (REM) has been found to be the most productive period of dreams as it 

generates complex, bizarre imagery with coherent narrative organization. In the early 

morning hours these REM cycles become more extended. Physiological models support a 

widespread belief that dreaming begins in the primitive structures of the brainstem, 

stimulating the sensory relay station of the thalamus, which in turn sends impulses to the 
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emotional and intellectual centers of the brain’s cortex. It is generally believed, however, 

that certain higher cognitive functions involving critical reasoning remain deactivated, 

contributing to the strange associations and irrational imagery that courses through the 

dreamer’s mind. This imagery may represent a kind of symbolic representation of 

abstract thought through concrete pictures. 

Kelly Bulkeley, a theologian and researcher fully grounded in this biological 

understanding of dreaming, sees this as evidence of a kind of visionary capacity shared 

by all humans and a result of the mind’s search for a deeper nexus of meaning hidden 

with a flood of impressions and stored emotional experiences. For Bulkeley, dreaming 

represents a radical shift in the mind to another state of being that is just as sophisticated 

and significant as waking consciousness. He has developed the idea of a “root metaphor” 

to explain how the mind translates its core beliefs and concerns into basic, living and 

actively evolving images that serve this quest for greater meaning. 

Bulkeley’s observations on the familiar and transfigured terrain of dreamscapes, 

the emotions of terror and delight and the blurring of the boundary between dreaming and 

waking that are central to extraordinary, spiritually oriented dreams, correspond 

surprisingly well with many of the settings, topoi and psychological aspects of the 

dreaming protagonist that are encountered in the literary dream vision genre. Owen 

Barfield, the last theorist examined in this chapter, considers dream consciousness to be a 

highly important frontier between ordinary, waking consciousness and full spiritual 

enlightenment, a liminal space where the mind can gradually acquire the capacity for 
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“vision” in much the same way it can grow through the practice and study of poetry. 

Barfield’s brief outline of the dream process suggests that the dreaming mind and the 

processes of literary creation are in fact closely linked. 

The literary dream vision represents perhaps the closest conjunction between the 

operations of the unbounded and unscripted imaginative flow of the sleeping brain and 

the more carefully balanced and deliberate practice of poetic composition. Chapter 3 

presents an overview of the dream vision genre, beginning with a sketch of the cultural 

origins of this literary form, a presentation of theory useful in interpreting dream vision 

texts and a detailed analysis of several representative works. These texts are examined in 

the light of this theory, revealing a number of common motifs and patterns that 

effectively demonstrate how these works are fundamentally interrelated.  

While the literary dream vision has primordial roots in the culture of preliterate 

shamanic ritual, the earliest surviving written accounts of what is known as the 

“otherworld journey,” such as the Epic of Gilgamesh, reflect a fundamental human desire 

to gain knowledge of the realms of the afterlife. Even at this embryonic stage, a range of 

motifs, such as the description of preternatural gardens, anticipate what would become 

fundamental raw imagistic material for the later development of poetic dream visions. 

Classical Greek culture provided contrasting visions of the afterlife world as 

either an unhappy underworld or a return of the soul to its true and blessed home among 

the celestial spheres. Early Christian otherworld narratives captured the harrowing 

spiritual journeys of saints, such as Paul and Perpetua, as well as of ordinary men and 
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women from all social classes such as those who fill the pages of Gregory’s Dialogues. 

These texts, accepted as accounts of genuine visionary experience, provided dream vision 

authors with a wellspring of descriptions of otherworldly landscapes and a carefully 

developed psychological understanding of the protagonists who were privileged to tour 

these hidden spaces. 

Otherworldly literature contains several basic formative elements that were 

inherited by or concurrently influenced the development of the literary dream vision 

genre. These include the presence of a spiritual guide who engages the protagonist in 

exegetical dialogue; the nearly ubiquitous presence of obstacles and barriers to the hero’s 

journey, many of which are designed to test his merits; the hero’s encounter with his own 

misdeeds; and beatific or terrifying landscapes that transform elements taken from the 

known, natural world and carefully mirror narrative and character development.  

In the theory of Kathryn Lynch, the medieval literary dream vision is seen as a 

conservative literary genre that followed a natural cycle of development and dissolution 

and attempted to support a Scholastic philosophy of certainty in the face of a growing 

culture of materialist skepticism and doubt. The genre, according to Lynch, also 

embodies a path to the acquisition of reason and higher understanding that is grounded in 

the faculty of imagination and the corresponding poetic impulse of ingenium. 

Paul Piehler views medieval visionary text as having achieved a unique state of 

equilibrium between the forces of mythological imagination and structured rational 

thought that is appropriately interpreted through the literary exercise of allegory. He 
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carefully examines the essential components of the dream vision genre, including the 

protagonist who often reaches the spiritual threshold from a moment of profound spiritual 

crisis, the dream guide, the visionary landscapes; and the development of core, “seminal” 

imagery. 

 Robert McMahon’s observations on the literary form he calls a “medieval 

meditative ascent,” can be applied at least in part to all of the dream vision texts 

examined in this chapter’s survey. He defines the typical work in this genre as a literary 

record of a spiritual journey; as a system of inter-related levels of meaning; and a way of 

reading that allows the reader to participate in the journey and encounter the inner 

significance the author has placed within the text. The journey follows an exterior, linear 

plot and the same time represents a textual enactment of an inward ascent to God or the 

higher truths of the inner life.  

According to McMahon, this meditative journey often follows the form of a ring, 

structured upon a semantic system of motifs that are presented and reencountered on a 

circular or spiral path. The protagonist is a pilgrim figure and the endpoint of the voyage 

represents a final union with God or a higher principle of being. The voyage is narrated, 

however, from the perspective of a poetic “I” who should be seen as both identical with 

and distinct from the pilgrim. McMahon calls upon the modern reader of such texts to 

move beyond narrow philological concerns to engage more deeply with them through 

meditative reading. 
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Cicero’s Somnium Scipionis, the first literary work discussed in Chapter 3, is a 

fictional record of the dream journey of Scipio Aemilianus into the celestial circles, a 

voyage inseparable from the text’s celebration of the virtues of the statesman and of 

service to one’s country. Through a philosophical dialog the dream guide, his grandfather 

Africanus, places the younger Scipio’s life within the larger context of human history and 

ultimately connects him with the infinite vastness of cosmic space. The work’s outer, 

social dimension is mirrored by a depiction of Scipio’s inner, Platonic journey into the 

reality of his own spiritual nature as a divine, immortal soul. The outer and inner aspects 

of the poem are unified through several Pythagorean numerological references. The 

Somnium Scipionis must be regarded as a foundational text for the literary dream vision 

genre. 

Prudentius’s Psychomachia, a work most likely written in the late 4th century, is 

not a literary dream vision but an allegorical battle of virtues and vices featuring the vivid 

evocation of imagery designed to provoke a kind of vicarious healing within the attentive 

reader. The Virtues and Vices in the text do not mimetically embody human psychology 

but instead stand as fixed carriers of symbolic meaning, and in this way they exert a 

major influence on the development of medieval allegory, shattering the conventions of 

realism that define the literary epic. This shift can also be seen in the poem’s more fluid 

and less detailed evocation of landscape and the paradisiacal palace, found at the end the 

work, which is likewise imbued with diverse layers of allegorical meaning. The 

allegorical mode as established in the Psychomachia is central to the further development 
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of the literary dream vision genre, and an understanding of its poetic application is 

essential to a full understanding of texts such as the Roman de la Rose, in which literary 

allegory is taken to its furthest extremes. In my discussion I also place Prudentius’s 

portrayal of the Virtues and Vices side by side with Francisco Imperial’s quite different 

but equally allegorical treatment of these figures. 

Boethius’s Consolation of Philosophy is a kind of waking dream vision written on 

a much more intimate scale than the Psychomachia. In its commentary on the presence of 

evil in human affairs and the remedies it proposes, more weight is placed on the 

development of philosophical dialogue and of the psychology of the pilgrim figure, 

elements that would become essential to the genre’s later expansion. The poem’s 

benevolent and quasi-omniscient dream guide, Lady Philosophy, enacts a program of 

healing for the tormented dreamer in which the reader can also participate. Although he 

never leaves the confines of his cell, Boethius’s pilgrim follows a trajectory similar to 

Scipio’s, as his deep anguish is placed within the greater intellectual and spiritual context 

of a universe guided by a Providential God of love and ultimate justice. 

The representation of a higher order of reality is also central to the work of 

Gonzalo de Berceo, whose poetry embodies the philosophical and theological principles 

of 13th-century Scholasticism as a source of spiritual guidance and comfort. The 

introduction to his Milagros de Nuestra Señora contains an extended allegorical 

presentation of an enticing locus amoenus that is exegetically linked step by step to 

various spiritual attributes of the Divine Mother. The landscape of this poem belongs to a 
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tradition of integrating wild, unbounded spaces with markers of human cultivation, yet in 

its sobriety and chasteness is set apart from the florid erotic gardens of the courtly love 

tradition. In both these ways, Berceo’s garden can be seen as part of a genre that stands as 

a precursor to Francisco Imperial’s depiction of Edenic space in the Dezir a las siete 

virtudes or perhaps even as a direct influence on his poem. 

Berceo’s Vida de Santa Oria offers what its author claims to be a retelling of an 

earlier Latin account of the Saint’s miraculous vision of the otherworld. Although Oria 

was, unlike the previous protagonists explored in this survey, a saintly woman, she shares 

in the generic conventions as a suffering pilgrim figure who, having made a radical break 

with ordinary reality, turns away from the world to be guided on a journey in which she 

contemplates heavenly regions and hidden truths. Many of the spatial elements and 

narrative motifs used to give substance to this poem are drawn from the conventions of 

visionary literature and, as will be discussed, the processions of holy beings Oria 

encounters in the spirit world can readily be connected to later elaborations of the literary 

dream vision. 

The Roman de la Rose, written at roughly the same time as Berceo’s Milagros 

and Vida de Santa Oria, takes the dream vision genre in a decidedly materialist direction, 

as it narrates a young sleeper’s obsessive, imaginary quest for erotic fulfillment. The 

Roman, more than any of the other texts explored in Chapter 3, fully develops the 

allegorical possibilities of its dream personages and landscapes. The lush, enclosed 

garden of the allegorical figure Diversion, for example, is carefully cultivated with 
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imagery that is highly charged with erotic overtones. The poem also twists the genre’s 

tradition of exemplary dream guides to present a series of characters who actively 

encourage the young dreamer in his misadventures. Many of these guides are bound by 

crass materialism and approach life from a position of astute awareness, values that 

indicate the polar shifts taking place in 13th-century French culture. The Roman, however, 

is a work that remains faithful to its predecessors in the dream vision genre as a poem 

that actively supports a didactic agenda. The underlying message is here achieved 

through the humorous elaboration of a negative example and the satirical manipulation of 

the conventions of the genre to suggest a larger, more solid allegorical framework that is 

implied at several key points in the poem by the unfolding surface narrative. 

The allegorical mode is almost entirely absent in the Escala de Mahoma, an 

Hispano-Muslim dream vision considered to be a source of inspiration for Dante’s 

Commedia. This Latin translation of an unidentified Arabic text, commissioned by 

Alfonso X, synthesizes two legends associated with the life of Mohammed, both the 

miraculous physical journey he was purported to have made in the course of one night 

from his home in Mecca to the Temple Mount in Jerusalem and his spiritual voyage 

through the celestial spheres to the throne of God and subsequent descent into the lowest 

depths of the infernal regions. Critics point to this work’s complex and colorful celestial 

imagery and detailed topography of the spiritual world as a possible source of influence 

for Dante’s literary imagination of otherworldly spaces. With its arrays of angelic and 

demonic beings, radiant figures of guidance, celestial courts, paradise gardens and 



32 

terrifying netherworlds, the Escala is filled with visual motifs that must be seen at the 

very least as an offshoot of the same core lineage of mystical writings that nourished the 

literary dream vision. 

 Piehler points to Dante’s Divina Commedia as a moment when this mythological, 

imaginative and often irrational substrate of the dream vision genre was most fully 

integrated with highly logical, intellectual discourse. In the Inferno, Dante’s pilgrim 

undergoes a concrete and personal engagement with an underworld of evil forces. The 

strange and sometimes horrible beings and punishments he encounters are balanced by a 

painstakingly developed philosophical discourse that runs through the cantica as a 

parallel thread. In the Inferno Dante also refers to a series of historical and contemporary 

figures, often in the mode of biting satire, inserting social commentary into what is on the 

surface an autobiographic account of a spiritual descent. The political criticism expressed 

through the poetic “I” crescendos into a clamorous and incisive invective against the city 

of Florence, brining ideological weight to the text and linking the spirit world to concerns 

in the earthly realm. The meticulously crafted imagery in Dante’s Inferno is used to 

portray a human psychology of evil and, while Dante draws upon well-established 

iconographical traditions, his genius lies in the creative disposition he brings to these 

elements. 

 Kathryn Lynch views the Purgatorio, with its clearly delineated program of 

educating both the pilgrim’s and readers’ intellect, as the only cantica of the Commedia 

that can properly be called a literary dream vision. The stream of caustic political 
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commentary that flows into the Purgatorio and the uniquely healing function of the 

cantica itself appear to extend beyond the dream pilgrim in an effort to reach the wider 

community of Florence and Italy. The transparent, non-allegorical exegetical dialogue 

between Dante and his guide, Virgil, in the Inferno becomes increasingly central in this 

section of the Commedia.  

The Purgatorio, with its depiction of Cato as a second guide, serpent imagery, 

morning dreams, garden of Earthly Paradise and procession of the Virtues provides some 

of the most significant motifs later appearing in Imperial’s Dezir. Although the Paradiso 

reveals the pilgrim Dante in the most and radical ineffable states of being, the Purgatorio 

most directly portrays the transformation of consciousness and the beginning of spiritual 

awakening. The depiction of landscapes mirrors this. When the pilgrim Dante reaches the 

Earthly Paradise, the idyllic space is portrayed in full detail, more in keeping with the 

tradition of epic realism than with medieval allegory. Beatrice is likewise presented at the 

end of the cantica in her full humanity rather than as an abstract allegorical personage. 

The Purgatorio ends, however, with a highly symbolic and formal series of triumphal 

processions that include figures representing the seven Virtues. 

The Paradiso effectively severs ties with all that is familiar and yet, as Lynch 

observes, it is a cantica in which Dante has lifted the veil of allegorical meaning, offering 

instead a lucid presentation of an exotic celestial world. In the Paradiso Dante raises 

academic, philosophical discussion to its most exalted level. The continuing stream of 

political commentary is finally resolved on a higher, spiritual plane. This is the most 
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profoundly religious of the three cantiche and in the final cantos which narrate the 

pilgrim Dante’s reception of a beatific vision, the entire tradition of the literary dream 

vision may be said to achieve an absolute pinnacle of sublimity. 

 Boccaccio’s Amorosa Visione was written after the poet’s reluctant move from 

Naples to Florence and represents both his assimilation of Dante’s Commedia and Tuscan 

culture. Nevertheless, it differs significantly from Dante’s magnum opus and can be 

considered as the first fully secular dream vision, embracing the theme of erotic love 

without satire. Central to Boccaccio’s reworking of the genre is his incorporation of 

triumphal processions that are contained within a series of static and dynamic frescoes 

presenting heroic historical and mythological personages both as positive models of 

emulation and negative examples of enslavement to vice.  

 As a pilgrim, Boccaccio’s Dreamer shows an attitude often characterized by 

defiant independence from the potentia animae Guide, a resplendent figure of wisdom 

reminiscent of Boethius’s Lady Philosophy. Unlike the Roman de la Rose’s Guillaume, 

however, Dreamer at the end sincerely commits himself to following the narrow path to 

the ultimate Good. The Amorosa Visione imparts its didactic message not only through 

exemplary frescoes but also in its dynamic practice of Scholastic argumentation wherein 

the propositions of the poetic “I” and beliefs of the pilgrim Dreamer are placed side by 

side with the admonitions of Guide, with each voice pointing from its unique perspective 

to a higher, synthetic truth. 
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 Boccaccio’s poem achieves what no previous dream vision text had sought to 

accomplish, a harmonious reconciliation between erotic and divine love. Key to this 

fusion of themes is Dreamer’s second guide, his beloved Maria, who stands in a complex 

relationship to the wise old woman Guide. Maria will also lead Dreamer to the ultimate 

Good, but through the path of romantic love and earthly delights. The surprising 

conclusion to the work represents a radical rupture with many of the norms of the dream 

vision genre, suggesting Boccaccio’s sense of play with basic motifs he had adapted to 

his artistic needs in full awareness of the weight of this literary tradition. 

 Even more than Amorosa Visione, Petrarch’s Trionfi represent a return to classical 

ideals and literature. The poem is built on the seminal imagery of a triumphal procession 

illustrating the basic forces at work in human life, including love, death, fame, time, and 

the resolution of all of these earthbound and ephemeral phases into the indestructible 

refuge of eternity. While Petrarch was inspired by the Dantesque allegorical-visionary 

tradition, he approached it from the perspective of an emerging literary humanism. The 

work also reveals clear resemblances to Boccaccio’s Amorosa Visione and was likely 

inspired by the writers’ deep friendship and mutual sharing of each other’s manuscripts 

as they were in the process of being created.  

As a lyric poet, Petrarch was likely challenged by a form that called for a clear 

narrative organization and yet the poem is filled with a sincere, deeply personal 

emotional tonality, likely reflecting the autobiographical experiences of the poet himself. 

As an allegorical dream vision, it moves away from the symbolic representation of a 
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hierarchical cosmos to a poetic embodiment of the interiority of the human soul. The 

theme of love, for example, is treated not as the lighthearted adventure of the Amorosa 

Visione but rather as a deeply serious metaphysical concern. 

Petrarch’s triumphal processions are an essential part of a moral didactic program 

that is classical in temperament and yet not closely tied to the tenets of the Christian faith. 

The pilgrim’s path to knowledge has much more to do with the complexities of human 

psychology than with the cosmological ordering of the universe. The resolution of the 

poem in the “Triumph of Eternity” departs from the full resolution of the beatific vision 

given by Dante and leaves the reader with even more unanswered philosophical questions 

than the open-ended finale of the Amorosa Visione. As a dream vision, the Trionfi 

incorporate many of the basic features of the medieval genre while developing them in a 

way that inverts several of the principles upon which the genre is based, contributing, no 

doubt, to the eventual dissolution of this literary form. 

The fourth and final chapter of this dissertation is dedicated to a literary analysis 

of Francisco Imperial’s Dezir a las siete virtudes. This is prefaced by an overview of the 

composition’s relevant historical and cultural context including a biographical sketch of 

Francisco Imperial. The chapter opens with a discussion of the significant changes taking 

place among the Castilian nobility at the end of the 14th and beginning of the 15th 

centuries, when a new social class attained a privileged status through their service to the 

Crown and gradually challenged the monopolization of power and wealth by traditional 

noble families that had effectively blocked the possibility social mobility for centuries. 
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The emergence of this new nobility of service contributed to the development of an urban 

knighthood with a distinct culture that included a fashionable devotion to learning and 

poetry. This was a transformation that would eventually lead to a severe social and 

political crisis in Seville at the turn of the 15th century, a phenomenon that presents an 

indispensable backdrop to Francisco Imperial’s unsparing criticism of the city in his 

Dezir. 

With this understanding of the socio-political climate of late 14th- and early 15th-

century Seville I present an overview of the Imperiale family clan. The power structures 

of the city state of Genoa underwent a metamorphosis beginning c. 1300 that in many 

ways parallel the changes that took place in Seville during the same period. The 

Imperiale family was constituted in the early 14th century according to the pattern of the 

albergo, a group bond that afforded many of the social distinction of nobility but that was 

not based on traditional ties of blood kinship or feudal land holdings. I detail how the 

Imperiale formed their albergo and mention a few of the links they established with the 

Iberian kingdoms in the 14th century. The participation of the family in the market of 

letters of exchange in Seville receives special attention. 

Having explored the broader theme of the Imperiale family I then narrow my 

focus to the life of Miçer Francisco Imperial. The poet’s biography remains largely 

incomplete and has been limited for decades to a few disparate and unconnected details 

mixed with conjecture. While it is still impossible to connect Francisco definitively to 

Jaimes Imperial, an Andalusian jeweler who has often been identified as his father, a 
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census document from 1385 that is new to literary scholars shows him living in close 

proximity to Pedro Imperial, who may have been his brother. This same document lists 

Francisco Imperial among the caste of urban knights, the highest class of those who 

contributed financially to the shipbuilding industry at a time of war with Portugal.  

New evidence has also surfaced confirming that Imperial did indeed serve as vice 

admiral of Castile as early as 1396, a role that would likely have brought him into the 

circle of royal power. This probable connection to the king is strengthened by a second 

census document, the alarde of 1405, in which Imperial appears as a vasallo in the city’s 

militia. This designation reflects a social status superior to that enjoyed by many of the 

city’s caballeros who attained their titles through their service to the Crown. Within this 

context, Imperial represents a generation of Castilian citizens of Genoese descent who 

had become fully integrated within the culture of the kingdom. Significantly, he belonged 

to precisely that social level that proved consequential to the development of the second 

phase of poetry featured in the Cancionero de Baena.  

Eighteen of the 19 poems attributed to Francisco Imperial appear in the 

Cancionero de Baena, a collection of late 14th-century and early 15th-century Castilian 

verse. The Cancionero de Baena can be divided into three distinct poetical generations 

with Imperial belonging to the second. Where the first generation of poets were 

trovadores who celebrated themes of courtly love and for whom poetry was basic 

livelihood, Imperial, especially in his Dezir a las siete virtudes, may be said to belong to 

a movement of philosophically oriented allegorical poets who pursued the art of poetry as 
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a fashionable, learned pastime. This was an art of poetry that was considered to be an 

essential part of being a member of the expanding class of urban nobility who did not 

come from traditionally titled families. 

Francisco Imperial’s contribution to Castilian poetry is unique and he is arguably 

the first to make Dante’s Commedia available to Hispanic readers. He is also the first 

known poet to take up the challenge, if not with complete success, of writing 

hendecasyllabic verse in the Castilian language, creating a challenge and a legacy to 

future generations of poets who found inspiration in Italian literary culture. While 

Imperial’s Dezir a las siete virtudes clearly reflects a sense of deep reverence for the 

Commedia, his imitation of this model was quite freely adapted and ultimately given an 

entirely new disposition. His most significant transformation of the Commedia revolves 

around his basic worldview. Because of the many changes that had taken place in 

Western European culture in the nearly 100 years since Dante’s poem began to circulate, 

it had become essentially impossible for poets to achieve the kind of absolute spiritual 

illumination through their craft that had first been enjoyed by Dante. In this light, the 

Dezir a las siete virtudes achieves a more limited vision within the poetic dream form as 

a composition that represents what might best be called an erudite homage to a literary 

genre that was dying away. 

Imperial’s dream takes place at dawn, the time of the day considered by medieval 

dream theories to be most propitious for spiritual or extraordinary dreams. While 

containing important references to celestial imagery, the narrative unfolds in the 
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earthbound space of a gem-covered sanctuary within a chaste, paradisiacal garden. This is 

a dreamscape that has much more in common with the paradise garden of Berceo in his 

introduction to his Milagros de Nuestra Señora than to the erotic sensuality of the Park of 

Diversion from the Roman de la rose. Indeed, Imperial’s poem contains numerous 

references suggesting that his garden space and its surrounding open fields are in a sense 

consecrated as a kind of sanctuary of the Virgin Mary.  

The pilgrim figure in the Dezir is guided by Dante, who stands as both literary 

authority of great moral repute and as a fashionable cultural emblem. As a potentia 

animae he represents a conflation of Dante’s Virgil, through his exegetical role and of 

Cato, through his physical appearance and gravitas. In a highly condensed form 

Imperial’s Dante can be seen to carry out all of the essential functions in the poem that 

are common to spiritual guides in all of the works examined in my survey of the dream 

vision genre in Chapter 3.  

Imperial’s dream, which begins in a state of internal repose, opens up into an 

abstract space in which the pilgrim receives a vision of the seven Virtues, pictured as star 

maidens, and seven corresponding Vices, here represented by serpents, while the 

pilgrim’s psyche moves from carefree repose to a state of deep anxiety and doubt. The 

Virtues correspond to a largely traditional iconography, some of which can be linked 

directly to 14th-century Italian art and literature, and appear in a kind of procession of 

static portraits reminiscent of the triumphant frescoes found in the Amorosa Visione. 

Imperial’s serpents are given very little physical description but are loaded with 
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ideological significance, much of which can only be commented on through informed 

conjecture rather than certain knowledge. They appear to combine references taken 

directly from Dante’s Commedia together with more obscure historical references to 

heresy. The qualities of evil embodied by the serpents can be linked to Aquinas’s moral 

philosophy and clearly resonate with the general climate of social evils that is the target 

of the invective Imperial’s pilgrim launches against Seville. 

Imperial’s unsparing denunciation of the dark spirits of corruption that had seized 

his beloved city is modeled both in emotional tonality and in its contents on Dante’s 

tirades against Florence and the Italian kingdoms that are interspersed throughout the 

three cantiche of the Commedia. Fulfilling much the same function as Dante’s political 

commentary, Imperial’s sermon brings a level of everyday reality to a poetic discourse 

that might otherwise enshroud the reader in a fog of vague and highly subjective 

mysticism. Imperial’s invective also establishes and gives clear direction to the moral 

foundations of the poem, in which spiritual enlightenment is portrayed as a quality that 

must transcend the limits of personal happiness to radiate out into the wider community. 

The Dezir is, nevertheless, a dream vision that is inseparable from a specific 

personality living in a particular time and place. Although on one level the poem 

addresses the political concerns of the dreamer, on another it speaks to his most intimate 

spiritual doubts. This program of psycho-spiritual healing, first enacted through the 

medium of visionary experience, is grounded at the end of the work on an intellectual 

understanding that will lead the dreamer into the work’s most transcendent spiritual 
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experience. Basic motifs and themes encountered earlier in the poem are reiterated on a 

deeper plane of signification. As the poem concludes, Imperial locates evil as a force 

operating in the outer world and good as a quality which the ideal individual belonging to 

his social caste may discover within the inner reaches of his own soul. 

 The Dezir in this sense connects with the firmly established tradition of the 

literary dream vision in its most significant Western European manifestations; with a 

metaphysical philosophy and naturalistic science of dream life and, finally, with the 

practical and contemporary concerns of a vibrant and highly influential minority 

community in one of the most dynamic corners of late medieval Castile. The poetic 

voice, narrating a dream in which an air of sober simplicity is pierced by a strain of 

choleric invective against Seville and brought to a deep level of spiritual resolution is a 

product of both a deeply engrained literary practice and a unique configuration of 

sociopolitical circumstances and of social class. The end result is a poem that transcends 

the limits of stolid imitation, a work that through a synthetic adaptation and careful 

reading of Dante’s Commedia the Dezir a las siete virtudes speaks a message that 

resonates with the spirit of a singular time and place. 
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CHAPTER ONE: THE EMERGENCE AND DEVELOPMENT OF THE GENOESE 
COMMUNITY IN LATE MEDIEVAL SEVILLE 

 
  

1. A Liminal Culture Looks Outward 
 
 In the natural world it is often within “edge” spaces or upon ecological thresholds 

where we see the greatest diversity of species and the highest complexity of 

interrelationships between them. Human cultures developing in such regions often show a 

similar tendency to resilient complexity. The geographical area of Genoa and the 

Ligurian coasts represents such a liminal space, with narrow strips of arable land wedged 

between steep, wooded mountains and the sea.1 Steven Epstein imagines this space in a 

remote past before there was even the idea of a city: 

At the beginning there was the land and the sea, and whatever Genoa was to 
become, it would owe to its position on the shore at a spot where systems of 
transport must change. With the northwestern stretch of the Apennines 
descending steeply to the sea, the most remarkable feature of the land is how little 
flat space exists. […] Stunning rugged cliffs and rocky beaches have entranced 
generations of travelers to the Rivieras - the Levante to the east and the Ponente to 
the west. It was never easy to live off poor mountain soils with the few flat areas 
revealingly named islands, places of refuge in a sea of stone.2 
 

From this land, ill-suited to agriculture and bounded by steep mountains, the outside 

world could only be reached through the difficult Giovi Pass or the somewhat more 

                                                 
1 Steven A. Epstein, Genoa and the Genoese: 958-1528 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 
1996), 11, mentions the five climatic zones climbing from the sea to the mountain peaks above 2,000 
meters, including a Mediterranean coastal zone, a chestnut forest at mid-latitudes, a region above this with 
birch trees that served well for vineyards and olive groves, and finally subalpine and alpine zones. 
2 Epstein, Genoa, 9; this work by one of America’s experts in medieval Genoa, is a succinct and 
meticulously documented contemporary introduction to the history of the city and its people, concentrating 
on the years 958-1528. 
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forgiving ancient Via Aurelia.3 What Genoa did enjoy, however, was a well positioned, 

safe harbor blessed by favorable winds, an outlet from the upper Po river valley offering 

the nearest port to the rich and fertile Lombard lands to the north.4  

 I have chosen to begin my review of Genoese history from the beginning of the 

Middle Ages. Genoa has a rich history intertwined with many cultures reaching back into 

deep antiquity. In contrast, I wish to trace a cultural orientation that leads one to see how 

Genoa became a colonial economic power and developed a unique form of relating 

economically in foreign lands that is illuminating for Genoa’s later experiences in Spain. 

I believe this trajectory of growth can best be explained by looking at Genoa’s medieval 

years rather than its ancient past. 

 For a brief period in the sixth century Genoa was able to enjoy the fruits of 

occupying such a geographical space. After many years of falling victim to unstable 

Gothic control and Frankish destruction,5 the city found a haven of support in the 

Byzantine Empire and its fleets may have ranged from the Tyrrhenian Sea to pre-Muslim 

                                                 
3 Epstein, Genoa, 10  
4 Epstein, Genoa, 10 
5 Vito Vitale, Brevario della Storia di Genova: Documenti Storici ed Orientamenti Bibliografici (Genoa: 
Società Ligure di Storia Patria, 1955), 3. This work appeared in 1955 and is the summation of a life’s 
devotion to the history of Genoa; In a classic text, Chadwick Oman, The Dark Ages: 476-918 (London: 
Rivingtons, 1908), 117, explains how the Frankish King Theudebert took advantage of infighting among 
the Goths to enter northern Italy with a storm of violence in 539, sacking Genoa; the next wave of 
barbarian aggression came from the Lombards between 573 and 583. Oman, 187, states that Genoa was 
spared; the historian, 190, informs us that during the Byzantine reign of Maurice (582-602) the Ligurian 
coast was one of eight regions who remained faithful to the Emperor; he recounts, 196, the final conquest 
of the city by the Lombards, led by their monarch Rothari, who wrested Genoa definitively from Byzantine 
control in 641. 



45 

North Africa, from Rome to Constantinople.6 As a gateway to Europe, the city probably 

communicated and traded by land with France and England.7  

Even at this remote age the metropolis prospered whenever it was able, following 

the lead of its geography, to act as a connector bridging separate cultural worlds. Vitale 

sums up how Genoa prospered and came to the aid of other regions: “ebbe notevole 

floridezza economica, quale città di frontiera tra il mondo barbaro e il greco-arabo; tanto 

più che vi si rifugio, davanti all'invasione longobarda, Onorato,8 Arcivescovo di Milano, 

col clero gli ottimati e i maggiori mercanti della città.”9 According to this view, Genoa 

used its intermediary role as a merchant society to carve out, at least temporarily, a safe 

niche for itself and others in a chaotic region threatened by the advancing Lombards.10  

 Vitale concludes his exposition on Genoa’s Byzantine period by making the 

significant observation that although there is a sudden decline in historical records for the 

post-Byzantine period, basic social patterns would survive even the darkest periods of the 

Middle Ages: 

Ammettendo, come tutto fa credere, che il secolo di dominio bizantino abbia 
posto i germi della futura costituzione medievale genovese (la «consuetudo» 
cittadina fondata sul diritto romano-bizantino, il governo aristocratico-militare, la 

                                                 
6 Vitale, Brevario, 4 
7 Vitale, Brevario, 4 
8 According to Umberto Benigni, "Archdiocese of Milan," The Catholic Encyclopedia, vol. 10 (New York: 
Robert Appleton Company, 1911), Web, 24 Oct. 2008, in the year 568 “Honoratus […] sought refuge in 
Genoa, with a great number of his clergy, during the siege of Milan by the Lombard Alboin, and at his 
death the Milanese at Genoa elected to succeed him Laurentius II, while Fronto (elected at Milan) was not 
recognized.”  
9 Vitale, Brevario, 4  
10 Epstein, Genoa, 14 is more cautious in describing the Byzantine period, reminding the reader that very 
little hard evidence of this time remains for contemporary historians. He goes so far as to say that by the 
time the Lombards took Genoa, it was likely little more than a languishing “fishing village.” 
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milizia delle «compagne» con il suo vessillo di S. Giorgio; organismo politico 
territoriale conservatosi anche sotto l'autorità del [longobardo] «gastaldio 
civitatis») viene logicamente spiegata la storia successiva e colmata in certo modo 
la frattura che la scarsità delle notizie e dei documenti determina tra l'età bizantina 
e la comunale.11  

 
According to this well-argued point of view, a strong sense of continuity undergirds 

Genoa’s eventual dramatic ascent. Genoa would not be born from nothing but would 

renew itself by reconnecting with the skills and communal wisdom it had learned in 

earlier centuries. 

Coming from a different angle, Gabriela Airaldi sees the year 1000 as a critical 

point marking Genoa’s emergence as a society capable of giving birth to the forms of 

market capitalism that would later transform Western Europe:  

Los avatares de esta ciudad, que ha crecido sin terreno propio pero proyectada 
hacia el horizonte, en la periferia de todo tipo de intereses italianos, más abierta 
de continuo al cosmopolitismo, aparecen ya escritos con sus trazos fundamentales 
en torno al año Mil, cuando, tras unos siglos de silencio, comienza a brillar de 
pronto con luz propia, en la época del primer "renacimiento" de Occidente. De 
hecho el rápido ascenso de la Génova medieval se debe a la voluntad política de 
vincular su propio acontecer local al proceso innovador de una zona de Europa 
que, después de unos siglos de economía agraria lenta y cerrada sobre sí misma, 
trata de abrirse al Mediterráneo. Esto significa el abandono de los viejos 
esquemas económicos y políticos, su tierra y sus castillos, para intentar nuevas 
experiencias.12 
   

                                                 
11 Vitale, Brevario, 4 
12 Gabriela Airaldi, “Génova una historia en n dimensiones,” El libro de los privilegios concedidos a los 
mercaderes genoveses establecidos en Sevilla (siglos XIII-XVI) (Madrid: Tabapress, 1992), 68, offers a 
philosophical approach to historical writing, digging deep to present basic yet complex themes 
undergirding Genoese culture in the Middle Ages. I would argue that only a native of Genoa could attain 
the level of reflection that Airaldi offers her readers. 
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Airaldi implies that Genoa emerged from the gap of its darkest centuries as a society that 

had essentially extricated itself from its past and formed itself upon radically new 

principles,13 allowing the city to make remarkable progress in a short period of time.  

It is possible, however, to find a meeting point between Vitale and Airaldi by 

tracing this sudden flowering of culture back to the years of the relative gap in Genoa’s 

chronology. Basic, ancient cultural aptitudes slowly evolved during the darker centuries 

of the Middle Ages.  

Vitale explains that this was a period when Genoa became largely cut off from the 

wider world: “Genova e condotta dall'isolamento stradale e politico a una funzione 

economica chiusa e modesta, ridotta alla produzione per il consumo locale di cui i 

maggiori centri sono la mensa vescovile e i monasteri”.14 Some of this isolation was a 

result of crumbling roads,15 and by sea the hostile Arabs kept the city hemmed in from 

the south, while the pirate cove at Frassineto16 prevented any free movement westward.17 

                                                 
13 Airaldi, “Génova una historia,” 68, and Genova e la Liguria nel medioevo (Turin: UTET Libreria, 1986), 
12; as the following discussion will show, it makes sense to see Genoa as a forward-looking community 
that showed great innovation in its forms of economic activity, yet it is also necessary to acknowledge city 
developing some of the basic tendencies it showed in the first centuries of the Middle Ages. Epstein, 
Genoa, 15 also qualifies that the idea of a sudden take-off for the culture is considered less tenable by most 
contemporary historians.  
14 Vitale, Brevario, 6 
15 Teofilo Ossian De Negri, Storia di Genova (Florence: Giunti Gruppo Editoriale, 2003), 168; De Negri’s 
account, although it has no footnotes, appears to be the most thorough, bringing into focus minute details of 
medieval Genoese history. Steven Epstein uses this work as one of his sources for Genoa and the Genoese 
and calls it “the most comprehensive history of the Genoese” (xiv). De Negri is always careful to offer his 
informed opinion on what can and what cannot be known with certainty about Genoa for this time period. 
Where appropriate, I will use this source to fill in important gaps left by the other historical works I 
consulted. 
16 The importance of this Moorish settlement In the Bay of Saint Tropez will be explained below. 
17 De Negri, Storia, 169 
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Despite this serious contraction of its commercial and political activities to a 

mainly agrarian economy, Genoa kept a remnant of its traditional and institutional 

capacity for seafaring harkening back to the roles it played in the Roman and Byzantine 

world.18 At the same time, by helping small Ligurian coastal towns stay connected, the 

Genoese fleet honed new skills that anticipated the city’s future greatness and 

independence as a naval power.19 Also, it is unlikely that the region reverted to a purely 

subsistence economy. Through the still intact Via Francigena20 and the market city of 

Pavia, the Genoese around the year 900 could have had access to luxury goods from the 

East.21 A taste of the riches of a world yet far beyond its reach makes sense as a probable 

stimulus for the city’s remarkable outward expansion that would begin in earnest one 

hundred years later. 

In any case, the Ligurian region could not completely close in upon itself because 

it faced a formidable threat in the form of Arab attacks by pirates and military incursions. 

By the 9th century the Muslims were a great power dominating the Western 

Mediterranean, completely closing off the rich trading centers of North Africa to any 
                                                 
18 Vitale, Brevario, 6 
19 De Negri, Storia, 171, mentions that the Genoese outsmarted the great Arab threat as it transported 
saintly relics from many small churches along the two Riviera coasts to churches based in safer harbors. 
This shows that a new, more complex dimension to Genoa’s life at sea was developing in its darker period, 
one that placed the city on a path to a future as the dominant power in Liguria, enjoying relative 
independence from the rest of Italy.  
20 The Via Francigena, so named because it traversed France, dates back to the sixth century Lombard 
kingdoms, who built a secure route from a conglomeration of smaller, regional roads, to connect their 
capital in Pavia, in central Italy, to their dominions south of the Appenines. It was later expanded 
northward across the Alps into France and southward to Rome, becoming a major pilgrimage route for all 
of Western Europe, as well as a principal network of roads connecting and unifying Northern and Southern 
Europe both culturally and economically. See L’Associazione Culturale Jubilantes, "Storia e origine," 
Associazione Europea delle Vie Francigene, 2008, Web, 24 Oct. 2008.  
21 De Negri, Storia, 170  
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approach from Italy.22 This was a situation affecting all of Western Europe to some 

extent. Charlemagne, for example, had to conceive of his empire in part as a response to 

the Moorish domination of most of Spain and the powerful Arabic state centered on 

Kairouan in present day Tunisia.23  

The situation became so dire for Genoa that keeping in contact by sea with nearby 

Rome and Provence, although never completely blocked, was made difficult and 

dangerous.24 For example, a particularly noxious band of pirates from Moorish Spain 

established a settlement in Frassineto in the Bay of Saint Tropez around 889.25 These 

well organized Moors preyed on all undefended towns as far as Albenga,26 an important 

town on the western Ligurian Riviera about 40 miles southwest of Genoa. 

A few decades later Genoa itself became a target, most likely because of its 

widely reputed wealth, especially the great treasures housed in its churches.27 Arab 

violence had increased by the mid 10th century. And there is some evidence that a direct 

attack against Genoa was possibly thwarted around 930 with the help of Byzantine forces 

sailing from Sardinia.28 However these events transpired it is clear that the Arabs sent a 

new expedition to Liguria in 934, taking booty and prisoners, and in 935 they devastated 

                                                 
22 Vitale, Brevario, 6 
23 De Negri, Storia, 152 
24 Vitale, Brevario, 6 
25 De Negri, Storia, 154, explains that these were outlaws acting on their own and not sponsored by any 
Arab state. This was a time of crisis for Holy Roman emperors Charles the Fat (r. 881-915) and Berengar 
(r. 915-924). 
26 De Negri, Storia, 154 
27 De Negri, Storia, 170, offers the hypothesis that such treasure was a recently acquired and fervently 
defended part of their cultural heritage. 
28 Vitale, Brevario, 7, explains that this history is shrouded in legend and it is uncertain how much the 
Genoese contributed to this temporary victory. 
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Genoa itself.29 As Vitale explains: “[...] una seconda spedizione assediò ed espugnò la 

città stessa mediante una breccia nelle mura; Saraceni, fatta strage degli uomini e 

saccheggiate le case e le chiese, ripresero il mare col bottino e con un migliaio di donne 

prigioniere”.30 With its defenses broken, great material damages and the shame of having 

its women dragged away, Genoa had reached the lowest point of its darker years. 

The constant background threat of many small acts of Arab piracy now expressed 

itself as a strategic act of war. De Negri speaks to the level of organization that involved 

forces from North Africa and, most likely, allies from Arab dominated Sicily: “l’azione 

[…] risponde […] ad un preciso programma politico «mediterraneo» elaborato da una 

Potenza organizzata e riconosciuta che appare degno dell’impegno”.31 De Negri makes a 

plausible connection between a Byzantine attack on Frassinetto in 931 that gave the 

Riviera communities temporary breathing room from piracy and the attacks of 934-5 on 

Genoa as a reprisal taken by the Fatimid dynasty that had recently conquered North 

                                                 
29 Vitale, Brevario, 7; De Negri, Storia, 160, offers a source of primary documentation for the sack of 
Genoa, the Antapodosis (known in English as The Retribution) of Bishop Liutprando of Cremona. In an 
English translation, The Complete Works of Liudprand of Cremona, trans. Paolo Squatriti (Washington: 
The Catholic University of America Press, 2007), 142, Liudprand himself describes the attack: “At the 
same time, in the Genoese city, which had been built in the Cottian Alps, overlooking the African sea, 
eighty miles distant from Pavia, a spring flowed most copiously with blood, clearly suggesting to all a 
coming calamity. Indeed, in the same year, the Phoenicians arrived there with a multitude of fleets, and 
while the citizens were unaware, they entered the city, killing all accept women and children. Then, placing 
all the treasures of the city and the churches of God in their ships, they returned to Africa.” 
30 Vitale, Brevario, 7 
31 De Negri, Storia, 160 
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Africa.32 Yet it is surprising to realize that such a powerful and wealthy state as the 

Fatimid would have an interest in destroying a small city in a remote corner of Italy.  

Perhaps the Muslim sack of the city did, however, act as a catalyst that greatly 

accelerated Genoa’s development, allowing what Airaldi views as the sudden explosion 

of its commercial and political life starting around 1000. A genius for collective initiative 

allowed Genoa to rebuild itself after the devastation of the 10th century Muslim attack.33 

An influx of people from the countryside fortified a city that was rebuilding its fleets for 

taking small-scale action against Muslims raiders at the same time that the Arabs entered 

a period in which it was no longer advantageous to attack the Italian coasts on a large 

scale.34 Genoa was able to emerge a stronger city in part through the steady income 

generated by the skill of its inhabitants for crafting galleys placed in the service of traders 

from many lands and by engaging in piracy in reprisal against the Muslims.35 

This was a time when Genoa had much work to do close to home.36 The Pavian 

kings Berengar and Adalbert chartered the city in 958, the first of many legal 

                                                 
32 De Negri, Storia, 158-59; In this sense, the small pirate attacks may have indeed had a connection to a 
larger strategy on the part of at least one of the major Arab powers of the day. 
33 Epstein, Genoa, 14 
34 Vitale, Brevario, 8 
35 Epstein, Genoa, 6, and Vitale, Brevario, 11, mention that Genoa’s involvement in shipbuilding and the 
study of long-distance navigation were both greatly inspired by a desire to respond more fully to the Arab 
threat. De Negri, Storia, 185-86, echoes this in his belief that the need for self defense encouraged the 
Genoese to revive an ancient ship-building tradition, allowing them, as we shall see, to join with Pisa in 
their attack on Muslim controlled Sardinia in 1016. 
36 Vitale, Brevario, 8-9, offers the thesis that beginning around 950 Genoa built a civic structure resting on 
three pillars: the viscounts, the bishops and citizens. The viscounts were traditional landed nobility who 
traced their stock back to Roman times. As Vitale, 10, continues, the bishops, beginning with Teodolfo, 
wielded much power and whipped up a new religious fervor in the aftermath of the Muslim attacks. Vitale, 
9, notes that the charter of 958 did much to legally establish the caste of the citizens. 
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arrangements made through the 11th century37 that would establish settlement patterns 

and, just as important, create incentives for improving marginal agricultural lands.38 As 

Epstein explains, due to their challenging geography Genoa and the Ligurian countryside 

were also chronically short of farm labor, and a culture of cooperation unique to the 

region grew from the experience of contending with this basic lack of manpower: “The 

habit of pooling resources and reckoning profits was not formed first in distant markets or 

in long-distance trade but instead originated in the humble business of making agriculture 

pay.”39 The seeds for Genoa’s great and inventive contributions to the development of 

market capitalism took root, then, in strategies of community survival in a harsh territory.  

One response to these challenges can be seen in the careful evolution of local 

government. By the first half of the 11th century, the elite viscounts belonging to noble 

families who traced their descent to Roman times were living in Genoa and represented 

one focal point for political power in the city.40 The fact that the viscounts were tied to 

                                                 
37 Vitale, Brevario, 9, points out that while this document confirmed the traditional possessions and 
customs of the Genoese, which were believed at the time to date back to Roman times, it did not clearly 
establish who was to rule in the region, opening the way to anti-feudal sentiments in the 10th and 11th 
centuries. This break with the feudal system is key to understanding Genoa’s later innovations in economic 
development. At the same time Vitale emphasizes that the city itself was not egalitarian and continued to be 
physically organized along class lines, with “castrum”, “civitas” and “burgus.” 
38 Epstein, Genoa, 16 
39 Epstein, Genoa, 19 
40 Vitale, Brevario, 13-14. Vitale, Brevario, 9, mentions that in 950 or 951 the newly crowned King and 
Emperor Berengar II (r. 952-961, son of Adalbert) established three Marches for western Italy, including 
Obertenga, named after count Oberto of Luni, which included Genoa. Genoa was not considered the capital 
city at this time and the Obertenghi counts delegated partial control of the city to a group officially known 
as the “vicecomites”, or viscounts, who were awarded flows of revenues and tax collections in exchange 
for their vital services on behalf of the marquis. De Negri, Storia, 191, emphasizes that the newly invested 
marquis came into conflict with the older, traditional marquis who had preceded them. See also P. Belogu 
“Berengario II,” Dizionario biografico degli italiani, ed. Alberto M. Ghisalberti (Rome: Istituto della 
Enciclopedia italiana, 1967), 26-35. 
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ancient rural traditions41 and reconstituted themselves after Genoa’s darkest years42 

would seem to undermine the thesis of Airaldi that Genoa made a radical break with its 

feudal past beginning in the year 1000. Yet factional divisions were already deeply 

engrained in the Genoese bureaucratic framework and indicated that a new way of 

governing the city was indeed taking shape.  

Based on the charter of 958,43 the viscounts shared power and came into frequent 

conflict with the powerful bishops who also resided in Genoa and were recognized as the 

highest authority for most administrative and judicial affairs.44 De Negri interprets this 

arrangement by suggesting that the viscounts, in fact, became politically subordinate to 

the bishops but did not lose any real power because this new arrangement allowed them 

to profit from their commercial activities and thus wield considerable economic clout.45 

Through the charter of 958 the city’s inhabitants were given a small but important 

measure of autonomy from the landed marquis.46 More importantly, these legal 

arrangements had a practical consequence, as the urban population changed significantly 

over the course of a century. As De Negri indicates: “[…] si attua una singolare 

convergenza di uomini e di classi entro lo spazio cittadino, per iniziativa o sotto il 

                                                 
41 De Negri, Storia, 204, offers the theory that the viscounts helped to revive a healthy agricultural system 
in the region and then turned their interests to developing an urban economy depending more on the sea.  
42 De Negri, Storia, 156-57 
43 For De Negri, Storia, 191, this charter is of great importance because, for the first time, it acknowledges 
a Genoese populus or common people who lived according to local traditions and customs.  
44 Vitale, Brevario, 14; De Negri, Storia, 196-97, explains that the bishops derived much of their power 
from ancient ecclesiastical properties in Genoa, its suburbs and the surrounding countryside, having now 
appreciated into significant sources of wealth. Further episcopal wealth was accumulated through 
donations. 
45 De Negri, Storia, 205 
46 De Negri, Storia, 194 
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controllo del Vescovo, e insomma all’insegna del suo potere […].”47 This new 

configuration of the urban population was of vital importance to Genoa’s emergence as a 

great economic power.  

In 1052, the presiding bishop Oberto, a member of the traditional family of 

viscounts, brought the two groups together to renegotiate the city’s charter with the 

regional marquis.48 This was the beginning of a process in which the viscounts renounced 

much of the authority that had been delegated to them originally by the March, to become 

true vassals of the bishops.49 By a new confirmation of privileges in 1056,50 the viscounts 

and bishop merged to form a single power with reassigned responsibilities and were 

granted permission to cede from the March.51 In this new environment, nobles engaged in 

commerce and merchants rose to the level of nobles in wealth and status, blurring the 

distinctions between the two groups.52 The bishops, in turn, nurtured this new, lesser 

nobility by facilitating the process of acquiring land in the area.53 This allowed Genoa to 

free itself considerably from its traditional ligatures to the surrounding region and to be 

                                                 
47 De Negri, Storia, 206  
48 De Negri, Storia, 157, explains that for centuries there had existed a basic tension between the powerful 
marquis, who embodied the feudal power of the countryside and the viscounts, who had a much more 
limited jurisdiction as their representatives in towns such as Genoa. The Marches were vast 
conglomerations that had absorbed the earlier comitati, which were loose federations of towns. 
49 De Negri, Storia, 207-8, sees this loss of traditional authority and privileges held by the viscounts as a 
very positive step that allowed the later development of a free commune.  
50 Epstein, Genoa, 23, explains that up to this year the Genoese had a rather limited but remarkably 
independent political organization: “in 1056 the Genoese were governing themselves, without the benefit of 
any discernible commune or system of government. They had successfully extracted themselves from both 
imperial power and the top ranks of the warrior aristocracy in northern Italy; they had yet to deal with their 
own bishop and local nobles, however.” 
51 Vitale, Brevario, 14 
52 Vitale, Brevario, 15 
53 De Negri, Storia, 199 
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able to become more fully the master of its own destiny, even as the bishops often abused 

their privileged position, opening the door to future conflict.54 

 An interweaving of the powers of viscounts with those of the bishop allowed the 

nobility to take over some duties previously reserved for the Church and allowed the 

clerical lawyers and gastalds, Lombard officials in charge of the gastaldia or royal 

demesne, to be backed by a secular authority. The governing body that emerged from this 

melding of clerical and noble power was the compagna.55 Vitale offers a cogent 

explanation of this complex phenomenon. He views this first phase of the compagna as a 

whole greater than the sum of its parts, in which semi-independent political associations 

invested with military and judicial responsibilities acted in consort with the combined 

leadership of the viscounts and bishops to govern the city.56 

 In 1099, in response to growing tensions among the popolo57, or common people, 

this system was liberated even further from its feudal Ligurian past when Bishop Arialdo 

ceded many of the customary privileges of his office.58 What emerged was an 

organization based on free, voluntary participation called the “compagna comunis”, now 

                                                 
54 Vitale, Brevario, 15, states that the bishops, most of whom came from the class of the viscounts, tried to 
reimpose a more feudal organization, sowing dissention among the ranks of the common people or popolo. 
Open conflict arose, for example, in 1087, and the period 1098-1099 was known as the “year without a 
consul.” 
55 I have chosen not to italicize the term compagna because it is a basic concept that will appear throughout 
my text. 
56 Vitale, Brevario, 15 
57 This is another fundamental part of Genoa’s political situation, so I will refrain from placing it in italics. 
58 Vitale, Brevario, 16, does indicate that the bishops retained one great responsibility, that of representing 
the city in international relations. 
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known as the commune, and which Vitale defines as a much more progressive system of 

governance:  

La «Compagna» e dunque l'unione federatizia delle compagne locali, 
associazione volontaria e giurata, risultante dall'union consensuale del vescovo 
stesso e dell'insieme dei cittadini, compresi nobili e visconti, riuniti nelle 
compagne territoriali, comprendenti tutti i cittadini in quanto tali, onde l'unica 
condizione per appartenere alla Compagna comunale è abitare nella citta e vivere 
secondo la consuetudine, che è poi il diritto romano. Rapporto quindi non di 
classe, ma da uomo a uomo, fondamento individualistico che impronterá anche 
più tardi di sè, nelle conseguenze buone e men buone, tutta la vita cittadina.59  

 
Vitale presents, perhaps, an overly idealized vision of the compagna comunis, but as will 

be explored, this system truly matched the pressing military and commercial needs of the 

new era that would dawn around the turn of the 12th century. 

The compagna system had crystallized as the commune around the time of the 

first Crusade, and was intimately linked with the defense of the city and to funding its 

military endeavors far from home. As Epstein indicates, “The sworn compagna 

compelled the Genoese to submit to a common power whose principal mission was to 

defend the people and to find the means to pay for it.”60 This double function was 

essential for a small and not very wealthy city like Genoa to be able to build its war fleets 

and to organize and remunerate the thousands of citizens who participated in the 

Crusades.  

To these military responsibilities should be added the fact that the compagna was 

greatly involved in managing the city’s capital flows to promote its mercantile 

                                                 
59 Vitale, Brevario, 17 
60 Epstein, Genoa, 34 
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activities.61 The governing body also set a solid base for the city to be able to evolve 

flexible models of administration and would help the city survive periods of intense and 

violent internal factional conflicts. 

A mid-12th century “brief of the consuls” sets forth the structure, spirit and duties 

of the compagna.62 Central to its vision is the concept of an association upholding the 

honor of the city itself and the ideal of justice for all citizens.63 However, there was also a 

practical motivation for serving in its ranks. Epstein explains how the men of high status 

who made up this governing body were rewarded for their service with the exclusive 

right to seek their fortunes in a wider world:64 “At the bottom of the compagna were the 

shared commercial ties of the Genoese; no doubt in the twelfth century the old saw 

ianuensis ergo mercator (a Genoese therefore a merchant) meant very specifically that 

the basic right of a member of the compagna was to trade freely on land or sea.”65 

Serving as a consul, then, conferred economic privileges not necessarily available to all 

citizens.  

Epstein also explains that this relationship between wielding political power and 

participating in economic life was reciprocal: “The consuls must have relied on a political 

                                                 
61 Vitale, Brevario, 16-17, sees this as a time when there was a new blurring of the division between public 
and private interests. The state had begun to act as a coordinator of Genoa’s development where before 
there were only private groups of citizens who took part in the compagna for mutual benefit. 
62 Vitale, Brevario, 27, explains that a breve was an oath made by each member of the compagna / 
commune to uphold certain legal principles as long as they held office. 
63 Epstein, Genoa, 34 
64 Vitale, Brevario, 15, points out that with the formation of the compagna the power of the traditional 
viscounts was weakened, as all noble citizens became in a sense vassals of the bishop. More importantly, 
many noblemen participated in commercial ventures and many merchants who amassed great fortunes were 
accepted as if they were noblemen, thus blurring traditional feudal class divisions. 
65 Epstein, Genoa, 38 
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consensus in Genoa to make policy, and their own fortunes depended on safe, prosperous 

trade.”66 The purpose of the compagna was essentially, then, to protect Genoese interests 

within the city and project its power onto an ever expanding network of trade 

relationships.  

Remarkably, foreigners were readily accepted as a part of an extended Genoese 

community at home and abroad in which they could play a role as financial and 

commercial intermediaries.67 By the mid-12th century it was even an easy process for a 

foreigner to gain citizenship and be able to participate actively in the compagna.68 The 

Genoese treated foreigners within their overseas colonies with this same attitude of 

tolerance. As discussed below, this kind of cosmopolitan openness would allow Genoa to 

earn the trust of the Castilians a century later. It is interesting to notice the contrast 

between this colonial model of compact governance at home with its relative peaceful 

attitude towards the communities that had come under its economic domination and the 

polar opposite of the great bureaucratic machinery and violence of the Hispanic 

conquests in the Americas of the early 16th century which, along with French and English 

colonizing efforts, were likely influenced by Genoese models for developing efficient and 

viable overseas settlements.69  

                                                 
66 Epstein, Genoa, 40 
67 Airaldi, Genova e la Liguria, 18 
68 Airaldi, Genova e la Liguria, 18 
69 Airaldi, Genova e la Liguria, 34, believes that Genoese colonial outposts were carefully studied and 
inspired later European colonial expansion into the Americas: “Bastia, Ajaccio, Algayola in Corsica; Chios 
e Mitilini nell'Egeo; Eregli e Trabzon nel Mar Nero, per citare solo i casi più noti, riproducono 
sistematicamente questo processo anticipando la formazione di più ampi scenari marittimi quali saranno i 
modelli di città coloniale esportati più tardi da Spagna, Francia e Inghilterra sia nel Mediterraneo che 
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In 1130 the compagna system was altered by dividing responsibilities between the 

consoli del comune who handled political and military affairs and the consoli dei placiti 

who administered justice.70 Vitale outlines the quite sophisticated governmental structure 

that emerged from these changes: 

Quello che ormai appare, sia pure in forme rudimentali, uno stato-città si viene 
costituendo nei suoi organi fondamentali: i consoli, emanazione della Compagna 
comunale, i consoli dei placiti, rappresentanti ciascuno una compagna rionale, il 
parlamento, al quale gli appartenenti alla Compagna hanno l'obbligo d'intervenire, 
ma che comprende anche quanti ne sono fuori; il consiglio, incerto nel modo 
dell'elezione e nel numero, dapprima chiamato occasionalmente ad assistere i 
consoli, divenuto via via organo stabile e necessario della costituzione.71 

This multi-layered organization, delegating specific powers and assigning obligations to 

specific groups, linked Genoa to the Ligurian coasts and countryside and created a strong 

hub from which the outward commercial expansion of the society could proceed more 

safely and with fuller support. It also created a unified body that suppressed the ability of 

                                                                                                                                                 
nell'Atlantico: le città di Ceuta e di Gibilterra per il Mediterraneo o meglio ancora le matrici urbano-
territoriali delle basi caraibiche, espressione del confronto tra le tre nuove potenze sul continente 
americano.”  
70 Vitale, Brevario, 10, suggests that this division was class based and echoed the ancient division of the 
city between castrum and burgus; Steven Epstein and George Gorse, “Genoa”, Medieval Italy: an 
Encyclopedia, ed. Christopher Kleinhenz, vol. 1 (New York: Routledge, 2004), 399, explain that Genoa 
developed over the centuries from three separate nuclei, the tightly enclosed pre-Roman castrum, or 
fortress, the more open, grid-planned Roman civitas, and the sprawling medieval burgus, all of which were 
incorporated within the city walls beginning in the 12th century. R.S. López, “La città dell’Europa post-
carolingia,” Settimane di Studio del Centro Italiano di Studi Sull’Alto Medioevo II, 6-13 Aprile 1954 
(Spoleto: Centro Italiano di Studi Sull’Alto Medioevo, 1955), 565-66, explains that, in contrast with Italian 
cities such as Milan and Lucca, which retained more of their Roman inheritance, in Genoa the castrum, a 
district traditionally reserved for ecclesiastical elite and nobility, had been established prior to the later 
urbanization of the city, when an influx of merchants created the burgus. The fact that these districts had in 
a sense grown together confirms the thesis that feudal class differences were playing an ever smaller role in 
Genoese civic life.  
71 Vitale, Brevario, 27 
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small groups of individuals to enter into private pacts that went against the interests of the 

greater community.72  

The fact that such private pacts had to be actively suppressed points in the 

direction of a darker reality underlying such an efficient system as the commune. In fact, 

in the 12th century it was often misused by the nobility as a forum for acting on personal 

agendas and vendettas. As Vitale summarizes: 

Nel secolo XII però, tumulti e contese sono dovuti principalmente ai nobili. Non 
passa quasi anno che gli Annalisti non ne registrino qualche esempio, ma ogni 
tentativo di dare ordine sistematico a quel groviglio di lotta e di uccisioni nel 
quale i nemici di ieri appaiono gli amici di oggi, e domani torneranno a 
contrapporsi variamente alleandosi e mescolandosi, appare impresa disperata.  

 
The very center of Genoa’s growing trading empire, then, was beset by almost continual 

and stormy factional infighting.73 To make matters worse, the commune had to solve a 

financial crisis by receiving private loans and contracting out many of its sources of 

revenue.74 Yet, as Vitale reminds us, this inner chaos never kept the commune from being 

a positive force in foreign relations and in supporting Genoese economic expansion.75 

                                                 
72 Vitale, Brevario, 27-28, mentions one such prohibition of pacts (known in medieval Genoa as rasse) that 
formed the cornerstone of the breve of 1143. Another breve from 1147 involved a group of men or rassa 
who challenged Fillipo Lamberto, recently returned as captain of the siege of Almería, in the claim he had 
made as consul in 1141 for reimbursement for certain men who suffered damages in Tripoli in 1135. In this 
case the viscounts and bishop refused to recognize the rassa and ordered that the men Lamberto had 
indicated be reimbursed. Vitale is careful to point out that we can understand very little of how the rasse 
operated because of a lack of solid primary documentation from this period. 
73 Vitale, Brevario, 29-30, uses the term “civil war” to describe the most heated episode, taking place 1169, 
when the Avvocati family, noble descendents of Rolando, a hero of the siege of Antioch and holders of 
extensive properties in Genoa and once belonging to the Church, entered into conflict with Folco di 
Castello, a man occupied in commercial endeavors and descendant of the brother of Guglielmo Embriaco, a 
hero of the Crusades, and also well connected through his father-in-law to both commerce and to the 
glories of the crusading past. 
74 Vitale, Brevario, 30 
75 Vitale, Brevario, 30 
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Genoa’s sophisticated social structures were matched by a fortunate concentration 

of craftsmanship that set them apart from other Italian city states. With their well 

respected capacity for shipbuilding that can be traced to the ancient world,76 the Genoese 

broke with the traditions of a fixed agrarian medieval world and took to the sea. 

Grounded in the fertility of collective, profit-minded action, a unique and forward-

looking economic culture began to thrive, able to work both within the region and 

forming an ever expanding web of international relationships and outposts, from the 

Black Sea to Northern Africa and from Spain to Flanders and England. Epstein uses 

Gioacchino Volpe’s ecological imagery to describe how Genoa found its strength: 

Genoa was the one big tree that fortunately grew in poor soil by sending out roots 
in all directions. Genoa's real advantage may have been that it did not have a king, 
strong archbishop, or lord to create by fiat markets, laws, rules, or anything to 
regulate the local economy. Far enough away from any externally imposed 
system, the Genoese had to compromise among themselves. If there was to be any 
level of trust in the city, or a reliable mechanism for settling disputes, the Genoese 
had to invent it or do without. […] No law of growth dictated Genoa's inevitable 
prosperity. But left to their own devices, the Genoese came up with laws and 
traditions that fostered just enough trust and cooperation to get the economy 
moving.77  

 
This is yet another example in which Genoa, working in relative geographic, political and 

economic isolation and under very challenging conditions, created the organizational and 

material infrastructure it needed to foster its unique patterns of growth as a spatially 

dispersed society.   

                                                 
76 Epstein, Genoa, 13  
77 Epstein, Genoa, 65 
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Through this collective, relatively free development of a trade-centered, capital-

intensive economy, the Genoese were eventually able to truly transcend the many 

limitations of their geographical space, developing a culture shaped more by the sea than 

tied to the land and inspired more by the civic spirit of merchants than by the rural 

traditions of farmers. As Airaldi reflects:  

Son precisamente los mercaderes y su ciudad quienes quieren vivir en su 
autónoma ciudad-estado, los que se identifican e impulsan las reivindicaciones del 
mar sobre la tierra, de la ciudad y su grupo dirigente sobre el campo. Integrando 
precozmente el trinomio mar-comercio-dinero en una experiencia original -- en la 
que las finanzas pronto ejercerán un papel preponderante --, los genoveses 
sellarán para siempre su historia haciendo de ella un "moderno” centro urbano; 
[…].78 

 
Airaldi, then, sees Genoa as having become a “modern” city by mastering skills in 

three areas – seafaring, trade and finance. To develop these enterprises “precociously”, 

that is, at the vanguard of what would become modern Western European economic 

development, required the radical socioeconomic reorganization of its people away from 

the constrictions of traditional feudalism which, once again, was not so deeply rooted in a 

city that could never be tied to the land.  

Genoa’s greatness in the Middle Ages is seen as the result of individuals weaving 

together complex webs of relationships to take collective action as private citizens and 

through the local government. Airaldi sees the individual working within a collective 

framework as the “hero” celebrated in Genoese medieval chronicles: 

                                                 
78 Airaldi, “Génova, una historia,” 69 
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L'« eroe » celebrato dalla storiografia sul medioevo genovese, l'individuo, 
manifesta la sua virtus proprio in quanto sa o in quanta può legare sempre la sua 
attività con quella di altri individui; e l'ampiezza delle conseguenze di questa 
procedimento si releva nell'infinità di relazioni in cui Stato, individuo o clan si 
mescolano in un processo inarrestabile in cui Compagna e societas, maone, 
compere e Banco di San Giorgio, Genova e «atre Zenoe» coesistono per alcuni 
secoli.79 

 
The “heroic” individual acting within larger wholes, then, became the impetus for the 

evolution of new social forms throughout the waning centuries of the Middle Ages, from 

the early ambitions of the compagna to the finely tuned mechanism of the later Banco di 

San Giorgio.  

Airaldi sees these relationships as part of a three-sided nucleus: Genoese-

merchant-sailor, in which the ordinary commercial activities of Genoa, while creating 

freedom of movement at sea and opening pathways for international transport and 

communication, represent much deeper capacities for the specialization and deployment 

of human energies. These developments were largely made possible through the 

application and sharing of new forms of knowledge.80 As Airaldi underscores: 

[…] l'impegno che le forze occidentali pongono, prima, nell'accettare contributi 
genovesi di natura tecnica e finanziaria e, poi, nell'incentivare il loro potenziale 
interno e dovuto in gran parte all'esigenza d'una superiorità che, per essere 
politico-militare, deve prima essere tecnica.81 
 

                                                 
79 Airaldi, Genova e la Liguria, 3 
80 Airaldi, Genova e la Liguria, 15, proposes that Genoa must have come into contact with Jewish culture 
in disperse urban centers and learned from these communities both invaluable skills they needed to enrich 
their technical, financial and legal practices and an attitude embracing the enjoyment of the fruits material 
life could offer. It is likely that Genoa was one of the key propagators of the more materialistic mindset that 
would spread across Europe in the late Middle Ages. Airaldi sets this against the backdrop of an 
accelerating urbanization in many parts of the continent that would signal a reawakening from the depths of 
the early Middle Ages. 
81 Airaldi, Genova e la Liguria, 4 
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These masterful technical and financial capacities would in time set the stage for massive 

economic and social transformations throughout Western Europe. 

 Nevertheless, a global, modern capitalism might not have inherited this legacy 

from Genoa if its citizens had not found a way to overcome serious political and social 

obstacles that attached it to the traditional order throughout Liguria. As already discussed, 

the Genoese were highly innovative in creating the commune as their local governing 

body. Epstein proposes that Genoa became what could be considered the first modern 

city in Europe because its local self-governance fostered a rare level of independence 

from the both the Holy Roman Empire and from the sphere of influence of a powerful 

feudal aristocracy in the wealthy lands to the north, centered about Milan.82  

The Genoese created this relative autonomy in part by encouraging Ligurian 

nobles to settle in the city, a move that made it easier to engage in joint ventures but also 

fed the sharp divisions between competing factions mentioned above. Genoa also had to 

establish a new relationship with the surrounding region and did so by evolving into the 

dominant power in Liguria and the Provencal coast. 

Early in the 12th century, Genoa struggled against its very challenging 

geographical limits by conquering Portovenere, building a castle to serve as a bulwark 

against both the feudal Obertenghi and the Pisans83 who wished to gain a foothold in this 

                                                 
82 Epstein, Genoa, 20 
83 Vitale, Brevario, 31. See my footnote 40 for a description of the March of Obertenga, to which Genoa 
had traditionally been subordinate. The Obertenghi had been a great check on the new forms of economic 
and political life the Genoese were developing and by taking hold of Portovenere, Genoa essentially and 
permanently eliminated this threat. 
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eastern fringe of the Ligurian Riviera. In 1121, Genoa extended its jurisdiction to 

Voltaggio, within Obertengan territory.84 The Genoese had a much easier time asserting 

control over the Western Riviera based on cooperative relationships with the small towns 

that had helped them in their ventures in the Middle East.85 The Genoese at this time 

depended on imports of basic commodities like wheat and salt from Provence, which 

were unavailable in their own limited agricultural domains.86 They also imported cloth 

from Languedoc and, through French trading routes, from Flanders, a necessary item for 

their local weaving industry,87 securing these imports by creating a role for themselves as 

naval protector and police along the Provençal Riviera.88  

Because Provence had suffered a great decline in the IX and X centuries and, 

along with the lands of Christian Spain, did not have the resources needed to create its 

own navy,89 Genoa provided the ideal solution, rooted deep within its cultural traditions 

and at precisely the right time. Since commerce overseas depended on a safe flow of 

capital through the region, this careful extension of Genoese power within its own 

backyard was essential for maintaining the extensive international trade networks the city 

had built abroad over the course of a century.90 

                                                 
84 Vitale, Brevario, 31 
85 Vitale, Brevario, 31 
86 Vitale, Brevario, 32 
87 Vitale, Brevario, 32 
88 Vitale, Brevario, 32 
89 De Negri, Storia, 220 
90 De Negri, Storia, 221, explains that Genoa’s later ambitions to exert military and political control over 
Provence and establish colonies such as it had in Palestine never overcame the resistant spirit of the people 
of the region. 
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In the early 11th century, Genoa was already expanding its sphere of influence 

outward through military action, cooperating with its often bitter rival Pisa91 with great 

success in 1016 to keep Sardinia from falling under Muslim control.92 De Negri sees 

Genoa and Pisa, through their defense of Sardinia, as claiming an inheritance to the 

significant power of the Byzantine Empire which had earlier abandoned its control of the 

island in whose economic and social fabric Genoa’s substantial interest effectively 

anticipated the kinds of international roles it would create for itself in the coming 

decades.93 It is telling that Genoa did not attempt to gain territorial control over the 

island. In the case of Sardinia, the power vacuum created by the absence of an ancient 

empire that spanned vast territories with its military might was filled by a small, remote 

city that knew how to cooperate with key players in the region and that focused on 

creating a new kind of force through trade.94 

Throughout the 11th century, Genoa and Pisa would alternately go to war against 

each other over coveted territories such as Sardinia or work together to expand the range 

of safe environments for their international trading activities.95 For example, in 1016 a 

                                                 
91 De Negri, Storia, 186, mentions the sack of Pisa by Spanish Moors in 1004. In this way, Pisa shared the 
experience of a similar traumatic attack with Genoa. 
92 Epstein, Genoa, 22; Pisa, with Genoa providing assistance, was able to prevent the Mugahid, the Muslim 
ruler of Denia in Spain, who also held the Balearic Islands, from conquering the island.  
93 De Negri, Storia, 186 
94 De Negri, Storia, 189, argues that the victory in Sardinia depended on several Italian cities, marquis, 
viscounts, bishops, the Pope and possibly the Emperor being in agreement about the rightness of this 
action. 
95 Epstein, Genoa, 23 
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spirit of rivalry and sometimes bitter conflict arose when Pope Benedict VIII granted the 

Pisans a larger share of the spoils and greater control over Corsica.96 

Pisa and Genoa were united in their determination to gradually wrest control of 

western sea lanes piece by piece from the Muslims, as in the 1087 assault on the North 

African state of al-Mahdiyya97, known to the Europeans variously as Mehdia or Mahdia, 

and its sultan Tamīm.98 Epstein’s commentary on the material and symbolic significance 

of this attack are enlightening: 

The Muslim half of the Mediterranean world depended on its coastal shipping 
from Morocco and Spain to Egypt, and Italian efforts to disrupt this trade and to 
pillage it, desires doubtless on the minds of the merchants who initiated the 
campaign, could only benefit Genoa and Pisa. The campaign itself is perhaps best 
known because the Italians wore pilgrim insignia.99 

 
Genoa and Pisa, it would appear, were harming peaceful Arab commerce in much the 

same way the Arabs had prevented the Italians from enjoying the very possibility of 

international commerce a century earlier. It is also clear that by this time Genoa’s circle 

of interests had spread westward as far as the Iberian Peninsula. 

                                                 
96 Vitale, Brevario, 11 
97 Epstein, Genoa, 23, states that this former trading center existed in modern day Tunisia. 
98 Vitale, Brevario, 12, explains that this attack, led by the Pisans, also involved the Italian cities of Salerno, 
and Amalfi, This attack was a remarkable incursion into Muslim lands. Olivia Constable, Trade and 
traders in Muslim Spain (New York: Cambridge U.P., 1994), 5, explains the economic significance of this 
region: “The demise of Baghdad as a critical trading hub allowed Mediterranean port cities (particularly 
Almeria, Tunis, al-Mahdiyyaa, and Alexandria) to become focal markets for trade along a busy east-west 
Mediterranean axis. The appearance of this energetic new commercial system signaled a renaissance in 
Mediterranean trade, which had been depressed though by no means made extinct during the previous two 
centuries. Demand in the Mediterranean channeled eastern goods coming by sea from the Indian Ocean 
away from the Persian Gulf and into routes up the Red Sea to Egypt. From Egypt, goods were disseminated 
along with east-west trunk route to markets in Ifriquiya and al-Andalus, and from there along spur routes to 
Christian lands and other satellite markets.”  
99 Epstein, Genoa, 23  
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De Negri emphasizes that where Pisa sought to exert its influence over the 

southern Tyrrhenian Sea, the Genoese were more interested in the Provençal and Catalan 

coastal regions.100 In 1092, Genoa and Pisa attempted to come to the aid of Alfonso IV of 

Castile, who was seeking to add a naval component to the incipient Reconquest of 

Muslim Spain.101 The sea expedition was a failure because the two Italian cities were 

mired in rivalry. As De Negri concludes: “per la prima volta l’odio di parte ha la meglio 

sull’ideale della lotta per la difesa del nome cristiano; il vaso è traboccato.”102 As will be 

shown below, this is would not be a permanent condition. Also, as De Negri observes, 

Genoa gained much even from this disastrous expedition: “[…] intanto navi genovesi e 

pisane percorrono il Golfo del Leone, ne toccano i porti, prendono confidenza con quelle 

terre e quelle popolazioni, instaurando rapporti di commercio.”103 It is important here to 

see how the Genoese were already laying the groundwork for their full-scale entry into 

Castilian economic and even political life some 150 years later by taking actions that 

cultivated a positive reputation and engendered a sense of trust in their city in Christian 

Iberian lands. 

It is possible that Genoese merchant ships were circulating quite freely through 

the Mediterranean as early as the pilgrimage of 1063.104 This early date would help 

explain how Genoa might have gradually developed the expertise it contributed so 

                                                 
100 De Negri, Storia, 210 
101 Vialte, Brevario, 12, and De Negri, Storia, 212  
102 De Negri, Storia, 212 
103 De Negri, Storia, 220 
104 Airaldi, Genova e la Liguria, 13, cites the pseudo Ingulf and recommends that historians take his word 
more seriously, encouraging new research to shed light on this period. 
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effectively to the Christian cause almost four decades later. De Negri singles out the 

1080s as a time of peace between Arabs and Christians, marked by a new spirit of freer 

trade with North Africa.105 This peace was broken by the suspicion that sultan Tamīm, 

who had moved his court to al-Mahdiyya, was preparing for new aggression in 1087,106 

and by the consequent Christian attack on the sultan’s city mentioned above. 

Simultaneously, the desire for material gain only partly explains this upswing in 

maritime commercial and military activity in which Genoa was an active player. The 

Italian attacks on Muslim traders, while beneficial to Genoese commercial endeavors, 

were inseparable from the swells of religious passion in the Christian West that would 

culminate in the First Crusade of 1096. 

 A growing anti-Muslim sentiment had deep roots and formed a constant 

ideological backdrop to historical events beginning with the destruction of Genoa in 935. 

Bishop Teodolfo worked with the shocked populace from the time he was invested in 945 

to create a religious revival107 and allow the city to begin to recover a sense of its lost 

dignity.108 Another seminal event was the final destruction of Frassinetto by Christian 

forces at the end of the 10th century.109  

                                                 
105 De Negri, Storia, 211 
106 De Negri, Storia, 211. Vitale and De Negri use different spellings for Arabic names and De Negri has 
even erred in naming the sultan “Zirita”, which is, instead, the name of the family clan to which he 
belonged. I have used a contemporary orthography for these Arabic proper and place names as they are 
found in Pasquale Corsi, “Bari e il mare,” Itinerari e centri urbani nel Mezzogionro normanno-svevo: Atti 
delle decime giornate normanno-svevo, Bari, 21-24 ottobre 1991, ed. Giosuè Musca (Bari: Dedalo, 1993), 
99. 
107 Vitale, Brevario, 10 
108 De Negri, Storia, 200 
109 Vitale Brevario, 10 
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An appreciation of the growth of Christian fervor can also add perspective to the 

aforementioned operation of the Genoese and Pisans against the Muslims of Sardinia in 

1016, especially in light of the fact that this was a mission inspired by Pope Benedict VIII 

and involved the capture of King Mugahid’s wife, son and brother,110 an act that likely 

had ideological overtones. This undertaking in particular appears to have helped the 

Pisans and the Genoese put aside years of acrimony by inspiring them to join forces in a 

common religious endeavor,111 even if only for a brief time. As De Negri indicates, 

Christians at this juncture were finding it ever more offensive that Arabs were controlling 

areas of Europe: “[…] il rinnovamento vasto e profondo dello spirito religioso cui 

assistiamo in questa età, nonostante le deviazioni e gli eccessi, no può più tollerare che le 

popolazioni cristiane di Spagna o di Sicilia soggiacciano ulteriormente al dominio 

mussulmano, né che tanti battezzati siano tenuti in schiavitù in terra barbara.”112  

The attack on al-Mahdiyya of 1087 mentioned above is not well documented.113 

Epstein examines the paradox of this campaign, where Italian merchants essentially 

turned against their own clients, but ended up benefiting commercially by humbling a 

rival. He also feels there is a common thread of anti-Muslim ideology reaching from the 

campaigns in Sardinia and Sicily from much earlier in the century to this effort in North 

                                                 
110 Vitale, Brevario, 11 
111 De Negri, Storia, 211 
112 De Negri, Storia, 217 
113 Epstein, Genoa, 23, explains that the fullest account is actually a work of poetry, the “Victory Poem of 
the Pisans.” 
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Africa, finally leading to Genoese participation in the Crusades.114 At this particular 

moment in history, the highest religious ideals cannot be seen as compartmentalized and 

separate from the desire to make a fortune in strange lands. The Genoese, however, were 

especially gifted at synthesizing what might be interpreted as contradictory motives and 

as a result created an entirely new kind of culture based on the reproduction and 

propagation of a basic socioeconomic model throughout a vast expanse of the 

Mediterranean. 

North Africa was a region of the world where silver was key to opening the doors 

of exchange and the Genoese had little to offer at first except for commodities such as 

timber and salt.115 Epstein hypothesizes that Genoa may have originally cracked open 

markets in Arab dominated lands by pooling modest income generated from agricultural 

surpluses and collecting taxes across Liguria to exchange for silver from Lombardy 

which was being minted in Pavia116 at this time and circulated throughout northern 

Italy.117 Once again, the roots of Genoa’s eventual transcendence of the limits of its local 

territory were to be found close to home, where the Ligurians made poor lands fertile118 

                                                 
114 Epstein, Genoa, 23 
115 Epstein, Genoa, 24 
116 Pavia is a small, ancient city in southwestern Lombardy about 35 miles south of Milan. 
117 Epstein, Genoa, 25 
118 One of the dangers inherent in communities occupying liminal spaces is that complex ecosystems often 
survive in a delicate balance that can be disrupted through human activity. Epstein Genoa, 25, rounds out 
his hypothesis by showing how a social benefit such as a flow of usable currency may have come at the 
expense of the fertility of the land itself. It appears that marginal lands may have been cultivated, turned to 
profit and left permanently damaged. 
118 Epstein, Genoa, 25 
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through joint efforts and turned the traditionally feudal cultural practice of agriculture 

into a substantial cash flow. 

 Those who were most able to turn to the land for profit were the region’s feudal 

lords. For this reason, many of the first seafaring merchants were recruited from the ranks 

of the traditional landed nobility,119 a social group in search of a way to engage with a 

wider world. Yet because marginal lands provided meager profits, the nobles found better 

returns by capitalizing on the urgent religious, political and military concerns surrounding 

the run-up to the First Crusade as Epstein points out: 

If the nobility had no centralizing or external power in the neighborhood to fight, 
no great local wealth to promote envy and strife, and no easy way to expand the 
agrarian base because of the confines of the sea and mountains, then its task 
would be to fight its real enemy, the Muslims. The Genoese could not ride against 
these enemies, they had to sail against them. So the nobility marshaled the modest 
surpluses and labor at their disposal and put them to constructing ships, not for 
fishing, but for defending Liguria and warring against their most potent enemy.120 
 

Muslims continued to be the principal rival constraining their ambitions for true fortune 

in the Mediterranean. Confronting this threat became a focal point for nobles to infuse 

capital into the city’s small but burgeoning trade activities. It is important to keep in 

mind, however, that this flow of money radically transformed all levels of Genoese 

society beginning in the 11th century. As Vitale points out, citizens of every social class 

took part in a great collective work: 

Dal bisogno della difesa è sorta una nuova attività, mentre dal frutto delle razzie e 
dal bottino tolto ai Saraceni è derivato ai Genovesi, ridotti negli ultimi tempi a 
piccoli mercanti e possessori di redditi fondiari, pagati generalmente in censi e in 
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natura, una maggiore disponibilità di capitali che ha permesso più ampie 
costruzioni navali e più estese operazioni mercantili, alle quali tutte le classi 
hanno partecipato, come tutte avevano contribuito alla lotta sul mare, dando luogo 
ad uno dei caratteri più salienti della popolazione, tutta, in ogni suo elemento, 
qualunque ne fosse l'origine, partecipe della vita commerciale e marinara. Da 
questo momento veramente la storia di Genova si chiarisce ed afferma come 
storia di mercanti.121 
 

This was a time, then, of historical transformation for Genoa and key was the emergence 

of a merchant class that formed the backbone of a finely calibrated economic 

organization.  

 By the end of the 11th century, both the dynamism of creating a trading network 

and a fiery religious passion placed Genoa in a unique position to become a principal 

player in the first Crusades. In 1096 a Genoese ship may have carried Godfrey of 

Bouillon to Alexandria on his first pilgrimage to the Holy Land.122 This reflects how 

Genoa was turning some of its attention away from purely commercial seafaring and it 

appears the Church was very eager to tap such skills for the sake of advancing its plans 

for conquest.123 Also in 1096, Pope Urban II wrote to the Genoese from France urging 

                                                 
121 Vitale, Brevario, 11 
122 Vitale, Brevario, 20, draws on the work of historian Caffaro. Epstein, Genoa, 28, comments on the 
extent to which contemporary historians are indebted to this first Genoese chronicler, “nobleman, 
ambassador and public official”, who reports on the First Crusade as an eyewitness in his treatise Liberatio 
civitatum orientis (On the Liberation of the Cities of the East). Although written in a heroic tone, it stands 
as a valuable primary document. Caffaro inaugurated a five-century long tradition of recording the city’s 
history in works of high literary merit. He alone covered the astonishingly broad period of time 1099-1163. 
Vitale, Brevario, 19, emphasizes the precociousness and didactic value of Caffaro’s eyewitness 
contribution to this historical genre: “Sono aperti da un uomo che ha avuto parte capitale nell'affermarsi e 
ingrandirsi del Comune e che le grandi cose vedute e compiute ha fermato per proprio ricordo e per 
ammonimento dei posteri, primo tra i grandi cronisti italiani che non abbia scritto entro le mura di un 
chiostro, ove arrivano affievoliti gli echi del mondo circostante.” Vitale, Brevario, 20, underscores how 
Caffaro’s narrative was welcomed by a Genoese public filled with anti-Islamic passion.  
123 De Negri, Storia, 222, states that Genoa, known for its skilled naval forces and religious fervor, was the 
Pope’s great hope at this time to fill its pressing needs for logistical support at sea. 
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their participation in the planned undertaking. The bishops of Grenoble and Orange 

followed this up with a personal visit to Genoa, preaching the Crusade to an eager 

audience in the church of Saint Cyril, at that time a cathedral congregation coexistent 

with the current cathedral of San Lorenzo.124  

The Genoese were, like their counterparts in Pisa and Venice, motivated in the 

material sense to join the struggle in return for economic and trade concessions while 

other nations, such as the French, were lured more by the worldly appeal of conquering 

new territories.125 Those who went to war did so primarily as private citizens but their 

actions brought all of the citizens together.126 It is likely that in July 1097 the First 

Crusade provided the original opportunity for the Genoese to organize themselves as an 

entire city and send a sizeable force to struggle against the Muslims in distant lands. 

Epstein offers this helpful summary of the size of these forces the city controlled and the 

unique role it played: 

No doubt this fleet of twelve galleys and one small ship included about 1,200 
men, as 100 constituted an average crew for a galley. This number of men, drawn 
from Genoa as well as the smaller ports and mountain villages, represented a 
considerable effort by a town that perhaps had a population of 10,000. The fleet 
arrived in Syria in time to provide valuable supplies and support to the main 
crusading force that was besieging Antioch. While the ships remained off Port 

                                                 
124 Vitale, Brevario, 20, places this preaching in the year 1097; Jonathan Riley-Smith, The First Crusaders 
1095-1131 (Cambridge: Cambridge U.P., 1997), 108, writing in 1998 with what appears to be more careful 
and current historical research, place this meeting in 1096, immediately following a Church council in 
Nîmes in July 1096. 
125 Vitale, Brevario, 21, explains this difference on the fact that the elites in Italy were intricately linked 
with commerce while the French lords derived their power primarily from the lands they inherited, and 
adds that the Genoese and other Italians who participated in the Crusades were equal to the French in 
responding to their call of piety. 
126 De Negri, Storia, 222 
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Saint Simeon, presumably to enforce a blockade of Antioch, other Genoese 
marched inland to participate in the siege.127  

 
That the Genoese were providing logistical support on this large a scale reflects the level 

to which they had already developed their capacities for organizing the movement of 

goods and services. It is also important to see this as a time when Genoa returned to one 

of its ancient, core roles, that of forming a bridge between disparate cultures. De Negri 

suggests that this experience plants a seed that would later blossom as “la funzione di 

intermediaria principe tra il Mediterraneo e i paesi Franchi nel commercio a grande 

raggio che sta rinnovandosi tra gli antichi mercati del Levante ed i nuovi centri industriali 

dell’Europa atlantica.”128 

After Antioch fell to the Christians in November 1097, Genoa was able to win a 

commercial concession from Prince Bohemund, one of the leaders of the Crusade, in 

return for a promise of future military aid. As Epstein summarizes:  

Bohemund, intending to establish himself as ruler of Antioch, gave to the men of 
Genoa the church of San Giovanni in Antioch, as well as a fondaco129, a well, and 
thirty houses on the church square. Bohemund also somewhat vaguely conceded 
to the Genoese the right to live by their own customs in Antioch.130 

 
This is the first historically recorded instance of a Genoese colony, and sets a pattern that 

would be repeated countless times over a vast region up through the establishment of a 

                                                 
127 Epstein, Genoa, 29 
128 De Negri, Storia, 223 
129 A fondaco, and Italian word for fonduk, from the North African funduk conveys the ideas of both a 
commercial warehouse and a place of lodging. The Cambridge Italian Dictionary (Cambridge: Cambridge 
U.P., 1962), 307, states that this term came to be applied to an urban district reserved for foreign traders 
and merchants. 
130 Epstein, Genoa, 29 
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barrio in newly re-conquered Seville in 1248. The Genoese set yet another precedent for 

themselves by obtaining privileged status as traders in Antioch.131 By this time they must 

have had well honed negotiating skills and were guided by hard won experience to create 

opportunities within complex political and military relationships that would serve their 

long-term commercial interests. 

The Genoese contributed significantly to the dramatic next stage in the West’s 

battle for control of the Holy Land, an episode that would ultimately fail. At first this 

involved a handful of private Genoese citizens. Epstein relates the scantly documented 

participation of the Embriaco brothers in the siege of Jerusalem of 1099, arriving ahead 

of forces from Pisa and Venice.132 By contrast, the chronicler Caffaro immortalized in 

great detail the efforts of a Genoese force of 26 galleys carrying over 1100 men 

marshaled to fight in the Holy Land. In return for their efforts, Genoa negotiated with 

Tancred,133 winning a steady source of income for the cathedral of San Lorenzo in the 

                                                 
131 Epstein, Genoa, 30 
132 Epstein, Genoa, 30 
133 Louis Bréhier, “Tancred,” The Catholic Encyclopedia, vol. 14 (New York: Robert Appleton, 1912), 
Web, 30 Aug. 2010, explains that Tancred (c. 1072 – 1112) pledged himself to the crusading Norman 
forces in southern Italy in 1096, under the leadership of his uncle Bohemund. He is recognized for both his 
courage and his benevolence in battles fought in the Byzantium. Tancred would from this point forward 
consider himself an enemy of the eastern empire. His participation was instrumental in the siege of Nicea 
and he successfully led a contingent through Asia Minor, resisting the opposing forces of Baldwin. He took 
part in the siege of Antioch, and in his most important role he led the first wave of attackers in the siege of 
Jerusalem in 1099. He was unsuccessful in his attempts to spare the lives of 300 Muslims who had sought 
refuge in the Mosque of Omar and yet he participated in the looting of this house of worship. The new king 
of Jerusalem, Godfrey de Bouillon, rewarded him with the fiefdoms of Tiberias and Caifa. In July 1100 his 
replaced Bohemund, who fell captive to the Turks, as governor of the Principality of Antioch, which he 
defended from 1104-1108 during the conflict between Bohemund and Alexis Comnenus. He resisted 
Bohemund’s efforts to place Antioch under the control of the eastern Emperor. 
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Ligurian capital from commercial activity in the distant ports of Solino and Laodicea.134 

After the fall and looting of Caesarea in 1101, Genoese forces returned triumphant and 

enriched with great treasure.135 

Over the next three years Genoa would also aid in the capture of Tripoli and 

Gibellet.136 Epstein argues that the great privileges granted to Genoese in 1104 by King 

Baldwin I of Jerusalem137— including a piazza in the Holy City, another in Jaffa as well 

as one-third control of cities such as Caesarea and Acre— outstripped the administrative 

capacity of their local government. The Church became a partner in managing these 

distant holdings and their concomitant revenue flows. Yet even at this early date Genoa 

demonstrated that it had a tested naval prowess it could readily offer to distant kingdoms 

and could profit from its relatively independent engagement in military conquests 

undertaken by larger powers. 

 Genoa also took military action much closer to home as part of this same effort to 

protect and further expand its economic interests. During the period 1119-1149 Genoa 

                                                 
134 I was unable to find the location of Solino; Laodicea is an ancient town in Asia Minor, mentioned in the 
Bible 
135 Epstein, Genoa, 31 
136 Epstein, Genoa, 31 
137 According to Bréhier, “Latin Kingdom of Jerusalem (1099-1291),” The Catholic Encyclopedia. vol. 8, 
(New York: Robert Appleton, 1910), Web, 30 Aug. 2010, after the death of Godfrey of Boullion, Lord of 
Jerusalem, on July 18, 1100 his brother Baldwin, Count of Edessa, was invited by the barons of the new 
city-state to become his successor. Baldwin declared himself King of Jerusalem on Christmas Day. He is 
credited with establishing the city as a kingdom. From this base of administration he was able to take 
control of newly conquered cities on the Syrian coast, and Tripoli and Edessa became two of its fiefdoms. 
Baldwin I died in battle at El-Arish in 1118 as his forces attacked the Caliphate of Egypt. 
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and Pisa entered their first series of wars fought as the two powers struggled to share sea 

lanes and competed for control of Sardinia and Corsica.138  

In its own backyard Genoa worked piece by piece, often against strong resistance, 

to dominate all of Liguria and its noble families. In this context, the commune developed 

a reciprocal agreement with the Malaspina family, obligating them to relocate to the city 

in exchange for a pledge of aid in times of crisis.139 On a larger scale, in the 1140s the 

Genoese used military force to conquer the area of Ventimiglia, a process that ended with 

the local count reduced to swearing loyalty to their more powerful city. Epstein sketches 

a scenario that recapitulates the developing theme of the idea of Genoa as a replicable 

model which could be extended into new territory, although often without the violence 

seen in Ventimiglia:  

In 1149 the people of Ventimiglia began to see the benefits of their count's 
humiliation. In a brief the consuls gave them the right to buy and sell in Genoa 
with foreigners and private people in the same way the Genoese did, without 
paying the taxes foreigners paid. The consuls rewarded the people of Ventimiglia 
because they aided Genoa in its assault on Almeria and Tortosa in Spain, but it 
was really the culmination of a slow process by which the local people lost their 
lord and became, in effect, Genoese.140 

 
It is significant that Epstein calls this a “slow process.” Remaking Liguria on the Genoese 

model and at the same time fostering the spread of its commerce throughout the 

Mediterranean were highly complex tasks. Epstein charts the development of the 

cintracus, an office devoted to keeping public order within the city. Creating this position 
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allowed the consuls to engage more and more exclusively with the bigger picture beyond 

the travails of local governance.141 

 Airaldi mentions the concept of a colonial “other-Genoa,” the projection of the 

home city outward into its settlements around the Mediterranean. Genoese models of 

civic and economic organization were individualized and adapted with much autonomy 

and flexibility to a great variety of environments and situations. At the same time, they 

were linked together by a common thrust by the Genoese to become the key provider of 

commercial and financial expertise wherever they established themselves: 

[…] l'insediamento genovese si colora ogni volta di accenti differenti, sicche il 
discorso, che, in linea di fondo, rivela la sua continuità, si presenta con accenti 
particolari e come tale deve essere studiato quando si voglia aggiungere un 
tassello in più ad uno spaccato particolare di questa composizione.  

Siano o no di diretto dominio, gl'insediamenti hanno un loro sostanziale 
valore come centro d'investimenti, al quale si lega spesso, ma con sfumature 
diverse a seconda del luogo, quell'idea di monopolio che anche fa parte del 
progetto economico genovese. Ed è monopolio di alcune tecniche -- comprese 
quelle finanziarie - più che monopolio di uomini e di terre.142 

 
Airaldi emphasizes that Genoa as an emerging power with widely dispersed commercial 

outposts rarely if ever formed these communities by force as a colonial power. It was 

more a matter of finding stability for trade through cultivating mutually beneficial 

relationships with the local ruling classes.143 

 This transplantation of Genoa’s civic and economic aspirations into new 

territories often involved the creation of small, exclusively Genoese districts within 
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foreign lands. Epstein sums up what the merchant class repeatedly demanded of their 

consuls, who were to represent their interests with their new hosts: “A merchant quarter 

of some kind, with a place to stay, a warehouse, some familiar faces, and a measure of 

security - this much the merchants expected the commune to obtain for them where it was 

possible, and of course many consuls were themselves merchants.144 In the 1130s and 

1140s this was the guiding model, not always fully realized, for Genoa’s expanding 

relationships with places like the kingdoms of Barcelona and cities along the Provençal 

coast. At the very least Genoa gained the right to trade in these areas and to protection for 

their merchants, ships and money.145 Similar privileges were extended to Catalan and 

Provençal merchants entering Genoa’s harbor to trade.146 

 In the late 1140s Genoa organized itself on a massive scale to aid the kingdoms of 

Christian Spain at a time when the Reconquest was accelerating. Although this historic 

endeavor ended in failure, this was Genoa’s first significant attempt to gain a presence in 

the Iberian Peninsula.  

 The first city to fall to the Genoese was Almería on Spain’s eastern coast in 1147. 

European kingdoms had long sought to control the city because the Muslims of this 

region were routinely killing or imprisoning captured Christians. The conquest of the 
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city, in fact, involved the larger western Christian community, as Pope Eugenius III 

enlisted the Genoese to take the city.147 

 Genoa did not act alone, but instead worked closely with Ramon Berenguer IV 

and his wife Petronilla, rulers of the newly merged kingdoms of Catalonia and Aragon, as 

well as with Alfonso VII of Castile.148 Epstein emphasizes that this campaign must be 

seen as part of the larger Second Crusade and that the pragmatic Genoese hoped to gain 

concessions in return for their service.149 By deploying some 12,000 soldiers, Genoa far 

surpassed the contributions in manpower they had made to campaigns in the Holy Land 

in the 11th century.150 An army of Genoese, Pisan and Provençal soldiers took the city in 

October 1147. 

 Epstein explains that although the city shared in the spoils and slaves taken in the 

initial conquest of Almería, Genoa placed the city under the control of a group of vassals 

headed by Ottone Bonvillano.151 Significantly, Genoa would not directly enjoy all the 

fruits of commerce in its newly won possession. Much of the profit and risk of holding 

Almería would instead fall to the men who made up this new government in absentia.152 

Ten years later the enterprise would fail completely as the Almohads retook the city. 

Epstein views this reversal as a severe blow to Genoa’s fledgling trading empire: “The 
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Genoese would be reluctant for a long time to rule anything conquered or granted outside 

Liguria.”153  

 A contingent made up primarily of Catalans and Genoese took Tortosa in July 

1148 and in exchange for their services Genoa gained one-third of the city’s territory. It is 

probable that Genoa took on more than it could handle in a short period of time. As 

Epstein observes: “In 1153 the commune, perhaps not getting its share of the income 

from Tortosa or simply finding the deal too difficult to manage, sold its share of the city 

to the count of Barcelona for 16,000 marabotini.”154 This allowed the Genoese to address 

a serious debt crisis at a time when their city was languishing. These economic 

difficulties came at a time when Genoa had mended its relations with Pisa for what would 

be almost three decades and had established peace with the Muslim King of Valencia in 

the hopes of strengthening its hold on Tortosa.155 

The end of the misadventures in Almería and Tortosa mark a transition which was 

not entirely negative for Genoa. As Airaldi suggests, the great dynamism of the city’s 

expansion had reached a stable plateau:  

Infatti nell'arco di tempo, che si conclude all'incirca nella prima meta del secolo 
XII, i genovesi hanno realizzato il loro disegno strategico a breve e a lungo 
raggio, per mare e per terra. Hanno inoltre iniziato una politica di protezione nei 
confronti dei propri mercanti e privilegiato il loro porto su tutte le coste 
occidentali del Mediterraneo, con 1a sola eccezione pisana. Hanno perfettamente 
articolato la loro vita interna, nonostante défaillances esterne e lotte interne.156 

 

                                                 
153 Epstein, Genoa, 51 
154 Epstein, Genoa, 51 
155 Epstein, Genoa, 52 
156 Airaldi, Genova e la Liguria, 18 



83 

Genoa had put in place a vast trade network and their local form of government was 

particularly suited for them to reap the benefits. Moreover, they had earned international 

recognition for their commercial success. Airaldi comments on the historical image that 

Genoa came to project by this time:  

Nasce fin della prima metà del secolo XII quel ruolo «eroico» del mercante 
genovese, destinato a perpetuarsi in forme di mobilitá e polivalenza su spazi 
sempre più ampi. E contemporaneamente cresce l'immagine di una entità politica 
fragile, parcellizzata in più forme e attraverso giochi finanziari, che coinvolgono 
fin dall'inizio nomi d'antico ceppo locale e nomi ignoti, che la cronaca accosta in 
molte variante.157  
 

The “heroic” merchants were, in other words, able to extend the reach of Genoa’s 

Mediterranean and Western European trade thanks to the support of a financial system 

that developed in the climate of a lightweight local bureaucracy. 

The level of economic and diplomatic planning required is reflected, as Epstein 

notes, in numerous, sophisticated notary records for trade from the second half of the 12th 

century that show a city set apart from its Mediterranean and Western European cohorts: 

“A medieval commune in Genoa developed an economy, a legal system, a political life, 

and a style of charity very different from what was happening in the feudal monarchies 

dominating much of Europe.”158 This difference was based in part on the Genoese ability 

to work within the limits of their trading system’s capacity to acquire a great variety of 

goods from across the Mediterranean and to anticipate and fulfill demand for them in a 

Europe that was hungry for these wares:  
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Often the contracts refer to high price, lightweight commodities like pepper, 
brazilwood, and cotton, gold, and silk, and some more bulky but still valuable 
items like alum and cloth. What items of commerce the Genoese wanted are clear 
enough. What they took to the ports of the Mediterranean remains more vague, 
though woolen cloth and silver seem to have been the most likely export items. 
Whatever was sent to Constantinople or Alexandria or Syria was turned into local 
money or bartered to acquire merchandise to be brought back to Genoa and then 
retailed there or elsewhere. Alum was needed wherever cloth was dyed; pepper, 
when not serving as a substitute for money, improved the taste of food across 
Europe. The Genoese were mainly in the business of moving commodities from 
places of relative abundance to scarcity in order to sell them at a profit.159 

 
The Genoese were at first, in other words, participating in world commerce as facilitators 

and weavers of connections, rather than as producers, a role, as already discussed, that 

was first developed during the earliest Crusades. Being a facilitator of commerce meant 

developing a culture open to discovering opportunities and honing the readiness to seize 

them. As Epstein summarizes, these cultural strengths placed Genoa in a league with the 

other great Italian trading cities of the late 12th century:  

Along with their Italian rivals, the Venetians and the Pisans, the Genoese were 
currently enjoying the advantages of "first movers" in overseas trade. In the 1160s 
the Genoese knew their overseas markets and potential customers, had organized 
sophisticated contracts for putting capital to work in a predictable legal 
environment, and had founded a local shipping industry capable of producing 
seaworthy galleys and ships that could take merchants where they needed to go.160 

 
The Genoese at this early stage, then, had a supportive and finely tuned physical and 

bureaucratic infrastructure for their various trading enterprises.  
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 Epstein uses a conceptual framework adapted from the financial models of Alfred 

Chandler to look at what allowed this system to thrive.161 First, the Genoese were 

continually increasing the volume of trade. Second, individual merchants did not 

overspecialize but rather operated as generalists who remained open to the many 

possibilities that presented themselves for commodities and finished goods that could be 

traded.162 Third, the Genoese worked to keep transaction costs as low as possible, 

especially through the development of a sophisticated notarial system and reliable local 

currency.163 Fourth, Genoa constructed its economic contacts on a high level of trust that 

was centered upon countless nuclear relationships based on family ties and pacts of 

friendship, allowing it to create an organizational structure that balanced a cultural 

predilection for privacy with the social practice of careful public bookkeeping.164 

Ultimately, because Genoa was geographically isolated and fought hard to keep its 

relative autonomy, the city strove to maintain this trust as the basis for developing its 

international trading empire. 
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162 Epstein, Genoa, 62, clarifies this by stating how over time there was a movement toward larger scale 
products such as grain and timber as the Genoese improved their shipping fleet. Chandler’s observations 
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trading centers: “the accumulated wealth of the Genoese and the way it was put to use in commerce and 
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2. The Genoese in Seville 

 Much like Genoa, Seville at one time enjoyed a uniquely favorable geographical 

position that allowed it to become, for a few centuries, a focal point of global commercial 

expansion that would eventually link the city to four continents. Where Genoa was well 

placed to develop trade connections by sea with the entire Mediterranean basin, Seville is 

part of a region much richer in local agricultural and natural resources. Located just 

above sea level on the banks of the Guadalquivir and within the river’s fluvial plain,165 

Seville has since ancient times been inseparable from the prodigiously abundant 

Andalusian countryside. The mainstays of fertile olive groves, vineyards and, in early 

times, fig orchards, provided a sense of stability and continuity that would overcome the 

disruptions wrought by the waves of violent conquest and reconquest that mark the 

region’s history.166  

 The medieval city was easily accessible from the south by a road leading from the 

Mediterranean port city of Algeciras. It was connected by land routes to Córdoba in the 

north and, crossing through the rich countryside surrounding Aljarafe, to Niebla and 

Tejada in the west.167 The Guadalquivir reached to Córdoba and beyond in the north and, 

to the southwest, emptied some 60 miles downstream into the open Atlantic,168 making 
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Seville a major port city until geographical changes caused the river to fill with silt, 

becoming permanently innnavigable to commercial sailing vessels in the 17th century. 

 

2.a. The Genoese in Muslim Seville 

 Genoese traders were active in Muslim Seville as early as the 12th century, if only 

sporadically and, though the prosperous and culturally sophisticated city had much to 

offer, during the third decade of the 12th century the Moroccan Almoravid Empire began 

to show signs of political disintegration.169 By 1147, Almohad invaders had entered Al-

Andalus and by 1156 their dynasty was firmly implanted in the Iberian Peninsula when 

Abu Ya’qub Yusuf, son of the sultan al-Mu’min, was sent to govern Seville and the 

province of Al-Andalus.170 When he succeeded his father as head of the empire in 1163, 

he reestablished Seville as capital of Al-Andalus supplanting Córdoba which had enjoyed 

this honor for a short period.171  

Yusuf began an ambitious building and public works program in the city in 1171 

when the city was raised in status still further to become the center of the Almohad 

universe: “Sevilla se convirtió en la capital del imperio almohade. Cada vez que el califa 

regresaba, lo hacía con gran solemnidad y alegría, acompañado por los sevillanos.”172 
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During his long residence in Seville, he rebuilt a section of the city walls;173 constructed 

ramparts to protect the walls from possible flooding;174 built a bridge over the 

Guadalquivir that could accommodate barges; established a new system of waterworks 

for the city, including the famous aqueduct of the Caños de Carmona which would serve 

the city’s water needs for centuries; created a dockyard; built a palace with extensive 

royal gardens outside the city walls; and ordered the construction of a new central 

mosque, the greatest Muslim house of worship in Al-Andalus, a project that spanned the 

years 1172-82.175 In 1184, he called for work to begin on the great minaret for this 

mosque that still stands today as part of the Giralda bell tower adorning Seville’s 

Cathedral.176 

Yusuf’s successor, al-Mansur, was responsible for integrating the mosque with 

the city, creating a large patio and adjoining alcacería, or marketplace, to be discussed 

below, and in 1227 the caliph Abu l’-Ulla al-Ma’mun erected the iconic Torre del Oro on 

the banks of the Guadalquivir.177 

By now the city had taken on the physiognomy that would greet its Christian 

conquerors some 20 years later. Seville contained a walled inner city around the principal 

mosque, a district that was expanded under Almohad rule, with a dozen gates.178 The 

Guadalquivir flowed through the city as its great commercial thoroughfare, lined with 

                                                 
173 Sánchez Herrero, “Sevilla musulmana,” 37 
174 Sánchez Herrero, “Sevilla musulmana,” 37-38 
175 Sánchez Herrero, “Sevilla musulmana,” 38 
176 Sánchez Herrero, “Sevilla musulmana,” 38  
177 Sánchez Herrero, “Sevilla musulmana,” 38 
178 Sánchez Herrero, “Sevilla musulmana,” 38-39 



89 

innumerable waterwheels, flour mills, orchards, villas, vineyards and poplar groves.179 

Sánchez Herrero offers this panoramic description of the city: 

El entramado urbano estuvo formado por calles, barrios, zocos, mercadillos, 
alcaicerías y alhóndigas. Dos calles anchas, las principales, y las demás estrechas. 
Calles terrizas, lodazales en invierno y fuentes de polvoreras en verano. Los 
barrios estaban situados dentro y fuera de la ciudad. Barrio de los alfareros, de los 
carniceros, Tiryana, Benaliofar y Maqarana. Zocos y calles de los especieros, 
pañeros, curtidores, etc. Mercadillos como el de la Aznaica. Dos alcaicerías, 
donde se podía comprar de todo; la vieja, o de la loza, y la nueva o de la seda; 
junto a las dos mezquitas. Varias alhóndigas, que servían de almacén, posada o 
lugar de venta.180 

 
Houses, often whitewashed and built around patios, could double as shops, and were 

integrated into a cityscape of artisan workshops, public baths, mosques, fortresses and 

sumptuous palaces of the aristocracy.181  

By the 13th century, the city’s population may have been as high as 65,000, with 

up to 15,000 more inhabitants in the adjacent towns.182 Its economy was intimately linked 

to the great fertility of the surrounding countryside. An agricultural revolution had begun 

in the 10th century, supported by the publication of scientific treatises, and the range of 

crops cultivated in the region was unprecedented, far surpassing in diversity, it would 

seem, the use of the land after the mid 13th-century Christian conquest: Linen and cotton 

were major products, together with safflower, esparto grass and hemp fiber; sugar cane 

and rice; a variety of grains including wheat, rye, and sorghum; lentils and garden 
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vegetables; olive oil of the highest quality; fig and fruit trees of all kinds; citrus groves 

and vineyards.183 

The mountains to the north were thick with oak forests, a region known for its 

honey cultivation. A deeply rooted tradition of horse and livestock breeding had 

developed in a region that also offered many opportunities for hunting and fishing. Al-

andalus was moreover blessed with silver and marble deposits. This tremendous bounty 

encouraged an array of local industries including ceramics, brick making, weaving, glass 

artistry, leatherwork, parchment and paper manufacturing and ironwork.184  

Beginning with the caliphate of Abu Hafs Ya’qub in 1193, this brilliant Muslim 

culture would begin to enter into a time of darkness and decay as the supreme ruler 

established a reign of religious extremism and cultural oppression. By the time of its 

stunning defeat at the battle at Navas de Tolosa in 1212, the Almohad dynasty had begun 

to lose control of Al-Andalus and little is known of the final decades of Muslim rule over 

Seville.185 

The modest documentary evidence that survives suggests that Genoese 

interchange with Seville and Al-Andalus closely followed the patterns developed by 

individual Genoese traders in other parts of the Mediterranean world as the city-state was 

rapidly emerging into full economic and political prominence. In what is perhaps the 

earliest mention of Genoese involvement with Muslim Seville, Guglielmo Vento and 
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Gandalfo de Bulgaro are documented as having formed a trading partnership with 

Oliverio Nivetelle on August 2, 1161,186 in which Guglielmo contributed nearly double 

the capital of Gandalfo.  

As Giovanni Scriba, the first known notary public of the Genoese Commune 

explains, this miniature company was expected to leave ports such as Genoa and 

Provence to work in Seville and other points westward from Italy: “Hanc societatem 

Gandulfus laboratum Sibiliam vel Septam187 vel versus occidentem qua iverit, inde 

Ianuam vel Provinciam vel qua iverit laboratum et hoc semotim188 implicare189 debet ab 

aliis rebus quas portat, in reditu ad divisionem, capitali tracto, proficuum per medium 

partituri.”190 

This document shows that as early as the second half of the 12th century, Muslim 

Seville was a stopping point for Genoese traders working in the Western Mediterranean 

in a circuit that also included the North African port of Ceuta. This trade fit squarely into 

the kind of proto-capitalism the Genoese had pioneered in the Holy Land comprising an 

intricate network of commercial interests built up from the endeavors of numerous small 

groups of merchants who freely associated and were willing to put their own resources at 
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risk while branching out into the western Mediterranean. No large military power or 

political authority was needed to initiate this relationship with Muslim Andalusia. 

 The next reference to Genoese contact with Muslim Spain in the cartulary of 

Giovanni Scriba is a record dating from 1164,191 a contract establishing how seven men 

would share profits from a joint venture. The contract closes by requesting that notice of 

their transaction be carried to Seville, unless they found themselves in a period during 

which navigation in that region was prohibited: “In reditu in domum Ansaldi 

Revenditoris debebunt omnia adduci in noticia Ansaldi Aurie et Blancardi et Oionis. Hec 

portant apud Sibiliam et quo maluerint preter in devetum.”192 This would seem to indicate 

that at least a few Genoese merchants had established a more intensive and longer term 

connection to Seville and perhaps even resided there. 

 The final reference in Giovanni Scriba’s compendium dates from nearly 20 years 

later.193 This letter of exchange mentions Seville as place where the merchant Falcono de 

Caneto promised to reimburse the addressee Bugnolio, who had lent him 4 pounds of 

Genoese denarii, a form of silver currency, with two ounces of gold: 

Ego Falconus de Caneto confiteor me accepisse a te Brugnolio de mare de 
Monteleone lb. denariorum ianuensium .IIII. pro quibus promitto tibi vel tuo certo 
miso dare duas uncias auri per me vel meum nuntium solvere in terra regis Sibilie 
ubi fecerit portum ad dies .XV. postquam navis mea illuc pervenerit sana vel 
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maior pars rerum eius navis sub pena dupli in bonis quibus malueris tibi stipulata 
et de hoc do tibi in pignis octenam navis mee.194 

 
This is perhaps the most interesting of the three documents, because it suggests that 

Muslim Seville was not only a place where business was conducted, but was also a place 

where a certain form of financial transaction could take place. From the very beginning 

of Genoa’s relationship with Seville, then, a keen interest in the circulation of money. 

This kind of activity forms an essential basis for all commercial life and foreshadows the 

key role the Genoese community would play in developing the banking system of 

Christian Seville in the centuries to come. 

 The Annales ianuenses provide a quite different perspective, showing the 13th-

century fertilization of Genoa’s budding economic and political relationship with Seville. 

This is, to a large extent, because these records retained an authorized version of 

historical events that reflected the most vital interests of the Genoese Republic. Here the 

emphasis shifts away from individual enterprise to the wider view of the Commune as a 

representative body of the collective socio-political life of the entire city state. 

 The initial glimpses of Andalusia from this perspective are found in the annals of 

Ogerio Panis, the city’s fourth chronicler, giving a vivid account of a key battle in the 

Reconquest as a heroic mission that took shape at a solemn gathering in Genoa. Ogerio 

begins this episode by describing the epic-scale entrance of a massive crusading force of 

soldiers and pilgrims into his city on August 24, 1211: 
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In mense uero augusti, die sabbati octava kalendarum septembris,195 intrauit 
ciuitatem Ianue quidam puer teutonicus nomine Nicholaus peregrinationis causa, 
et cum eo multitudo maxima pelegrinorum, defferentes cruces et bordonos196 
atque scarsellas,197 ultra septem milia arbitratu198 boni uiri, inter homines et 
feminas et pueros et puellas.199 

 
As Pane relates, King Pedro of Aragon led this force, which included French, 

Burgundian and Germanic soldiers, infantrymen and crusaders, as well as a Cistercian 

abbot, papal legates and numerous princes and barons. Joining Pedro were Alfonso VIII 

of Castile, Sancho VII of Navarre, and the archbishop-elect of Narbonne, himself a papal 

legate. These troops entered Spain, capturing many Muslim castles, towns and cities and 

advancing to a temporary victory over the Moorish defenders.200 

 It is worth briefly reviewing in more detail the events of the watershed victory of 

the Iberian Christian kingdoms at Las Navas de Tolosa. Much of the 12th century had 

been a time of stalemate and relative peace between the Christian and Muslim rivals.201 

The seeds of a greater conflict began to be planted, however, when the Almoravid 

dynasty, with its capital in Córdoba, grew weaker as its leaders became adapted to a life 
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of great material comfort, eventually breaking down into a number of independent taifa 

kingdoms.202 At the same time the Almoravid regime in Morocco was overtaken by Abd-

el-Mumin, protégé of the radical preacher and prophet Abu Mohammed ibn Tumari, who 

devoted his life to returning Muslims to a kind of ascetic purity.203 This more extreme 

movement of the Almohads (“Unitarians”) arrived in Spain in 1146 and by 1172 

controlled all of North Africa and Muslim Iberia.204 By the end of the 12th century they 

had become a military and political power that posed a real threat to the Christian 

kingdoms.205 

During the last quarter of the 12th century, Alfonso VIII had renewed the strength 

of Castile by suppressing the ambitions of noble factions such as the rival Lara and 

Castro families and through the marriage of his daughter Sancha to King Alfonso II of 

Aragon.206 Making full use of the newly formed monastic and military orders of 

Calatrava, Santiago and Alcántara, Alfonso was able to chart steady progress into 

Muslim-held territories over the course of the next 20 years.207 The Castilians then 

suffered a terrible setback in the battle at Alarcos, fought on July 18, 1196:  

The chronicles speak of 25,000 Spanish casualties, which seems very high indeed, 
but medieval chronicles seldom exaggerated the losses on their own side. Toledo, 
Alcalá de Hermanes, and Cuenca were besieged, Moslem columns snaked 
through Castile, and the kings of Leon and Navarre seized the occasion to snatch 
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a few castles in the north. Alfonso was forced to make a humiliating truce with 
the Moors.”208 

 
By the year 1200, despite a truce between the bitter enemies, Alfonso VIII and 

Abu Ya’cub’s successor, Mohammed al Nazir, who openly advocated for a holy war, 

were amassing great military forces.209 The Christian kingdoms found a welcome ally in 

Pope Innocent III, who traveled throughout Western Europe proclaiming a new crusade 

to be fought on the Peninsula. As Pratt indicates, he drew many men to this cause: “The 

response was excellent; in the spring of 1212 there assembled at Toledo a number of 

knights set at 60,000,” a figure Pratt considers to be a gross underestimate, “since each 

knight included in his retinue enough supporters to double or treble the number of 

fighting men in line.”210 Many of these soldiers, especially French knights, would leave 

what they saw as a disagreeable situation, but Alfonso was able to draw upon support 

from both King Sancho of Navarre and Pedro of Aragon.211  

With the providential assistance of a shepherd, Alfonso and his men were able to 

find a way to penetrate the nearly insurmountable, heavily defended passes of the Sierra 

Morena.212 Two days later they would meet an array of Muslim fighters reported to 

number 100,000 on the plain of Las Navas de Tolosa.213 
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This was most likely a battle involving much hand-to-hand combat rather than a 

roaring clash between long battle lines.214 Commenting on the uneven forces, Pratt states 

that the Muslims “were being driven into trees and rocks, where their individual mobility 

was lost and the heavier armor and swords of the knights had every advantage.”215 

Nevertheless, there were moments in the confrontation when Mohammed and his men 

came close to turning the tide, almost destroying the contingent of the knights of 

Calatrava.216 Pratt, however, qualifies the ending of a battle and the victory of Christian 

forces as a “massacre,” believing that the chronicled number of 185,000 Muslims who 

perished must not have been a great exaggeration.217 

 One way of interpreting the results of this battle has been to see the Las Navas de 

Tolosa as inconclusive, because within two years the two enemies were once again 

embroiled in a kind of deadlock of continuous low intensity border conflicts. Pratt, on the 

contrary, sees the episode as a decisive historical moment, one which led to the eventual 

destruction of the Almohad dynasty and conquest of much of their territory in Al-

Andalus: “It is unnecessary to believe the figures of the chroniclers to realize that the 

flower of the Moorish army had been wiped out, the point blunted, the edge dulled. 

Within fifty years the Almohad dynasty became extinct, and there was no replacement. 

There were no more Moorish raids into Christian territory, only the gradual erosion of 
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Moslem provinces and cities.”218 Pratt further concludes that Las Navas was an essential 

stepping-stone to the political unification of the entire peninsula under a single 

monarchy.219 

 Ogerio Panis succinctly summarized this epic conflagration: 

in fine uero Milemimenim220 cum innumerabili exercitu Yspaniam uenit; et cum 
peruenisset in partibus Cordube, Christiani erectis uexillis221 contra ipsum 
equitarunt, et incepto prelio inter Christianos et Sarracenos, cum per plures dies 
durasset prelium, in fine tamen, sicut uoluntas Dei fuit, dextera Domini fatiente 
uirtutem, deuicti sunt Sarraceni, et fugam capientes et terga uertentes, ultra tres 
centum miliaria Sarracenorum interfecti fuerunt, et Milemimenim cum sua 
commpagna fugiit et se recepit in ciuitate Mulecche,222 ibique intrauit in galea una 
et Sibiliam perrexit; et hoc fuit mense iulio, die dominica in festiuitate beate 
Marie Magdalene,223 postmodum Christiani cum uictoria reuersi sunt in castra et 
locis per Yspaniam constitutis.224 

 
Seville, in this case, was depicted as a place of refuge for the vanquished, a zone as yet 

impenetrable to the Reconquest. The annals, however, appear to be infused with the epic 

sense of the crusading spirit that was simmering in the Spanish kingdoms in the early 13th 

century, encouraged by the great victory at Las Navas. Ogerio’s voice speaks in 

resounding consonance with this fervor, revealing something of the extent to which 

Genoese interests must have coincided with the Hispanic monarchs’ re-energized project 

of Christian advancement into Muslim Iberia. A likely effect this kind of historical 
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narrative would have been an evocation of an emotionally charged, obsessive image of 

the contested space of Andalusia that fed a longing for dominance over the Milemenim’s 

enticing yet dying realm based in Seville. 

The next chronicle, which has traditionally been attributed to the annalist 

Bartolomeo Scriba, recounts an intricate plot in which his countrymen became embroiled 

in 1231. As the chronicle relates, the “Miramamonium,” or ruler of Morocco, Ceuta and 

Al-Andalus at this time, was challenged in his desire for complete dominance in the 

region by a usurping sultan who controlled territories in the eastern part of Muslim 

Spain.225 As Michele Amari226 and Joseph O’Callaghan227 indicate, the Moroccan ruler 

was al-Mamun,228 the soon-to-be deposed Almohad caliph based in Seville, and the 

claimant to his throne was Ibn-Hud. O’Callaghan explains that the Ibn-Hud (r. 1228-

1238), “said to belong to the lineage of the kings of Zaragoza,” desired to free the region 

from Almohad oppression, beginning his uprising in Murcia in 1228.229 Claiming to 

represent the Abbasid caliph of Baghdad, he began a campaign of extermination against 

the Almohads, whom he considered to be enemies of the faith.230 Al-Mamun was 

powerless over this revolt and took refuge in Morocco in the summer of 1229, ending 
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Almohad rule in southern Spain.231 As O’Callaghan recounts, the insurgent leader 

prevailed: “Ibn Hud was acknowledged by Almería, Granada, Jaén, Córdoba, and 

Málaga; and even Seville, long the chief seat of the Almohads in Spain, opened its gates 

to him (October 1229). Within a year he became master of the greater part of al-Andalus, 

with the exception of Valencia, Niebla and the Algarve.”232  

The Genoese chronicler explores a small episode taking place in this greater 

political transition. In the region of Murcia and Denia the Ibn-Hud detained a contingent 

of Genoese merchants, who came to him in search of safe-conduct, subjecting them to 

mistreatment.233 The insurgent sultan then sent one of his vassals named Augustino with 

a fleet to attack “Cayti”, the overlord of Ceuta, who supported al-Mamun, and to rout the 

Genoese who were trading in nearby waters.234 Michele Amari proposes that Augustino 

was likely the contemporary leader Kasctini (Gostini, el-Gastini) in the codices of Ibn-

Khaldun, which relate that he was sent to Ceuta by Ibn-Hud and that the overlord of 

Ceuta was possibly Abu-Masa.235  
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The Genoese Commune, reacting to this threat, sent a fleet of 10 galleys and 5 

smaller ships, which was sufficient to ward off an attack.236 The chronicler then proudly 

narrates the successful alliance forged by the Genoese with the “Elimeremolim of 

Seville”: 

et die quinta intrante iunio de portu Ianue omine felici mouerunt, et capitanei siue 
admirati galearum ipsarum fuerunt uiri nobiles et clarrissimi ciues Ianue Carbonus 
Malocellus et Nicholinus Spinula.237 Et cum ad ciuitatem Septe applicuissent,238 
ualde honorati et decenter recepti fuerunt, et cum Elimermemolino Sybilie pacem 
honorabilem et conuentionem laudabilem firmauerunt. qui Elimiermolinus in 
signum pure dilectionis et pacis comuni Ianue biçantios VIII. miliaria destinauit et 
insuper tantam pecuniam unde optimus equus ferratus compararetur et ex parte 
sua presentaretur comuni Ianue cohopertus optimo panno aureo, et ferratus 
claponis239 argenteis. qui equus siue destrarius240 emptus fuit et ductus per 
ciuitatem Ianue in signum memorie cum claponis argenti et panno aureo 
cohopertus. Et circa finem mensis augusti dicte galee reuerse sunt Ianuam cum 
leticia et uigore.241 

 
Amari points out an important deficiency in the original chronicle which on the surface 

could lead one to believe that the Genoese were now entering into a treaty with an ally of 

al-Mamun.242 Yet, as stated above, Ibn-Hud was by now the ruler of the city and, as 

Amari comments, this indicates the Genoese completely changed their loyalty, most 

likely recognizing that the Almohad dynasty, now destroyed in Spain, was also rapidly 

dying away in Morocco.243  
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This document shows another side to the Genoese engagement with Muslim 

Seville, one that is more consistent with the general profile of Genoese attitudes and 

behavior in their political and commercial life developed earlier in this chapter. This was 

based on a fundamental spirit of independence in which Genoa dealt positively with 

rulers and communities in whom they found goodwill, especially when it was in their 

best interests. As Amari comments: “Del quale accordo la Storia non può certo biasimarli 

quand-essi dovean procacciare sicurezza e favore a’commerci della patria, piuttosto che 

combattere ciecamente pe’legittimisti almohadi.”244 Moreover, this document shows the 

much more subtle approach that was developing in Genoa’s engagement with Spain. The 

crusading spirit of 1212 had given way to a new pragmatism, where the greatest benefit 

was to be found through cooperating in a spirit of friendship with the most powerful 

leader in Muslim Spain. This is a pattern that will be seen repeatedly in Genoa’s dealings 

with Christian Castile in the decades that follow.  

 The next chapter in this intrigue is described in an entry in the Annales from the 

year 1235, most likely composed again by Bartolomeo Scriba. The “sultan,” probably 

Ibn-Hud’s proxy Abu-Masa, had by now detained a group of Genoese ambassadors in 

Ceuta, the city he governed. Camilo Manfroni offers some helpful context for this 

episode. In 1234, the Genoese in Ceuta had allied themselves with the city’s overlord 
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after a band of Christian pirates, claiming to be fighting in the name of their faith, had 

laid waste to their fondak.245  

 At the request of Ceuta’s Muslim leader, who had agreed to fund half the cost of 

the mission, Genoa sent a flotilla of 18 galleys and smaller ships. When the Genoese 

naval force arrived, however, they found no sign of pirates and the overlord reneged on 

his promise to pay.246 The local Muslim community was apparently deeply offended by 

the arrogance with which Genoa demanded compensation and in retaliation attacked the 

fondak.247 It is at this juncture when the ambassadors must have been taken prisoners. 

As the annalist continues, the Genoese then sent the “dominus” Carbono 

Malocello to the overlord as representative of the Commune to negotiate for their release, 

but when Malocello realized that the Muslim leader had no intention of keeping his 

earlier agreements with them, he determined to gather a mercenary force to attack Ceuta: 

de uoluntate aliorum admiratorum et capitaneorum et conscilii248 Ianuensium qui 
erant in ipsis partibus Septe, in sancto die Veneris dictum soldanum et homines 
suos uiua uoce uiriliter diffidauit, et facta diffidatione, ipse et alii Ianuenses qui 
erant in terra, se in nauibus et lignis Ianuensium colligerunt cum aliis qui quasi 
omnes prescii249 dicte diffidationis que fieri debebat per dictum Carbonum iam se 
recolligerant.250 dictus autem Carbonus dum ad aliis admiratis auctoritate conscilii 
Ianuensium qui erant apud Septam, destinatus fuisset in Sybiliam causa accipiendi 
et soldeandi milites et ducendi eos ad obsidionem251 Septe, sicut altissimo 
Domino placuit, de hac uita migrauit.252 
 

                                                 
245 Camilo Manfroni, Storia della marina italiana (Livorno, 1899), 382-83 
246 Manfroni, Storia, 383 
247 Manfroni, Storia, 383 
248 The editors offer the more common alternative “consilii.” 
249 having foreknowledge 
250 withdrew 
251 siege, blockade 
252 “Annales,” 75 
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Although Malocello died before he could complete his mission,253 his plan to contract 

with soldiers from Muslim Seville reveals once again the essential expediency of the 

Genoese as well as their level of comfort and depth of skill in forging relationships of 

mutual advantage with foreign cultures. Malocello was granted a highly flexible power 

by the Commune that inspired him to take the initiative to contract with a small-scale 

force of Muslim fighters to face an immediate challenge in a small region. This kind of 

nimble social organization and individual genius foreshadows the participation of highly 

talented Genoese men in the Admiralty of Castile, as will be explored in greater depth 

below. 

 For the year 1249 the Annales narrate the seminal reconquest and violent 

transformation of Seville from teeming capital of a Muslim empire to an empty city ready 

to receive thousands of Christian settlers. This is a section of the chronicle that Cesare 

Imperiale di Sant'Angelo in his commentary to his edition of the Annales attributes to the 

annalist Ursone, who he believes took over the work after collaborating with Bartolomeo 

Scriba.254 The chronicler begins by describing the delegation the Genoese sent to 

Fernando III: “placuit tunc sapientibus Ianue ut ad ipsum regem legati miterentur, causa 

componendi cum eo qualiter255 negociatores Ianue illuc et ad alias terras regni sui quas 

                                                 
253 Manfroni, Storia, 383, closes his account of this chapter in Genoese naval history by explaining that 
Carbone Malocello’s blockade of Ceuta with almost the entire navy of the Commune (he does not, 
however, mention Malocello’s death) was followed by Ugo Lecari’s attack destruction of Ceuta’s 
fortifications and bombardment of the city with rocks, an act of war that forced the overlord to accept a 
treaty that was to Genoa’s advantage. 
254 Cesare Imperiale di Sant’Angelo, “Prefazione,” Annali, vol. III, xiv-xvii 
255 in what manner 
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habebat et in posterum haberet accedere256 deberent et quod et quantum pro drictu et 

exaccionibus soluere deberent.”257 The annalist then details the series of privileges the 

Genoese requested from the Castilian monarch, all of which will be fully discussed below 

in reference to a separate but related charter.  

 The act of negotiating favorable conditions for commercial activities in Seville is 

then given a fuller historical context: “ad ipsam enim ciuitatem negociatores Ianue, 

tempore quo erat Sarracenorum, frequentem usum et accessum habebant et maxime 

gracia258 mercis olearie habundabat259 enim prouincia dicte ciuitatis oleo ultra alias 

prouincias huius mundi.”260 This recalls the entry from 1231 concerning the peace pact 

reached with the Emir of Seville. It also shows that the primary interest of the Genoese 

Commune in Seville was commercial and, as will be addressed further, that olive oil 

would become the principal product in a highly sophisticated and complex trading 

relationship.  

 The Genoese delegation was concerned with more than establishing the ground 

rules for future relations between their Commune and the Castilian crown. They made a 

claim to Fernando for restitution for an act of piracy committed by his subjects, Rodrigo 

García and several accomplices, against a Genoese vessel.261 In connection with Genoa’s 

turbulent relationship with the Aragonese, briefly sketched below, crimes at sea 

                                                 
256 approach 
257 “Annales,” 183 
258 privilege 
259 abounded in  
260 “Annales,” 183-84 
261 “Annales,” 184 
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committed by private individuals were a potential source of bitter conflict between 

trading partners and also generated much ill will within the larger communities involved. 

In contrast, Genoa and Castile were usually quick to seek solutions and remediation for 

acts of piracy and maintained a remarkably harmonious working relationship, even while 

the municipal authorities of Seville were often less welcoming to the local Genoese 

community.  

 The annalist then lists the Genoese who were sent to negotiate with Fernando: 

Guillermo Bolleto, Ugo de Flisco and the scribe Enrico Guillermi.262 Because of 

constraints placed upon them by the Commune, this first contact with the Castilian king 

was not entirely fruitful:  

quia ex mandato eis iniuncto263 conuentionem264 inhire265 non poterant, nisi rex 
pro drictu et dacitis266 a Ianuensibus medietatem267 acciperet illius dricte et dacite 
quam prestare solebant tempore quo erat terra Sarracenorum et ab illis essent 
immunes, ipse autem certum quid268 super hoc statuere nollet, sed illam 
immunitatem Ianuensibus concedere uolebat quam ceteri homines sui regni et 
aliarum partium in ipsa terra haberent, ita quod a Ianuensibus non exigeret ultra 
quam ab hominibus sui regni et aliarum partium exigeretur; que quidem res erat 
incerta. et quia consulatum liberum269 non concedebat, sed uolebat quod Ianunses 
qui se grauatos dicerent, per consules ad ipsum appellare possent, et ipse de 
appellatione cognoscere uel cognosci facere secundum statuta et consuetudines 
ciuitatis Ianue, consilio bonorum hominum dicte ciuitatis et sui regni, negotio 
imperfecto270 Ianuam reddierunt, apportantes litteras patentes271 dicti regis ad 

                                                 
262 “Annales,” 184 
263 entrusted 
264 agreement, compact 
265 to enter into  
266 duty 
267 contract 
268 anything certain 
269 free from tribute 
270 incomplete, unfinished 
271 letters patent 
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potestatem ciuitatis Ianue compositionem quam facere uolebat et terminum 
imponendo predictis usque ad festum sancti Iohannis de iunio proxime 
uenturum.272 
 

This demonstrates the extent to which the Genoese, from their earliest negotiations with 

Castile, sought preferential treatment and privileges that in this case would have 

exceeded even those enjoyed by the king’s own subjects. While the desires of the 

Genoese were thwarted in this instance, their community would, over time, become a 

uniquely favored trading partner and their Commune would prove itself to be a stalwart 

political ally. The annalist closes by stating that the negotiations were, in fact, completed 

that following June in Seville by a Genoese delegation led by Nicolas Calvo.273 

The siege of Seville began in earnest in the fall of 1246, as several towns 

surrounding the city were taken one by one.274 Ramón Bonifaz, a figure who will be 

discussed more fully below, played a key role at sea in defeating Tunisian reinforcements 

to the Muslim defenders of the city.275 The final phase of the struggle for control of the 

city began in March 1248 when Castilian troops were able to gain permanent control of 

gateways into and out of the city.276 The city was completely cut off in May of that year, 

when Ramón Bonifaz used his galleys to smash the Triana bridge, the key link between 

                                                 
272 “Annales,” 184 
273 “Annales,” 184-85 
274 Miguel Ángel Ladero Quesada, La ciudad medieval (1248-1492), 3rd ed., (Seville: Secretariado de 
Publicaciones de la Universidad de Sevilla, 1989), 16-17 
275 Miguel Ángel Ladero Quesada, La ciudad, 17 
276 Ladero Quesada, La ciudad, 17 
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Seville and strategic towns such as Aljarafe and the agricultural lands to the north, 

plunging the city’s residents into a great famine.277  

After a trying summer in which the Castilian troops nearly succumbed to the 

intense heat and an outbreak of typhoid fever, the Muslim leaders of Seville began 

negotiations for surrender in the fall.278 Ladero Quesada offers this succinct summary of 

the chain of events that ensued: 

Al cabo se acordó la entrega de toda la ciudad, con sus inmuebles en buen estado, 
y las tierras conquistadas con ella; se estableció también que los musulmanes 
emigrasen con sus bienes muebles y semovientes en el plazo de un mes, durante 
el cual los cristianos ocuparían ya el alcázar, y que se aseguraría el pasaje de los 
emigrantes hasta Jerez o Ceuta, según eligieran, y ciertas tierras y mercedes para 
ayuda a los dirigentes de la ciudad. El 23 de noviembre ondeó la seña real de 
Fernando III en el alcázar hispalense. Un mes después, el rey hacía su entrada 
solemne en la ciudad abandonada. Era el día 22 de diciembre de 1248. Los plazos 
se habían cumplido, la conquista terminaba.279 

 
With the city’s population largely dispersed, its former identity as a Muslim capital 

became, in the course of a few weeks, a mere phantasm while the outlines for a new 

chapter in its history, involving the protagonism of a new and alien citizenry, would soon 

be drawn. 

2.b. The Genoese in the Repartimiento de Sevilla 

 Shortly after the Reconquest the Christian forces saw a need create a more 

permanent and sophisticated settlement strategy for Seville than the plan quickly drafted 

                                                 
277 Ladero Quesada, La ciudad, 17 
278 Ladero Quesada, La ciudad, 18 
279 Ladero Quesada, La ciudad, 18 
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in their military camps during the siege of the city.280 As Ladero Quesada indicates, King 

Fernando had high ambitions for the silent city that was about to be reborn, “una gran 

ciudad, con buen gobierno local y organización eclesiástica, directamente ligada a la 

Corona.”281 To accomplish these dreams he would need to look for a wider range of 

potential citizens, beyond those who had fought militarily to win the city. These concerns 

shaped the manner in which the newly conquered land and infrastructure would be 

shared, drawing on well established Castilian practices of urban planning, but creating a 

uniquely Andalusian social structure. 

 A committee was established in 1253 to oversee this repartimiento or 

redistribution of property within Seville and the surrounding regions.282 Changes to this 

original plan were made in 1255-7 and 1263 to account for rapidly fluctuating settlement 

patterns and another burst of activity took place between 1275-80.283. Although drawn 

from several manuscripts, the basic text utilized by Julio González to establish his edition 

of the Repartimiento has a prologue dated May 1, 1253 in Seville. Gonzalez, however, 

believes that the original Libro del Repartimiento was compiled over the course of 

several years, between 1253 and 1260.284 

Gonzalez determined that the manuscript included copies of documents from the 

royal chancellery as well as other notices that must have been written by the committee 

                                                 
280 Ladero Quesada, La ciudad, 20 
281 Ladero Quesada, La ciudad, 21 
282 Ladero Quesada, La ciudad, 21 
283 Ladero Quesada, La ciudad, 21 
284 González, Repartimiento, vol. 1, 143 
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of partidores.285 The edition he prepared in 1951 is a treasure trove of demographic and 

social information concerning the earliest decades of Castile’s grand experiment in the 

creation of a new society, imposed upon a land and cityscape where, in a brief historical 

moment, patterns of life developed over several centuries by a dynamic and highly 

sophisticated culture were violently overturned. 

In the complex process of the Repartimiento, properties were distributed 

according to a two-tiered social structure. The donadío was a direct donation of land from 

the king made almost exclusively to the nobility and clergy, placing the recipients in 

many ways outside the jurisdiction of the municipal government with obligations and 

privileges instead stemming directly from the monarchy.286 The lands so given were 

destined for large-scale agricultural production:  

el donadío era a menudo extenso y variado en su composición: casas, tierras 
calmas, cerealeras, olivar, viñedo, huerta, molinos y otros instrumentos de 
producción agraria; un tipo de propiedad, en suma, llamado a ser explotado desde 
un primer momento por manos que no serían las del dueño y capaz de generar 
formas de relación señorial bajo determinadas circunstancias, sobre todo si se 
acumulaban varios en la misma persona o institución.287 
 

These were in effect estates, to be enjoyed primarily as potential sources of income. 

The heredamiento, a lesser grant, involved properties and lands that were given 

out by lot or by partition with the understanding that the recipient would be fully 

integrated into the legal codes of the newly formed local government. These parcels of 

land and infrastructure were more modest in scale and more standardized in their 

                                                 
285 González, Repartimiento, vol. 1, 142-43 
286 Ladero Quesada, La ciudad, 22 
287 Ladero Quesada, La ciudad, 23 
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makeup, yet were still highly valuable and given only to a select few: “Constaban 

siempre de casa, tierra cerealera y olivar; viña y huerta, al ser muy escasas, sólo 

correspondieron a alguna categoría superior de repobladores.”288 

  Three distinct social classes appear in the repartimiento: the peones, the 

caballeros and the caballeros de linaje. Where peón was a nobleman who traveled by 

foot during required military service, the caballero was expected to maintain a horse and 

received twice as much land.289 The caballeros de linaje formed the backbone of the 

ruling elite in the city:  

Fueron el núcleo principal de una especie de nobleza urbana establecida por ley 
en Sevilla como en las demás ciudades de la Baja Andalucía repobladas por estos 
años, y la demostración más relevante de cómo los repartimientos introdujeron, 
desde el comienzo, unas distinciones sociales entre los pobladores basadas en la 
capacidad militar, en la sangre o en ambas cosas a la vez, pero en todo caso 
acordes con las ideas de la época.290 

 
In this sense the social structure was largely a reflection of what had developed over the 

course of centuries in the rest of Castile. As will be discussed in Chapter 4, Seville’s 

urban nobility, distinguished by obligations of military service rather than by blood ties to 

traditionally preeminent families, would continue to be one of the most powerful social 

forces in the city at the end of the 14th century with Miçer Francisco Imperial a notable 

member of this class. 

 A final division of recipients of partitioned lands were the captains involved in the 

construction, maintenance and direction of the Galeras del Rey, the early incarnation of 
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the Marina de Castilla, the royal navy.291 Many of these men were from Genoa, and this 

would set the stage for the later integration of a handful of highly talented Genoese 

seamen into positions of leadership in both the Castilian naval forces and the higher 

echelons of medieval Andalusia’s intricate social structure. 

 Several Genoese citizens appear as recipients of donated lands and infrastructure 

and, in addition, there are several individuals with Italian surnames who figure in the 

collection for whom it is impossible to determine with certainty a city of origin. González 

gives a brief overview of the Italians in the Repartimiento beginning with those who were 

most likely Genoese.  

In the highest echelons were the Genoese Miçer Uberto and Miçer Enrique, 

nephews of the Genoese Pope Innocent IV (r. 1243-54). Both appear in the first section 

of the Repartimiento detailing the most bountiful awards, the donadíos mayores, 

beginning with Uberto:  

Este es el heredamiento que dió el rey a miçer Uberto, sobrino del Papa: 
Diol Almaçilla,292 que avía en ella cien vezes mill pies293 e por medida mill e 
dozientas arançadas.294 E diol otrosí Almonaçir,295 ques en el término de 
Aznalfarache; e avía en ella quarenta mill pies de olivar e de figueral, e por 

                                                 
291 Ladero Quesada, La ciudad, 25 
292 This town, known today as Almensilla, is located some 20 km to the southwest of Seville. 
293 “Voces propias de Ciudad Real,” Diccionarios Autonomicos-11-Comunidad Autónoma Castilla-La-
Mancha-8, Telefonica, n.d., Web, 13 Aug. 2010, lists the Castilian pie as measuring 28 cm. 
294  “Voces propias”also explains that in Seville one arançaza measure d about 4.75 m2. 
295 The document Aprobación Inicial, Memoria General: Plan general de ordenación urbanística de 
Bollullos de la Mitación, Ayuntamiento de Bollullos de la Mitación, n.d., Web, 4 Sep. 2010, lists 
Almonacir as an “Asentamiento y Campamento en la Edad Media y en la Edad Moderna.” The coordinates 
it provides for the settlement place it just outside the town of Bollullos de la Mitación, located 20 km to the 
southwest of Seville. 
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medida mill e ciento e cinco arançadas; e fueron asmadas por todo a dos mill e 
ochocientas arrançadas de sano.296 

 
The property in Almansilla would likely have been devoted to grain production. Together 

with the olive grove and fig orchards, this donation reveals the extent to which the lands 

around Seville were absorbed into the new kingdom as working farms with their full 

potential for agricultural production kept intact. Aznalfarache is just six kilometers to the 

southwest of Seville. 

 Enrique’s portion of the partition is described as follows: 

Este es el heredamiento que dió el rey a miçer Enrique: 
Diol Loret,297 ques en término de Aznalfarache; a avía en ella sesenta mill pies de 
olivar e de figueral, e por medida ochocientas e doze arançadas, e fué asmada298 a 
mill y quatroçientas arançadas.299  

 
The reference to the estimated dimensions of the donation suggests that perhaps not all of 

this land was under cultivation. In any case, the size of his parcel is on a par with the area 

of fertile fields given to Miçer Uberto. 

González provides a summary of a document from the Monastery of Santa María 

la Real de las Huelgas that is also referenced in Ortiz y Zuñiga’s Anales eclesiásticos. 

This is privilegio dated June 3, 1253 granting Doña Inés the abbess and the infanta Doña 

                                                 
296 González, Repartimiento, vol. 2, I:36, p. 30 
297 Manuel González Jiménez, La repoblación de la zona de Sevilla durante el siglo XIV (Seville: 
Universidad de Sevilla, 2001), 201, lists Loreto as a settlement that was later abandoned. 
298 estimated 
299 González, Repartimiento, vol. 2, I:37, p. 30.  
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Berenguela, a practicing nun there, houses in Seville in the collación300 of San Nicolás.301 

Their property shared a boundary with houses belonging to Miçer Uberto.302 

This document reveals more about how the recipients of the donadíos may have 

actually lived. Miçer Uberto was likely an urban nobleman and absentee landlord 

enjoying the income from his plantations while not actually residing on these rural 

properties. Another prominent group of Genoese who appear in the Repartimiento are the 

Genoese ambassadors Nicolás Calvo and Opecino.303 Calvo was instrumental in 

obtaining the concessions recorded in the original diploma of King Fernando addressed to 

the Genoese community in Seville. Opecino appears as a “mesajero” in a privilegio 

granted by Alfonso X on August 15, 1261, registered in the Liber iurium reipublicae 

genuensis. As part of an “heredad de pan,” a grant of land dedicated to grain production 

that was part of his donadío menor, Calvo received the castle of Borgabenzoar and fields 

in the vicinity of the Alcoaz: “A Nicola Caluo la torre de Abenzohar304 con su cortijo,305 

                                                 
300 Nicolás Tenorio Cerero, El Concejo de Sevilla, ed. Francisco M. Pérez Carrera and César de Bordóns 
Alba (Seville: Universidad de Sevilla, 1995), 21, “La collación comprendió el territorio de la parroquia, y 
generalmente tomaba el nombre del título de la iglesia, formándose con los individuos que vivían inscritos 
en ella y sujetos a la jurisdicción del párroco.” Referring to the creation of the collaciones in Seville he 
states, 22, that: “Con respecto a Sevilla, la división en collaciones que se hizo de su recinto a raíz de la 
reconquista ha tenido mucha importancia y durado hasta la época moderna. Por collaciones fue la elección 
de ciertos oficios, el reparto de los impuestos y el reclutamiento de la gente de guerra, los que servían al rey 
y aquellos otros que iban con el pendón de la ciudad a defender su tierra contra las invasiones de los árabes. 
Las primeras collaciones fueron veinte, y este número duró mucho tiempo.” 
301 The Collación de San Nicolás is located a few streets east of the Barrio de los Francos and the Corral del 
Rey, to the northeast of the Cathedral.  
302 Gonzálzez, Repartimiento, vol. 2, 306 and Diego Ortiz y Zuñiga, Anales eclesiásticos y seculares de la 
muy noble y muy leal ciudad de Sevilla (Madrid, 1677), 63 
303 González, Repartimiento, vol. 1, 313 
304 Antonio Herrera García, “La carta puebla de la Torre de Guadiamar,” Historia, Instituciones, 
Documentos 31 (2004): 301, gives some background on this castle, now known as the Torre de Guadiamar: 
“En tal Repartimiento esta heredad aparece con el nombre de Borgabenzoar, nombre ligado a la familia 
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e con VI yugadas306 de heredat, por lo que avíe de auer en Alaquás.”307 In a royal 

privilege dated August 24, 1261, Opecino was named the actual owner of the lonja, or 

lodge, of the Genoese merchants, a converted mosque in the Plaza de San Francisco that 

was to be used as a court of justice.308 This privilege granted by Alfonso X will be 

examined in depth below.  

 Genoese citizens of a lower social rung who were given concessions through the 

repartimiento included Miçer Vivas y Ugeto; Miçer Roberto de Renfredo; a man known 

only by his first name, Niculoso, and his brother, Nicolás Calvo y Bonjorno.309 These 

men were most likely linked to the crown by virtue of unspecified services performed on 

behalf of the monarchy.  

 Miçer Vivas, listed among the “Clero catedralicio de Sevilla,” received a donadío 

menor with a modest 20 arançadas of olive and fig groves in Albibeyen, near 

Aznalfarache and the much more substantial five yugadas of grain fields in Facialcázar 

near the modern city of Utrera.310 

                                                                                                                                                 
sevillana Ben Zoar o Abenzoar, en la que habían destacado ilustres médicos, poetas y personajes que 
prestaron notables servicios a los jefes musulmanes.” The castle is located near the modern city of Sanlucar 
la Mayor, approximately 20 km due west from Seville. 
305 The Diccionario de la lengua española published by the Real Academia Española (2001), s.v. cortijo: 
“finca rústica con vivienda y dependencias adecuadas, típica de amplias zonas de la España meridional.”  
306 DRAE (2001), s.v. yugada: “espacio de tierra de labor que puede arar una yunta en un día,” and “Medida 
agraria que equivale a 50 fanegas o a algo más de 32 hectáreas.” 
307 González, Repartimiento, vol. 2, V:C, p. 266. Alocaz was an estate whose castle can still be found in the 
vicinity of Utrera, some 30 kilometers to the southeast of Seville. 
308 González, Repartimiento, vol. 2, 338 
309 González, Repartimiento, vol. 1, 313.  
310 González, Repartimiento, vol. 2, II:f, p. 96 
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Miçer Ugeto is part of a large group of royal officials who recieved donadíos 

menores in a section of the Repartimiento that details “las alcarias311 de los caualleros de 

mesnada, e le los alcalles del rey, e de los de criazón,312 e de los obispos, e de los 

adaliles,313 e de los escriuanos, e de los clerigos, e de los monesterios, e de los 

maestres.”314 He appears in the subsection of oficiales diversos as the recipient of 30 

arançadas of olive and fig groves in Pilas315 and 6 yugadas of grain fields in Alocaz. The 

only information given for Roberto de Renfredo beyond his Genoese nationality is that he 

received “dos alcarias que han nonbre el una Almeçiella el outra Almonaster.”316 

 As mentioned earlier, one vital type of service with which some Genoese are 

identified in the Repartimiento involves the construction and command of the incipient 

Castilian navy. Belonging to this list are Gandolfo, a builder of wooden ships; Jacobo, 

who fashioned nets; and the galley master Rolando.317 

The text of the Repartimiento details some of what was granted to those who 

served in the galleys: 

E dió el rey a estos omes que aquí son escritos que le toviesen diez galeas para 
siempre al pleito que dice esta carta que aquí es escrita; e dióles para ello cien 
arançadas de olivar e cinco yugadas de heredad de pan, e unas casas en Sevilla, a 
cada cómitre, e cien maravedís a cada uno del primero anno en ayuda para labrar 

                                                 
311 Lloyd A. Kasten and Florian J. Cody, Tentative Dictionary of Medieval Spanish, 2nd ed. (New York: 
HSMS, 2001), 35, define alcarías as “alquerías, casas de campo.” 
312 TDMS2, 200, s.v. criazón: “crianza que da el señor al vasallo u otros” 
313 TDMS2, 17, s.v. adalil: “caudillo” 
314 González, Repartimiento, vol. 2, IV, p. 234 
315 A town situated about 40 km to the southwest of Seville. 
316 González, Repartimiento, vol. 2, section III, p. 232; because of its proximity to Almensilla, this 
“Almonaster” is most likely another reference to the settlement of Almonacir. Almonaster la Real, a town 
in the Sierra de Aracena near Huelva, is much more distant, about 120 km from Seville. 
317 González, Repartimiento, vol. 1, 313 
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este heredamiento; e dióles dos aldeas que son Chilla318 e Cotrobita, con que 
fueron pagados de todo este heredamiento. E dióles luego los cinquenta maravedis 
Abenpostigar a cada uno, del heredamiento de Gelus,319 e los otros cinquenta 
maravedis áselos a dar el rey al cabo del anno. E son estos los cómitres; e quitó el 
rey a todos los cómitres el treintenario del aceite.320 

 
Listed among the cómitres or galley sergeants are Guillén Estart, Guillelmo Musso and 

Niculoso Tasso.321 A man referred to simply as Miçero is listed as the fiador or guarantor 

of his father in law Estart as well as of Musso.322 González lists Miçero as one of the 

galley sargeants.323 Despite the hard labor that must have been involved in their line of 

work, these men were able to establish themselves in the city, if on a more humble scale, 

according to a pattern common to those individuals of much higher social status with 

homes in the city and agricultural lands in the surrounding region used primarily as 

sources of income.  

Miçero in particular must have enjoyed a high standard of living. Miçero and his 

brother Niculoso, referred to above as one of the Genoese for whom no profession is 

                                                 
318 According to González Jiménez, Repoblación, 43, the village of Chillas was incorporated into what is 
now the town of Villamanrique. This is a town situated about 40 km to the southwest of Seville. Cotrobrita, 
also known as Cuatrovita, is an abandoned settlement in the area of modern day Bollullos de la Mitación, 
some 20 kilometers closer to the city. As González Jiménez, 74, explains: “La aldea de Chillas debió 
incorporarse a las propiedades del cabildo de la catedral de Sevilla en los años finales del siglo XIII o 
primeros del XIV. Junto con Cotrobita o Cuatrovita, fue repartida por Alfonso X entre varios cómitres de 
las galeras reales, como Guillén Estart cuyos nietos poseían todavía en 1312 los donadíos recibidos en 
Cuatrovita, Chillas y Quema.” 
319 “Reseña Histórica,” Benacazón, Benacazón Ayuntamiento, n.d., Web, 4 Sep. 2010, places the 
abandoned heredamiento of Gelo in the region of Aljarafe. This nucleus of population was incorporated 
into the municipality of Benecazón, a city 21 km to the west of Seville, in the 19th century.  
320 González, Repartimiento, vol. 2, II:Cb, p. 167 
321 González, Repartimiento, vol. 1, 313 
322 González, Repartimiento, vol. 2, II:Cb, p. 167 
323 González, Repartimiento, vol. 1, 313 
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provided, were given donadíos mayores in Cambogat, a former estate in the area now 

occupied by Seville’s western suburb of Camas: 

Cambogat, a que puso el rey nombre Cafiza, ques en término de Sevilla; e avía en 
ella diez mill pies de olivar e de figueral, e por medida de tierra dozientas 
arançadas, e dióla todo a Miçero, e diez yugadas de heredad en Alaquaz. E dió y 
en esta aldea a Niculoso, su hermano, treinta arançadas324 de olivar e seis 
arançadas de vinnas, e seis yugadas de heredad en Alaquaz. En Alaquaz diez y 
seis yugadas de pan, anno e vez.325 

 
Although these parcels of land were bestowed directly by the monarchy and allowed 

these Genoese servants of the Crown a greater degree of autonomy from the municipal 

government, their relatively modest size is reflective of their lower social status. It is 

highly unlikely that Miçero and Niculoso, known only by their first names, were counted 

among the nobility and, as Ladero Quesada indicates, “Los donadíos entregados a 

oficiales y servidores de la Corona fueron menores, a veces, incluso, análogas a un 

heredamiento corriente por su importancia económica, aunque tuvieron siempre las 

peculiaridades ya citadas, favorable para sus beneficiarios.”326 In this case an officially 

designated donadío mayor did not, in fact, amount to a vast extension of land. 

 Miçero’s country home may, however, have been quite prominent. The house of 

an Italian referred to simply as “Miçer,” possibly the same man, is used as a point of 

reference in several of the heredamientos given to the “doscientos caballeros de linaje.” 

In the first example, the heredamiento includes properties within the city as well as in the 

countryside:  

                                                 
324 González, Repartimiento, vol. 2, I:Cambogat, p. 35; approximatley 1.4 hectares 
325 González, Repartimiento, vol. 2, I:49, p. 35 
326 Ladero Quesada, La ciudad, 23 
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A Esteuan Ferrandes unas casas a la collaçión de Santa Lozia; e veynte arançadas 
de oliuar e de figueral en Paterna, e entra en el término de Mayrena; e seys 
yuagadas de heredat para pan, anno e uez, en término de Faznalcaçar, a la torre 
del Sarro; e seys arançadas de vinnas en los lugares, las dos arançadas son en 
Triana, e las otras dos sobre la casa de Miçer, e lo que mengua de las uinnas en 
oliuar en el Axarafe; e dos arrançadas de huerta a la puerta del Sol.327 

 
From this account it would appear that Miçer’s dwelling was part of an agricultural parcel 

because it is listed as downslope from a vineyard that was to be given to Estevan 

Ferrandez. Although its location is unnamed, it is listed with towns adjacent to the urban 

center of Seville. This is the case in all of the examples that follow328 and if Miçer and 

Miçero were the same person, he owned properties both in the city and the countryside.  

 Another prominent citizen of the first stage of the resettlement of Seville was 

Nicolás de la Torre del Oro, who should not be confused with another man González 

states may have been Italian and perhaps was an orebze or goldsmith listed only by his 

first name, Niculás. Both men, however, are registered in the section “Almacén” of the 

“Heredamiento del cillero, almacen y galeras del rey:” 

En Huévar,329 que avía el rey apartado para su almacén, que es en término de 
Faznalcáçar, avía en ella trecientos e sesenta mill pies de olivar e de figueral, e 
por medida de tierra quatro mill e quinientas e noventa e dos arançadas e fué 
asmada en quatro mill arançadas; e dió y el rey estos heredamientos: […] A 
Niculás de la Torre del Oro sesenta arançadas.330 
 

The other Niculás, referred to as an orebze or goldsmith, was given 20 arançadas of olive 

and fig orchards. 

                                                 
327 González, Repartimiento, vol. 2, C:3, p. 207 
328 González, Repartimiento, vol. 2, section C, entries 24, 32, 33, 36, 40, 52, 64, 67, 72, 75 
329 The modern day town of Huévar del Aljarafe is located some 28 km to the west of Seville. 
330 González, Repartimiento, vol. 2, 155; this would have been approximatley 285 m2. 
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Nicolás de la Torre de Oro appears again at the end of this section: “Tomó el rey 

mill arançadas de olivar de Huévar e mandó a Nicolás de la Torre del Oro que las partiese 

estas mill arançadas a los maestros calafates331 e a los galeotes de las galeas, e a todos los 

otros menestrales otrosi de las galeas […].”332 In other words, he was given the 

responsibility of distributing this large heredamiento among the entire community 

connected to shipbuilding and galley service, suggesting that he enjoyed considerable 

status as an important official, perhaps a notary. 

 In his appendix, González has included a further reference, a summary from a 

document found at the Archivo de la Catedral de Sevilla dated December 29, 1253:333 

“Alfonso X da a Nicolás de la Torre del Oro, el horno ‘de que sodes tenedor’, situado en 

la collaçión de Santa María, barrio de Francos, entre las casas de Pere de Gerona, las de 

Juan Barral y la calle.”334 This gives a more complete picture of Nicolás de la Torre del 

Oro as someone who had a diverse stream of income that now included a community 

oven in the Barrio de los Francos. 

                                                 
331 shipwrights 
332 González, Repartimiento, vol. 2, IV:C, p. 157 
333 He does not give a precise location for this document in the Cathedral’s collection but lists it as part of 
the “Vitrina” collection. For future research it would be helpful to find this document in the modern 
archive’s modern catalogization system. 
334 González, Repartimiento, Vol. 2, 320; González, vol. 1, 515, briefly places this in the context of 13th 
century urban life in Seville: “La elaboración del pan se realizaba en numerosos hornos, también 
particulares. Es posible que después de la conquista aumentasen, pues se sabe de alguno que se estableció 
en una antigua mezquita, como el de la Odrería. El primero que se documenta es el donado a los genoveses 
in 1251.”  
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 One member of the Genoese community stands out for his unique service to the 

newly Christianized Seville. Miçer Cafijo335 was responsible for overseeing the city’s 

main source of water, the Caños de Carmona.336 He appears in Gonzalez’ summary of 

another document from the Archivo Muncipal de Sevilla dated March 22, 1254: 

Alfonso X da al concejo de Sevilla “todos los mios molinos que he en Sevilla…, 
los que son en la azequia de la montaña, de Alcalá de Guadayra fasta dentro del 
Guadalquivir”; en total, son 9 poblados y 5 derribados. Los da con la obligación 
de hacer venir el agua de los Caños “a los nuestros palacios del alcaçar de Sevilla 
e a las nuestras cozinas e a la huerta mayor del mio alcaçer, e a la huerta d’Aben 
Ahofar, quanta fuere menester…, e que fagan otrosi venir el agua assi como solie 
venir en tiempo de moros a dos fuentes en Sevilla, a aquellas sennaladamientre do 
la ha de traer misero Caxico, e an de tener omes e tablas e estopa, toda lo que 
ovieren menester para guardar las puertas de la villa de las abenidas del rio, que 
non entre en la villa nin faga hi danno.” Miçer Caxico tendría esos molinos 
durante su vida y al fin volverían al concejo.337 

 
As in the case of the Genoese who were guaranteed a long term income stream through 

the agricultural lands they received for their service to the king’s galleys, Miçer Cafijo 

will be able to benefit for life from the income he would earn from the local 

infrastructure, in this case through his ownership of 14 water-driven flour mills. All of 

these speak to a desire on the part of the king to encourage the permanent settlement in 
                                                 
335 González, Repartimiento, vol. 1, 313-14, appears to have modernized some of the orthography in listing 
the names of men such as Miçer Cafijo, who appears in original documentation as “Miçer Cafixo,” and 
Nicolás de la Torre de Oro, whose first name in one document is spelled “Niculas.” Give the great attention 
to detail that is evident throughout Gonzalez’s two volumes it should not be assumed that these spelling 
changes were gratuitous but rather are likely the result of a keen philological sense, even if it appears to be 
more influenced by sounds more common to Castilian than to the Italian language. Nevertheless, I have 
chosen to defer to his authority so that there will be a common reference point with other researchers who 
cite from González. 
336 González, Repartimiento, vol. 1, 475-77, explains that in Muslim Seville an aqueduct had carried water 
to the city from Alcalá de Guadaira. By the 12th century this infrastructure had deteriorated, but the original 
Roman waterworks were soon fortuitously discovered, leading the city’s engineers to a fresh source of 
water and a new system of delivery. In 1254 Alfonso X determined to improve this system, which was 
deemed inadequate for the needs of his city, perhaps because it had been badly damaged in the Reconquest. 
337 González, Repartimiento, vol. 2, 322; Archivo Municipal de Sevilla I, doc. 8 
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the city of Genoese citizens who had definite skills to contribute to the creation of a new 

civilization in the region. 

González closes his enumeration of the first generation of Genoese settlers of the 

Barrio de Génova by naming the partidores, officials responsible for distributing 

properties in the original Repartimiento, who had been appointed for the calle de Génova. 

These were “don Iguichán,” “don Jaymes y Seygayardo.” According to the text of the 

Repartimiento: “Estos son los que juraron al rey que partiesen lealmente el heredamiento 

de Sevilla, cada collaçión sobre sí. E dióles el rey a los quadrilleros con su carta abierta 

que oviesen deste heredamiento de olivar e de la heredad de pan dos caballerías cada uno, 

demás de su suerte, por la lazería que avían en partirlo.”338  

González then provides the names of a few Genoese settlers who may have lived 

outside of the Barrio de Génova: Miçer Pedro, a notary public; Doña Berencasa, the 

widow of Miçer Nicoloso Frexeter; Doña Simona and Doña Ana; and Miçer Mehosa. 

Others who belong to a later period of resettlement include Miçer Valdovín;339 Miçer 

Niculoso Negro and his wife Doña Bartolomea; Miçer Jacomo and Miçer Pagan;340 and 

Miçer Pedro, an official of the royal dockyards.  

Miçer Pedro purchased houses in the collación of Santa María in 1265;341 Doña 

Berencasa and her children Doña Simona, Doña Alda and Pedro made an unspecified 

                                                 
338 González, Repartimiento, vol. 1, 313 
339 In the index no references to documents are provided. 
340 González. Repartimiento, 511, includes Miçer Pagán among a group of several innkeepers from 14th 
century Seville. 
341 González, Repartimiento, vol. 2, 344; Dec. 2, 1265, Archivo de la Catedral de Sevilla, doc. 31-1-21 
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“donación” of a vineyard in Toconal342 in 1309;343 the houses of miçer Mehosa in 

Seville’s collación of San Nicolás are given as reference points for properties that 

Alfonso X donated to the monastery of Las Huelgas in Burgos and his daughter, the 

infanta Berenguela.344 In his index, González provides no references to documents for 

Miçer Valdovín, Miçer Niculoso Negro, Doña Bartolomea, Miçer Jacomo or for Miçer 

Pedro. He does, however, included Miçer Pagán among a group of several innkeepers 

active in 14th-century Seville, operating a meson in the Plaza de San Francisco in 1337.345 

 

2.c. Genoese Commerce in Seville – 13th and 14th Centuries 

 From ancient times Seville’s privileged geographical setting offered the city direct 

access to a wide range of primary and secondary resources: to the north the Sierra 

Morena provided wood, metals and meat; to the west, the abundant vineyards and olive 

groves of Aljarafe encouraged the development of an export market; to the east and 

southeast, grain fields and orchards; to the south, the sea with its bounty and direct access 

from the city’s port on the Guadalquivir.346 In the late medieval period, Italian ships 

                                                 
342 I was unable to find a location for Toconal in the vicinity of Seville. 
343 González, Repartimiento, vol. 2, 371; April 7, 1309, A.C. Sevilla, doc. 33-1-4 
344 González, Repartimiento, vol. 2, 366; Sep. 12, 1259, Biblioteca Colombina, ms. 85-5-11  
345 González, Repartimiento, vol. 1, 511 
346 González, Repartimiento, vol. 1, 544 
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routinely stopped in Andalusian ports to be laden with agricultural products and raw 

materials.347  

Following the Reconquest, commercial navigation was fully reestablished, 

following North African routes well traveled during the Muslim domination, from 

Alexandria to Tangiers, as well as creating new links with Sicily, Pisa, Genoa and 

Lombardy.348 As Pistarino comments, Italian merchants had a vision of Spain that 

encompassed a much wider region than the geographical confines of the Iberian 

Peninsula:  

si evidenza il concetto due-trecentesco di una Spagna che comprende non soltanto 
il Sud della penisola iberica con parte de Portogallo, Siviglia e Cadice, ma anche 
il Nord-Africa, più precisamente il Marocco, senza distinzione tra area cristiana 
ed area islamica. Siviglia è più che mai, per i mercanti italiani del primo Trecento, 
il principale punto de riferimento nel Mezzogiorno iberico: su di essa puntano lo 
sguardo genovesi e siciliani, pisani e fiorentini, pugliesi e veneziani.349 

 
With Alfonso XI’s victory in the Battle of Salado, which will be discussed below in 

reference to the Marina de Castilla, Castile gained control of the Strait of Gibraltar, 

allowing free passage of Genoese ships to the Atlantic and northern European ports such 

as Flanders and Southampton, England.350 By the 15th century the Genoese had 

developed a sophisticated trading network in Western Andalusia where Cádiz became a 

place for storage and routing of goods and eventually a stopover on voyages to Western 
                                                 
347 Manuel González Jiménez, “Genoveses en Sevilla (siglos XIII-XV),” Presencia italiana en Andalucía 
siglos XIV-XVI: Actas del I Coloquio Hispano-Italiano, Sevilla, 7-9 junio, 1983, eds. Bibiano Torres 
Ramírez and José J. Hernández Palomo (Seville: Escuela de Estudios Hispanoamericanos, 1985), 126-27 
348 González, Repartimiento, vol. 1, 547 
349 Geo Pistarino, “Presenze ed influenze italiane nel Sud della Spagna (secc. XII-XV),” Presencia italiana 
en Andalucía, 38-39 
350 Julio Valdeón Baruque, “Las colonias extranjeras en Castilla al sur del Tajo. Los italianos en Andalucía 
en la Baja Edad Media,” Anuario de Estudios Medievales 10 (1980): 489 
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Africa and the Canaries; Sanlúcar, a natural outlet from Seville and center for repairing 

ships; and Jerez, a source of agricultural products with a fully developed infrastructure.351  

Seville’s most prized product for the world market was its olive oil.352 The earliest 

records from the Reconquest document the presence of innumerable storehouses and 

olive mills.353 Olive oil production was complemented by the extensive cultivation of fig 

orchards and vineyards. Grain production was, in contrast, on a more modest scale 

destined not for export but for internal consumption.354 

Oil production allowed for the development of a major secondary industry, the 

manufacture of soap. A major soap factory, established by the Muslims in Triana in the 

13th century, was given by King Fernando to his wife Juana and continued to produce the 

coveted and typically Andalusian jabón blanco in large quantities as late as the 16th 

century.355 

The countryside surrounding Seville was, and continues to be, a significant wine 

producing region. While most of the yield in the late medieval period was destined for a 

robust level of local consumption, Genoese merchants were, if on a small scale, 

                                                 
351 Valdeón Baruque, “Las colonias,” 500 
352 A reference to olive oil is found in Alfonso X’s Estoria de Espana. This appears in a very well known 
edition that was given the historically inaccurate title of Primera cróncia general, ed. Ramón Menéndez 
Pidal (Madrid: Bailly-Balliere,1906). In Chapter 1,128, p. 769 King Alfonso states: “El su azeyte solo suele 
todo el mundo abondar por mar et por tierra.” 
353 González, Repartimiento, vol. 1, 546 
354 González. Repartimiento, vol. 1, 546 
355 González. Repartimiento, vol. 1, 546 
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intermediaries, bringing Sevillian-Andalusian wines to markets as distant as Flanders and 

England.356 

The Genoese also looked beyond these staples and were instrumental in 

developing Seville’s highly diversified agricultural export economy, including honey, 

beeswax, silk, tallow, wine, vinegar, dried fruits (figs and raisins), nuts (almonds and 

chestnuts), cheese, wheat, rice, barley, garbanzo beans and herring.357 These exports were 

complemented by raw materials such as salt, leather hides, textile fibers,358 mercury from 

mines in Almadén,359 textile dyes such as Canarian orchilla and Andalusian grana360 and 

simple manufactured products such as bizcocho,361 salted fish, spun hemp, porcelain, 

ceramics362 and both linen and dyed cloth.363 Less important exports circulating through 

the region and capitalized by the Genoese included saffron, North African dates and, 

eventually, sugar from the Canary Islands.364 By the 15th century, supplies of English 

wool were no longer sufficient to meet demand in Italy, creating a natural market for 

Castilian wool.365 

                                                 
356 González Jiménez, “Genoveses,” 126 
357 Ladero Quesada, “La ciudad,” 116 
358 González Jiménez, “Genoveses,” 123 
359 Ladero Quesada, “La ciudad, 117 
360 Ladero Quesada, “La ciudad, 116 
361 DRAE (2001), s.v. orchilla: “cierto liquen que vive en las rocas bañadas por el agua del mar” and “clor 
violeta que se saca de esta planta”; Cf. s.v. grana: “Excrecencia o agalla pequeña que el quermes [English: 
kermes, a reddish colored insect] forma en la coscoja, y que, exprimida, produce color rojo.”  
362 González Jiménez, “Genoveses,” 123 
363 González, Repartimiento, vol. 1, 547 
364 Valdeón Baruque, “Las colonias,” 501 
365 Annalisa D’Ascenso, “I luoghi dei mercanti italiani a Siviglia (secoli XIII-XVI), Atti del Convegno 
Internazionale Mundus Novus. Amerigo Vespucci e i metodi della ricerca storico-geografica, Roma-
Firenze, 27-30 novembre 2002 (Genoa: Brigati, 2004), footnote 2, 145 
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As Fantoni indicates, Genoese involvement in the Andalusian export economy 

was intense enough to stimulate increased agricultural production in the region: “proprio 

la possibilità che i prodotti della regione in tal modo avevano di accedere ad un mercato 

non solo locale, era motivo per incrementare sia la produzione agricola, sia quella 

artigianale della zona.”366 The mutual benefits that came from this trade were reflective 

of a much broader, synergistic relationship that was developing between Genoa and 

Castile. The evolving commercial relations between the two powers in southern Iberia 

can even be seen as a diachronic growth spiral that significantly contributed to the 

financial stability needed for Spain’s eventual emergence as a global political and 

economic empire.  

Alfonso X, in his Estoria de España, describes Seville as fortuitously situated 

with a commercial port teeming with international traffic:  

villa tan bien asentada et tan llana non la a en el mundo, villa a quien el nauio del 
mar le viene por el rio todos dias; de las naves et de las galeas et de los otros 
nauios de la mar, fasta dentro a los muros, apuestan alli con todas mercadorias de 
todas partes del mundo: de Taniar, de Çepta, de Tunez, de Bogia, d’Alexandria, 
de Jenua, de Portogal, de Ynglaterra, de Bayote, de Cezilla, de Gasconna, de 
Catalonna, d’Aragon, et aun de Françia, et de otras muchas partes dellen mar, de 
tierra de cristianos et de moros, de muchos logares que muchas vezes y 
acaesçen.367 

  
This intense seafaring activity spurred the development of a local shipbuilding 

industry and related manufacturing of products ranging from sails and nets, to carts for 

                                                 
366 Giuliana Fantoni, “L’insediamento genovese a Siviglia nei secoli XII e XIII: aspetti socio-economici,” 
Nuova Rivista Storica LXVII (1983): 85 
367 Alfonso X, Primera cróncia general, Chapter 1,128, p. 769 
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ground transportation of merchandise, to wooden containers, to hides for container 

lids.368  

 Whereas most of Seville’s export market was dominated by commodities, the city 

became a major hub for the importation of exotic and luxury goods. The Genoese brought 

in high quality textiles from Italy, England and Flanders,369 paper products and even 

arms.370 Within the city, a major focus of trade for expensive merchandise including 

silks, precious stones and metals, fine cloths were the markets of the Alcaicería next to 

the cathedral, which had also been a thriving commercial district in Islamic Seville.371 

This bustling commercial center would later attract a supporting network of tailors, 

jewelers, and money changers.372 Another focal point for commerce was the reconstituted 

district the Muslims knew as “Markatan,” that since Roman times was devoted to the 

manufacture of cloth and garments. Following the Reconquest, the Jewish and Genoese 

communities brought this area back to life as a district where weavers, launderers, tailors, 

leatherworkers, and parchment and papermakers were concentrated.373 

 Genoese merchants were also major suppliers of basic commodities to Castile 

such as grain374 to help build stores for periods of scarcity, sugar and raw materials used 

                                                 
368 González, Repartimiento, p. 547 
369 Valdeón Baruque, “Las colonias,” 502; González Jiménez, “Genoveses,” 124 
370 González, Jiménez, “Genoveses,” 124 
371 González, Repartimiento, vol. 1, 521 and 547 
372 González, Repartimiento, vol. 1, 548 
373 González, Repartimiento, vol. 1, 548 
374 Valdeón Baruque, “Las colonias,” 501-2, explains that this included rice. 



129 

in clothing manufacture such as colorants.375 They also helped to meet Castilian demand 

for spices such as pepper, ginger and cinnamon.376 

The Genoese even had access to reserves of gold in Northern Africa, becoming 

the major source of this precious metal for the burgeoning Castilian economy and a pillar 

of the kingdom’s growing international political power.377 As Valdeón Baruque explains, 

the gold trade involved highly complex yet extremely profitable operations: 

La casi totalidad de este oro provenía de las minas de Bombuk, en el Sudán, 
aunque también figuraban doblas de ese metal, de curso legal en Castilla, y que 
por lo general eran sacadas ilegalmente. En cualquier caso eran los genoveses de 
las colonias del sur de la Península Ibérica los distribuidores del oro. Su destino 
era muy variado: las propias cecas de Génova, la fabricación de hilados de oro o 
simplemente su venta posterior en otros países, operación por lo que debían de 
obtener ganancias muy elevadas.378 

 
 Léone Liagre-De-Sturler’s collection of Genoese notary documents involving 

trade between the Commune and Flanders379 offers some invaluable details about how 

Seville was integrated into Genoa’s trading empire in Western Europe. These documents 

include the names of several Genoese citizens who played key roles as ship-owners and 

financiers and allow us to see these men as agents involved in highly complex 

commercial and shipping transactions. 

                                                 
375 González Jiménez, “Genoveses,” 124 
376 Valdeón Baruque, “Las colonias,” 502 
377 Valdeón Baruque, “Las colonias,” 489 
378 Valdeón Baruque, “Las colonias,” 502 
379 Leóne Liagre de Sturler, Les relations commerciales entre Gênes, la Belgique et l’Outremont, d’après 
les archives notariales Génoises aux XIIIº et XIVº siècles (Brussels-Rome: L’Institut Historique Belge de 
Rome, 1941) 
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 The earliest document in this compilation dates from 1278 and involves 

Benedetto Zaccaria, a Genoese sea captain who would become one of the great heroes of 

Castilian naval history. This entry recounts how Benedetto Zaccaria, Nicolino Zaccaria 

and Ugheto Ebricao contracted three ships owned by Ugolino Bucucio, Manuel de 

Andizono, Percival Embrono, Mateo Rivarolia and Vivaldo Bello to transport 1279 

cantars380 of alum from Genoa to England. The three adventurers and proto-capitalists 

promised to fully arm and stock the ships with provisions and set out for England with a 

planned stopover in Seville. Upon arrival at Seville, they would chose two ships to 

continue the voyage and carry the alum to England, and the third ship would no longer be 

under hire. The three men agreed to pay 20 Genoese solidi for each cantar of alum taken 

to England.381 

 The next two notary records are part of a single narrative concerning a 

misunderstanding involving a shipping operation. In the first act, drafted in the Genoese 

lonja of Seville in the presence of Manfredo de Mari, Simone Bertosso and Bardino 

Nigro, Sipione de Nigro rented his ship, based in Cadiz, to Nicolino Usomare and 

Antolino Pezagno. The first port of call was Casablanca. The ship would wait there for 15 

days and, if Nicolino and Antholino wished, it would be loaded with grain, otherwise the 

                                                 
380 From the L. cantharus, Sp. cántaro, a measure of capacity used in countries bordering on the 
Mediterranean, varying from approximately 75lbs. in Rome to 503lbs. in Syria. 
381 Doc. 1356, May 12, 1278 (Genoa), Liagre de Sturler, Relations commerciales, 762-64 
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ship would continue to Carassi.382 If the ship did take on the load of grain, it was to travel 

to a final destination of either Southampton or Sandwich, England to unload.383  

 According to the next document Sipione de Nigro, the ship’s owner, made a 

formal complaint to Thomaino de Segarada de Coronado, a messenger representing the 

merchants Nicolino Usomare and Antolino Pezagno, concerning the shipment of grain 

from Casablanca to Sandwich. The point of contention was based on an apparent 

misunderstanding of equivalent weights and measures. Sipione asserted that the 15,419 

cantars of grain loaded onto his ship in Casablanca, a quantity acknowledged in writing 

by Thomaio, exceeded the 8,000 Genoese minas of grain for which Nicolino and 

Antolino had actually paid.384  

 This small intrigue is of interest for two reasons. First, it demonstrates that as 

early as 1318 the Genoese lonja was fully functional as a place where the legal 

arrangements for commercial contracts could take place. Second, it brings into focus the 

extensive web of trade of which Seville was a major node, stretching from England to 

North Africa to Western Asia, and specifically mentions the ports of call of Southampton 

and Casablanca. 

                                                 
382 According to the Dictionnaire géographique universel, vol. II (Paris, 1825), 519, Carassi was not a city 
but a sandjak or administrative province of the Ottoman Empire located to the south of the sandjak of Biga 
on the western coast of modern-day Turkey. James Rennell, A treatise on the comparative geography of 
western Asia (London, 1831), 364, “Carassi extends to Lydia [an ancient kingdom located in what is now 
the westernmost part of Turkey], and includes nearly the whole of the coast, anciently called Æolus.” 
383 Doc. 1858, March 28, 1317 (Seville), and August 30, 1322 (Genoa), Liagre de Sturler, Relations 
commerciales, 1140-42 
384 Doc. 1862, February 14, 1318 (Sandwich) and August 30, 1322 (Genoa), Liagre de Sturler, Relations 
commerciales, 1147-49 
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 Document 219385 contains a clause that is typical for several of the notarial 

records in this collection:  

Acto etiam quod propterea nos et quilibet nostrum conveni possimus et possit 
realiter et personaliter ubicumque locorum et sub quolibet magistratu et tam 
Barcelone, Valencie, Sibilie, Brugiis, Marssilie, Advinioni, et ubicumque alibi 
locorum et sub quolibet magistrate quam in civitate Janue, et ubi nos vel nostra 
convenirentur ibi per pactum juri patere et solvere.386 

 
This statement that the document is legally binding in Seville and a number of other cities 

appears in similar, standardized legal formulas in documents 254, 257, 263, 308, 395, 

437, 488, 547. Seville often appears listed with Cadiz. 

 In document 294,387 Seville is included in a roster of cities where the sale of 7,600 

cantars of alum arranged by the small societas of Niccolò Gentile, Vicar of the Podesta of 

Genoa, could not be completed. They were to conclude this transaction instead in 

Flanders. 

 Piracy was an ever-present threat, even in the well traveled Western trading routes 

frequented by Genoa’s merchants and sailors. Document 264388 expresses a desire to 

recover stolen property. The merchants involved incurred losses when a ship, owned by 

Gonzalez Pedro Sevella de Santander, had been loaded with goods and merchandise in 

the port of L’Ecluse, Flanders, in July 1348 by Raffaello di Negrone and Giorgio Lecari, 

Genoese citizens. En route to Seville, this ship, carrying bales of cloth from Cotray and 

                                                 
385 Doc. 219, February 6, 1348 (Genoa), Liagre de Sturler, Les relations commerciales Génoises (1320-
1400) (Brussels-Rome: L’Institut Historique Belge de Rome, 1969), 281-84 
386 Doc. 210, Liagre de Sturler, Les relations, 283-84 
387 Doc. 294, November 15, 1358 (Genoa), Liagre de Sturler, Les relations, 382-88 
388 Doc. 264, April 6, 1350 (Genoa), Liagre de Sturler, Les relations, 341-44 
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Bruges, was captured by some Bayonese389 ships in “Mare Insula.”390 The Genoese 

decided to send their compatriot Giovanni de Savio to Bayonne in Gascony, at the 

Commune’s expense, to seek reimbursement for their share of the merchandise that was 

on the captured ship. 

Document 300391 concerns a complaint lodged by Colombo Lomellino, a Genoese 

merchant, against Pedro Bernardi of Ibiza, owner of an Aragonese ship, who captured the 

vessel he had contracted from Ruiz Martin Puntini of Seville. The grievance was brought 

before the Genoese consuls of Seville, Antonio Imperiale and Ambrosio de Bracelli. This 

notary act will be discussed in detail in connection with the Imperiale family in Chapter 

4. 

As recorded in notary act 344,392 Ugheto di Negro and Guiraldo de Vico of Pisa 

sent Frederico Becchignono, a Genoese citizen, to affirm393 that they had received all of 

his merchandise, which was being sent from l’Ecluse to Seville. Both men agreed to pay 

125 Genoese librae within six months according to the following conditions: 

Salvo et specialiter reservato si balla una pannorum de Brugis que causa 
conducendi Sibiliam onerata394 fuit seu onerabitur in portu Sclusarum de Flandria 
per Simonem de Auria vel alium pro eo in quadam cocha patronizata per Martim 
Martines de Bormeo que de dicto portu Sclusarum recessit seu de proximo 
recedere debet in Sibilia sana et salva conducta et exonerate fuerit.395 

 
                                                 
389 Bayonne: a Basque city in the far southwestern corner of France, near the eastern border with Spain’s 
Cantabrian coast 
390 I was unable to find a modern, vernacular name for this locality. 
391 Doc. 300, September 3, 1360 (Genoa), Liagre de Sturler, Les relations, 392-95 
392 Doc. 344, February 18, 1376 (Genoa), Liagre de Sturler, Les relations, 467-68 
393 The payee in this document is unnamed. 
394 loaded 
395 Doc., 344, Liagre de Sturler, Les relations, 467 
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This reflects the very common trade in Flemish cloth taking place in Seville at the time, 

in which the Genoese were among the most common intermediaries. 

In document 361,396 Francesco de Grimaldi and Bartolomeo Saliceto promised 

Termao Cattaneo that they would each pay 125 Genoese librae for a shipment of soap 

and mercury taken by Paolo Grillo from Seville, provided that the ship consigned by 

Diego Sanchez Caderom de Santander arrived safely and unloaded the merchandise in 

l’Ecluse. 

In a nearly identical document, number 362,397 Termao Cattaneo affirms that 

these same Genoese merchants would pay 125 Genoese librae each for a shipment of 

soap and mercury taken by Paolo Grillo from Seville to l’Ecluse on a ship consigned by 

Octu Vagnes d’Ondárroa. In both of these documents it is clear that Seville was a source 

of both the raw material alum and a major producer of soap. 

 Documents 363398 and 364399 provide still more insight into the products exported 

from Seville to Northern Europe. In the first letter, Antonio Grillo assured that Antonio 

Cantelli, Antonio Leardo, Giovanni Usodimare and Cristoforo de Prementorio would pay 

375 Genoese librae each for a shipment of olive oil and hides taken by Paolo Grillo from 

Seville to l’Ecluse on the ship of Diego Caderom de Santander. In the second, Grillo 

promised that Cantelli, Leardo and Usodimare would pay 312 librae and 10 soldi for a 

                                                 
396 Doc. 361, December 14, 1377 (Genoa), Liagre de Sturler, Les relations, 486-87 
397 Doc. 362, December 14, 1377 (Genoa), Liagre de Sturler, Les relations, 487-88 
398 Doc. 363, December 14, 1377 (Genoa), Liagre de Sturler, Les relations, 488-89 
399 Doc. 364, December 14, 1377 (Genoa), Liagre de Sturler, Les relations, 489-90 
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shipment of oil and hides taken by Paolo Grillo from Seville to l’Ecluse on the ship of 

Octu400 Vagnes d’Ondárroa.  

Seville appears as an essential port of call in document 426,401 where Giovanni 

Grillo guaranteed that Ugheto Grimaldi, Lodisio Cattaneo and Tommasso de Gaulee 

would each pay 375 librae for the transportation costs of a shipment of unspecified 

merchandise from Genoa to Southampton, with stopovers in the kingdom of Granada and 

Seville. In document 462,402 Guglielmo Centurione pledged that Pasquale Pinello would 

pay 125 Genoese librae for merchandise transported from Seville to l’Ecluse by Gaspare 

Pallavicino on a ship consigned by Giuliano Cigala.  

In document 466403 the banker Pietro di Spignano guaranteed that Manuele 

Zaccaria, Cristiano Cattaneo and Giovanni Lomellino would each pay 375 Genoese 

librae for a bale of cloth shipped from l’Ecluse to Seville by Giacomo degli Alberti on a 

ship sponsored by Antonio Regina de Savone. 

 Liagre’s collection also yields insightful details concerning the flow of currency 

along the commercial routes the Genoese merchants followed. In document 531,404 Pietro 

Doria sent a letter of exchange for 72 gold doubloons to Illario de Mari in return for a 

letter of exchange paid by Angelo de Mari in Bruges. Angelo de Mari contested the letter 

and Pietro Doria and Illario chose Quilicio Cattaneo and Illario Leccavello as arbitrators 

                                                 
400 In his summary of this document Liagre de Sturler speculates the correct name may have been 
Octaviano. 
401 Doc. 426, April 1, 1384 (Genoa), Liagre de Sturler, Les relations, 571 
402 Doc. 462, November 16, 1384 (Genoa), Liagre de Sturler, Les relations, 611-12 
403 Doc. 466, February 16, 1385 (Genoa), Liagre de Sturler, Les relations, 615-16 
404 Doc. 531, January 5, 1390  (Genoa), Liagre de Sturler, Les relations, 700  
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in this conflict. As will be discussed in Chapter 4, the Genoese community in Seville 

participated actively in the business of letters of exchange. 

Not all of the trade mentioned in Liagre de Sturler’s collection involves 

commodities such as Andalusian olive oil or Flemish cloth. In particular, document 

537405 demonstrates that noblemen in Seville also benefited from Genoese shipping as 

they received luxury goods from abroad. In this notarial document, Leone Lecari, based 

in Paris, stated that he had been requested by Ottobono Grillo and Eliano Doria, Genoese 

merchants residing in Genoa, to commission a tapestry of great value with a coat of arms 

in the name of Archayto Terrazano406 of Seville. Simone Cigala carried out this request in 

Bruges and had it shipped to Seville on board a vessel consigned by Filippo Imperiale. In 

another matter, at the request of Grillo and Doria, Lecari sent a certain quantity of francs 

to Juan Rodriguez, comitre of the Castilian monarch, so that Rodriguez could acquire 

oars and masts for his galleys. 

The Genoese contributed enormous vitality, business savvy and a wide range of 

otherwise unobtainable products to the commercial life of Seville and the surrounding 

region. At the same time, through their creation and maintenance of a vast and complex 

trading network they brought great wealth to the Andalusian economy by creating 

markets for its agricultural bounty and primary resources. The motive force for this 

development stemmed from the innumerable small compagne of Genoese businessmen 

                                                 
405 Doc. 537, May 2, 1392 (Genoa) Liagre de Sturler, Les relations, 707 
406 This name sounds more Italian than Spanish, suggesting that Terrazano may have been Genoese, 
especially considering that he commissioned the tapestry through Genoese merchants based in Italy. 
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who independently assumed the risks and created new opportunities in a world made 

newly accessible by their sailing knowhow. In this way they both advanced the practice 

of commerce in the Western Mediterranean and opened up Castile to the economic 

development it needed to eventually become a great empire. 

 

2.d. Genoese Privileges in Seville – the Charters of Fernando III 
  
In response to the embassy of Nicholas Calvo, who in 1251 asked the Castilian 

monarch to grant his countrymen foros (privileges) and statuta (legal statutes) under 

which they could live and conduct trade in Seville, Fernando III offered the following 

generous provisions to the community of Genoese merchants:  

concedimus eis […] quod habeant barrium alfondigam. furnum et balneum in 
ciuitati hyspalensi et quod edificent ea expensis suis. et si aliquid perceperint ex 
alfondiga ratione hospitalitatis cedat ad usus eorum. sed si aliquis uoluerit 
quicquam uendere seu emere in eadem, soluat nobis uel successoribus nostris.407  
 

By granting them their own barrio, or district within the city and an alhóndiga408 / 

fondak, a center for conducting commercial transactions and place of lodging for visiting 

merchants,409 the king gave the Genoese advantages beyond those enjoyed by traders 

                                                 
407 Charter DCCXIV, May 22, 1251, Liber iurium reipublicae genuensis, part I, vol. 7 of Historia patriae 
monumentae (Turin, 1836), 1060; because of the importance of this document, I will provide my own 
translations of the quoted tenets: “We grant them the privileges and legal statutes that are contained in this 
charter. We also grant them a barrio, fondak, hearth and bath in Seville, which they will build at their own 
expense. If they should earn anything from the fondak through hostelry, let it be for their own profit; but if 
anyone should wish to sell or purchase anything in that place, they must pay a duty to us or our 
successors.” 
408 The charter reflects this Spanish terminology for fondak: alhóndiga. 
409 González, Repartimiento, vol. 1, 509, provides a helpful description of this type of community center: 
“Las alhóndigas, al menos en muchas ciudades, eran almacenes y al mismo tiempo hospedajes. En este 
caso el alhondiguero prestaban mantas y daba alojamiento, pero no camas ni comida, la cual debía 
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from other kingdoms, such as the Catalans.410 This would contribute greatly to Genoese 

predominance in Seville’s markets over the next several decades.  

The king’s charter then formally connected the Genoese community to Seville’s 

religious life and hierarchy: “concedimus quod habeant ecclesiam et potestatem 

presentandi capellanium archiepiscopo hispalensi et archiepiscopus habeat in ea iura sua, 

sicut in aliis ecclesiis ciuitatis eiusdem.”411 This privilege is perhaps indicative of an 

intention on the part of the Castilian monarchy and the Church to integrate the foreigners 

from Genoa into the power structures and cultural sphere of the city. 

 The issue of taxation is addressed next. The Genoese were assured a tax of just 5 

percent on each 100 morabetinos of merchandise bought or sold. When using their own 

currency to purchase anything in Seville or another region of Castile, they were to pay a 

duty of 2.5 morabetinos on each 100 morabetinos exchanged.412 The duty on exports of 

olive oil was even more precisely calibrated: for each barrel of olive they were obliged to 

                                                                                                                                                 
proporcionarse el huésped por su cuenta. Alhóndigas tenían varias ciudades de le España cristiana y los 
genoveses, así como los musulmanes. Tal vez fuese una organización o edificio de tipo importado de 
Oriente; tenía patio, rectangular generalmente, galerías sobre pilares, y a éstas daban las puertas de las 
habitaciones, es decir, una estructura análoga a la de los corrales.” González references a key work 
describing the institution and function of the alhóndiga: Leopoldo Torres Balbás, “Las alhóndigas hispano-
musulmanes y el corral del carbón de Granada,” Al-Andalus XI (1946), 447-80. 
410 González, Repartimiento, vol. 1, 341, comments on the lesser status to which the Catalan community 
was relegated: “Hasta fines del reinado de Alfonso X no adquirieron personalidad suficiente estos 
mercaderes. Entonces, aprovechando una coyuntura favorable de la política, los barcelonenses gestionaron 
la constitución de un barrio en Sevilla con los mismos privilegios que tenían los genoveses, pero Alfonso X 
no accedió.” This may have contributed to an uprising in which the Catalans attacked the Genoese district 
in 1296, mentioned briefly by González, 340. This violence opened a cultural wound between the 
communities that would not heal until an accord was reached in September 1303. González, 341-42, 
qualifies that while the Catalans were given certain commercial privileges they would have to wait until the 
reign of Sancho IV to enjoy the right to their own district within the city. 
411 Charter DCCXIV, 1061, “We grant them a church and the privilege to bring their chaplains before the 
Archbishop of Seville, and the Archbishop will retain his rights there, just as in all churches of this city.” 
412 Charter DCCXIV, 1061 
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pay the crown one silver denarius.413 All merchandise, however, which was brought into 

the city and remained unsold, with the exception of bread and wine, could leave the 

kingdom duty free. Genoese merchants were likewise given permission to buy and sell 

ships without paying taxes.414 

 Following these economic provisions, the charter addresses the issue of legal 

representation for the Genoese community, granting them the right to elect two 

consuls.415 This gave the Genoese community a direct line of communication with the 

monarchy, over and above their relations with the concejo416 of Seville and a natural 

remedy for the problems and conflicts that would necessarily arise in the often tense and 

turbulent atmosphere that existed between them and the local authorities over the course 

of two centuries. 

 King Fernando did, however, strictly delineate the jurisdiction of the Genoese 

consuls, prohibiting them from deliberating in cases involving bloodshed or those 

involving citizens of Seville.417 Furthermore, any citizen of Seville who felt himself 

wronged by the judgment of a Genoese consul could appeal to Sevillian judges, whereas 

no Genoese person from abroad who found himself in a similar situation would enjoy this 

                                                 
413 Charter DCCXIV, 1061 
414 Charter DCCXIV, 1061 
415 Charter DCCXIV, 1061, “We allow the Genoese to choose two Genoese men in good standing, here or 
wherever they wish, and they may bring them before us or before those who will reign over Castilla and 
Leon; and we, through our power and authority, grant them a consularship.” 
416 The organization of the concejo or city council of Seville will be discussed briefly below. 
417 Charter DCCXIV, 1061, “In a case involving the shedding of blood, such consuls may not deliberate, 
nor may they sentence any citizen of Seville, but said consuls should deliberate in such a case involving 
Genoese who come from abroad.” 



140 

recourse.418 On the other hand, the king referred any conflicts between Genoese 

merchants and foreigners from other places to the consul, whose judgment was then 

subject to appeal by the municipal judges.419 Finally, the consuls were given the right to 

take possession of any goods left in the city upon the death of a Genoese merchant who 

was not a citizen of Seville.420 

 The charter next struck a well crafted balance in addressing the issue of acts of 

piracy and plunder that must have contributed greatly to Castile’s avoidance of the wars 

of piracy that poisoned Catalan-Genoese relations for decades:  

si aliquis cursarius ianuensi dampnum uel rapinam hominibus terre nostre 
intulerit. uel si arma uel uictualia detulerit sarracenis. quod ianuenses qui in terra 
nostra sub ditione nostra fuerint nullum propter hoc dampnum recipient in rebus 
nec etiam in personis. sed ipsi malefactores penam commissi delicti sustineant. et 
si huiusmodi cursarii uel aliqui alii inferentes. uel dampnum uel maleficium terre 
nostre cum preda et ablatis de regno nostro se in ciuitatem uel dominum ianuense 
receperint. quod comune ianue teneatur nobis ablata restituere et integrare nos de 
bonis malefactoris. et facere in ipso iustitiam que iusta fuerit.421 

 
These provisions also accounted for the challenges Genoese merchant traffic could pose 

in a region so close to the frontier with Muslim Granada, where small skirmishes were 

common and the Castilian crown was gradually pursuing the larger military project of the 

Reconquest. 

                                                 
418 Charter DCCXIV, 1061 
419 Charter DCCXIV, 1061 
420 Charter DCCXIV, 1061-62 
421 Charter DCCXIV, 1062, “If any Genoese pirate should inflict damage or plunder against men of our 
country, or if he delivers arms or provisions to the Muslims, the Genoese who are in our country and 
subject to our authority will receive no penalty in their in their property or persons on account of this 
damage, but the wrongdoers who have committed the crime will be punished. And if this pirate or anyone 
committing damage or plunder within our country should carry back the spoils or goods having been taken 
from our kingdom to the city or dominions of Genoa, the Commune of Genoa must bring back the stolen 
goods, make us whole from the goods of the wrongdoer and punish him accordingly.” 
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 King Fernando did not leave out the question of acts of piracy committed by his 

citizens against the Genoese, pledging the Crown as guarantor for the restitution of all 

damages done to their persons and property.422 This clear effort at reciprocity, where both 

Genoese and Castilian malefactors could be equally brought to justice and their victims 

fully compensated, regardless of nationality, in a forum that transcended the biases of 

local authorities, provides yet one more example of the great foresight with which this 

original Latin charter was written.  

 The final section of the document offers a broad safe-conduct to the Genoese in 

their goods and persons as long as they have paid their required taxes and duties.423 

Fernando provided, however, for the fact that the Genoese were actively trading in 

neighboring Muslim communities: “si accesserint ad terram regis granate uel murcie uel 

ad terram de yerez uel ad aliam terram quam nos acquisierimus et in ea pactum cum 

sarracenis habuerimus. quod soluant iura sua in locis ad que accesserint. secundum 

conuentiones. quas cum ipsis habuerint.”424 The Genoese were free to enter any ports in 

Castile and Leon but if they sold anything they were to abide by the same duties that 

                                                 
422 Charter, DCCXIV, 1062, “If anyone from our kingdom commits violence or pillage, whether by sea or 
by land, against men from the city and country of Genoa, we will become guarantors in person and in all 
goods he possesses to be taken from him and we order him to respond within the accorded time limit to our 
court. And if he comes and confesses that he committed the wrong or injury, we will bring justice against 
him according to the law and statute, and we will make the plaintiff whole from the property of the 
wrongdoer for the damages and expenses he has sustained and for the expenses created by this legal case.” 
423 Charter, DCCXIV, 1062 
424 Charter, DCCXIV, 1062-1063, “if they should enter into the country of the king of Granada or Murcia 
or the country of Jerez or to any other country we should acquire and in which we have an agreement with 
the Muslims, they must pay their duties in whatever place they enter according to the agreements that they 
themselves have with the Muslims.”  
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applied to other trading communities.425 Finally, in territories conquered by the Castilians 

where trade pacts with Muslims had not yet been established, the Genoese were required 

to abide by the same regimen of duties that was in force in Seville.426  

 Two further privileges appear in the “Liber iurium reipublicae genuensis” and in 

no other collection of documents. The first, dating from August 15, 1261, established the 

boundaries for this new barrio. The district was given the gate of Santa María and the 

space between the Barrio de los Francos and the Barrio de la Mar, and a hillock “que esta 

en la plaza do uenden la ceuada ante la eglesia de los descalzos et de las otras partes se 

tiene del un cabo con los francos et del otro cabo con los galeotes et todo quanto ha en 

este medio todo es uestro.”427 Fernando then designated a small grouping of houses that 

was intended to belong to the Genoese community in perpetuity, extended the Genoese 

certain autonomy over property transactions within their district,428 and prohibited the 

sale of houses to non-Genoese residents of Seville,429 an issue that would resurface 

several times in the future. 

 In the final privilege contained in the Liber iurium, dated August 24, 1261, King 

Alfonso, in recognition of the many services rendered by the Genoese community to the 

crown and a desire to extend them favor, granted them a decommissioned mosque in the 

                                                 
425 Charter, DCCXIV, 1063 
426 Charter, DCCXIV, 1063 
427 Charter DCCCCXLVII, Liber iurium, 1392 
428 Charter DCCCCXLVII, 1392 
429 Charter DCCCXLVIII, 1393 
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Plaza de San Francisco to be used as a kind of court of justice.430 Like the houses in the 

barrio, Alfonso intended this space to be permanently reserved for the Genoese:431  

 

2.e. The Libro de los privilegios – 13th and 14th Centuries 

The Libro de los privilegios first became available to the scholarly community 

through the masterful transcription published in 1974 by Isidoro González Gallego.432   

Javier Álvarez, who created an equally valuable transcription of the Libro de los 

privilegios nearly two decades later, succinctly describes their origins and basic contents: 

El Libro de los privilegios es un bello documento que se guarda en la Sección de 
Patronato Real – 46,73(I) – del Archivo General de Simancas. Se trata de un 
códice que reúne bajo la forma de dos traslados – uno de 1491, otro de 1537 – las 
copias de los «privilegios, mercedes, franquezas y libertades» dados, y 
reiteradamente confirmados, por los monarcas castellanos a favor de los 
mercaderes genoveses establecidos en Sevilla. Reflejan, claramente, la protección 
regia de que gozó esta colonia ligur a lo largo de la Baja Edad media desde la 
conquista de la ciudad por Fernando III en 1248.433 

 
The volume from 1491 is of greater value because it contains the surviving texts of the 

original privileges, whereas the 1537 tome is merely a transcription of a series of 

confirmations made in 1508 of earlier privileges.434 As a whole, the collection, including 

the first volume, is characterized by a complex “chain” of transmission, in which copies 

were often made of copies of confirmations of earlier privileges, reflecting the need for 

                                                 
430 Charter DCCCXLVIII, 1394 
431 Impede, interfere with its activities 
432 Isidoro González Gallego, “El libro de los privilegios de la nación genovesa,” Historia, instituciones, 
documentos 1 (1974): 275-358 
433 El libro de los privilegios concedidos a los mercaderes genoveses establecidos en Sevilla (siglos XIII-
XVI), transcrip. Javier Álvarez (Madrid: Tabapress, 1992), 18 
434 Libro, 18 
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continuity during transitions between reigning monarchs and the reality of bureaucratic 

mishandling of the original letters through which an essential mark of authority such as a 

royal seal could be lost.435 

A few of the privileges manifest an attempt to refine the regimen of taxation set 

forth in the original Latin charter. In the first of these from 1281,436 Alfonso X reaffirmed 

the duty of 5% on merchandise brought into the city and freedom from all taxes on goods 

taken out, with the exception of olive oil.437 He then created a more stable schedule of 

taxation for olive oil purchased in Seville: “que dén al ciento de las jarras dos onças e 

media de plata fina,” which is equivalent in value to the duty of one silver meaja438 

established in the original charter.439 Now, however, the tax would be based on a fixed 

weight of silver corresponding to one mark per every 320 jars of oil, rather than on a 

potentially fluctuating currency.440 

 A document from 1316441 confirms a previous exemption of payment of the 

alcabala442 on animals. Based on his reading of the privileges granted by his 

predecessors, Alfonso XI arrived at this ruling: “mando que non den alcauala delas 

                                                 
435 Libro, 19 
436 This privilege was issued in response to a complaint brought by Rosso de la Turca and Persival de 
Camilla. 
437 October 9, 1281 (Seville), fol. IIIr., Libro, 340 
438 TDMS2, s.v. 453, meaja: “moneda antigua de castilla, la sexta parte de un maravedi” 
439 fol. IIIr., Libro, 340 
440 fol. IIIr., Libro, 340 
441 December 15, 1316 (Seville), issued in response to a lawsuit brought by the arrendador Martin Yuañes 
against Miçer Bernardo de Bergay and Miçer Bartolomo Rosso, the Genoese consuls in Seville. This court 
case wound its way through multiple layers of bureaucracy before the king’s mandate brought a final 
solution. 
442 The TDMS2, 33, defines this simply as “tribute”. See footnote 444 for a fuller definition with historical 
context. 
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bestias que compraren para su caualgar e su seruiçio, commo dicho es, pues la non dieron 

en tiempo de los rreyes onde yo vengo.”443 The Genoese enjoyed such access to the 

monarch that they were able to influence him to overturn a significant deliberation taking 

place at the local level in the city of Seville, a pattern that would be repeated many times. 

 In 1346, as a reward for their assistance in the conquest of Algeciras, King 

Alfonso granted the Genoese a full exemption from the alcabala, or royal tribute.444 The 

fact that the king was willing to go without these two sources of income is a strong 

indication of the level of economic benefit Genoese commercial life was bringing to 

Castile nearly 100 years after the establishment of their community in Seville.  

 As one part of a very extensive privilege from 1366,445 the Genoese were granted 

freedom from all forms of taxation involving trade in animals.446 In another provision of 

the same charter, Pedro I affirmed that the Genoese were not subject to any taxation 

beyond what was stipulated in royal decrees for all trading communities.447 This 

addressed a situation in which local authorities in Seville and other Castilian cities and 

                                                 
443 fol. IIIv., Libro, 341 
444 August 25, 1346 (Avila), fol. XIv., Libro, 348. O’Callaghan, History, 455, offers this explanation of the 
alcabala: “The alcabala (al-quabala), a sales tax of five per cent, became general under Alfonso XI, who 
collected it with the consent of the cortes to finance his military operations against the Moors; but it 
eventually became a permanent tax, levied without specific authorization of the cortes, and enjoyed a long 
history thereafter.” An in-depth study on this topic is Salvador de Moxó’s La alcabala: sobre sus orígenes, 
concepto y naturaleza (Madrid: Consejo Superior de Investigaciones Científicas, Instituto "Balmes" de 
Sociología, 1963).  
445 This letter was written in response to a series of complaints brought to Pedro I by the Genoese consul 
Perian de Negro. 
446 fols. XXIIv.-XXIIIr., Libro, 357-58 
447 fol. XXIVv., Libro, 359 
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towns had been attempting to force the Genoese to pay newly created forms of taxes and 

duties. 

A privilege from 1396448 was instigated by a Genoese complaint about 

irregularities in tax collection that were affecting certain members of their community in 

a way that was not consistent with the fair treatment given to the merchants of Piacenza. 

que estan en la dicha çibdat algunos otros ginueses, asy orezes449 commo 
menestrales,450 e queles demandan pechos e monedas non deuiendo los pagar de 
derecho, e que me pediades por merçed que mandase poner en esto remedio por 
quela dicha franqueza fuesen guardadas e non resçibiesedes tanto agrauio, que asy 
eran franqueados los plazentines.451  

 
Enrique III stated that the Genoese who were citizens of Seville would enjoy all the rights 

and obligations of any other citizen and those who were non-citizens would be subject to 

those applying to all resident foreigners from Genoa.452 This appears to have been an 

attempt to regularize the practice of tax collection without granting the Genoese the 

identical rights enjoyed by the citizens of Piacenza.  

This same letter contains a reconfirmation of a privilege given by Alfonso X, one 

that does not appear in its original form in the Libro, allowing the sale of ships tax free.453 

It also reaffirms the original taxation regimen established in Fernando III’s Latin 

                                                 
448 May 20, 1396 (Seville) 
449 The TDMS2, 513, defines orebzia as “el arte de labrar oro y plata,” and orebze as “orfebre,” or 
goldsmith. 
450 The definition in the TDMS2, 458 for menestral is essentially the same as the modern definition: 
“trabajador manual,” or “obrero.”  
451 fol. XXXIr., Libro, 365 
452 fol. XXXIr., Libro, 365 
453 fols. XXXIIr-XXXIIv., Libro, 366 
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charter.454 Finally, in this document Enrique exempts the merchants from all duties on 

jewels, precious stones and aljofar455 brought into the kingdom456 as well as from the 

almoxarifadgo457 tribute on aljofar. 

 The issue of crimes committed both by and against Genoese citizens also enters 

the Libro. In the document from 1326,458 Seville’s concejo sided with the Genoese 

merchants who were concerned with retaliation after some of their compatriots had stolen 

goods from Catalan merchants.459 The king granted a general safe-conduct for two years 

to be respected by all municipal authorities throughout the kingdom, provided that the 

Genoese merchants did not attempt to export prohibited goods and had paid all required 

duties.460 

The following year,461 Alfonso XI responded to a Genoese complaint about a 

situation of endemic lawlessness and harassment at sea, with crimes being committed by 

Genoese pirates against many parties without discrimination, 462 by granting another 

                                                 
454 fols. XXXIIv-XXXIIr., Libro, 366 
455 DRAE (2001), s.v. aljófar: “perla de forma irregular y, comúnmente, pequeña.” 
456 fol. XXXIIIv., Libro, 366 
457 This tax was connected to the office of the almoxarife, which is succinctly described by Norman Roth, 
“Almojarife,” Medieval Iberia: an Encyclopedia, ed. E. Michael Gerli (New York: Routledge, 2003), 84, 
“The term almojarife […] derives from Arabic wazīr al-mushrif, which is nevertheless found only in the 
Mozarabic documents of Toledo, and means, merely, “supervising minister.” In those twelfth- and 
thirteenth-century documents, this was an official who not only collected taxes but served as a judge. 
However, in general use throughout medieval Spain in all kingdoms it refers to a ‘tax-farmer,’ one who 
either paid a lump sum for the privilege of collecting taxes or who paid a portion of the allocated taxes to 
the king in advance and then collected the entire sum, thus making a profit. Usually this post was held by 
Jews, and every king had several such almoxarifes.” 
458 February 12, 1326 (Valladolid) 
459 fol. IVv., Libro, 342 
460 fol. Vr., Libro, 342 
461 June 5, 1327 (Seville) 
462 fol. Vv., Libro, 343 



148 

broad and general safe-conduct based upon an economic calculus: “E por razon que las 

mis aduanas del mio señorio e las mis rentas valen más por las mercaderias quelos 

mercadores genueses traen ala mi tierra, toue por bien deles fazer esta merçed.”463 Both 

of these privileges offered clear guidelines for keeping Genoese trade with Seville both 

well protected and soundly regulated and would become a touchstone of the developing 

relationship between the Genoese community and the Castilian monarchy. 

Finally, a provision of a privilege granted in 1366464 protected the Genoese 

against unlawful seizure of goods lost to storms or during periods of difficult navigation, 

while another section of the same document declared that merchandise and belongings 

stored at inns or bodegas in Seville or any other city or town in Castile would be 

protected from robbery.465  

A number of the privileges deal with the question of control of urban space. The 

first, dating from 1346,466 was issued in response to the Genoese consul’s concern about 

lackluster enforcement of their community’s exclusive domain over property in their 

barrio.467 Alfonso XI reaffirmed the Genoese community’s right to its own district, 

providing a novel way for their residents to use a kind of eminent domain to reacquire 

properties that were occupied by non-Genoese citizens.468 If the Genoese did not wish to 

                                                 
463 fols. Vv-VIr., Libro, 343 
464 July 7, 1366, Seville, responding to a series of concerns raised by the Genoese consul Perian de Negro 
465 fols. XXIIIv.-XXIVr., 358-59 
466 August 25, 1346, Avila 
467 fol. XIr., 347 
468 fol. XIr., 347-48 
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purchase these homes but still needed them as living space, the concejo was to take 

possession of them and set up a fair annual rent to be paid to their current owners.469  

In the first part of King Pedro’s decree from 1356,470 he intervened in the daily 

affairs of the local economy to protect from improper encroachment the inns where the 

Genoese merchants took lodging and conducted business, reaffirming existing rights that 

had not been scrupulously honored.471  

 One of the provisions of the extensive 1366472 privilege addressed the growing 

problem of encroachment upon the Barrio de Génova by non-Genoese residents of 

Seville. The king reasserted the original privileges giving the Genoese control of their 

district.473 This concern reflected a sense of territoriality within the Genoese community 

at a time when significant changes taking place in their patterns of settlement within the 

city. By this time the Genoese were frequently migrating away from their district, which 

had begun to lose its exclusive Genoese identity. 474  

In one of several privileges issued in 1379,475 Enrique II reconfirmed the Genoese 

merchants’ right to freedom from unwanted lodgers at inns within their district while 

denying a petition to extend this exemption to the entire city, as such a privilege had not 

been granted to any other citizens of Seville.476 A new tone is reflected in this document, 

                                                 
469 fol. XIr., 348 
470 November 18, 1356 (Seville) 
471 fols. XXv.-XXIr., Libro, 356 
472 July 17, 1366, (Seville), addressing a petition made by the Genoese consul Miçer Perian de Negro. 
473 fols. XXIIr.-XXIIv., Libro, 357 
474 Collantes de Terán Sánchez, Sevilla, 215 
475 March 29, 1379 (Burgos), responding to a request by Simon Lecavela and Niculoso de Montedaldo 
476 fol. Lr., Libro, 380 
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wherein the king did not immediately accede to all the demands of the Genoese and 

strives to balance their wishes with the needs of the rest of the city’s inhabitants. 

 A letter from 1380477 appears to have reversed this exclusion, as Juan I ordered a 

citywide exemption from lodgers in the residences, inns and storehouses used by 

Genoese merchants. Similarly, by this decree the innkeepers who served the court, the 

queen, knights and their squires were forbidden to give lodging to anyone in places where 

the Genoese were staying or stored their merchandise, nor could any clothing or other 

items be removed from houses, inns and storerooms for the sake of making room for 

lodgers.478 Finally, in one of several privileges dated April 28, 1380,479 King John agreed 

to a petition reconfirming Alfonso X’s privileges of August 15 and August 24, 1261 that 

granted the Genoese community a plaza next to their lonja, or community house.480 

 The last 14th-century privilege to touch upon this theme is the substantial 

document from 1396481 that contains a provision exempting the unnamed chançer482 of 

the Genoese lonja from certain taxes, a freedom his predecessor Alvar Sánchez had 

enjoyed.483 In addition, this letter reveals the Genoese community at leisure, as the king 

responded favorably to their request to: “guardar las franquezas dela lonja por quanto 

                                                 
477 March 16, 1380 (Seville) 
478 fol. LIIIv., Libro, 383 
479 This privilege was issued in response to a petition brought by Caccianemico Salvago and Cosme 
Ultramarin. 
480 fols. LVIv.-LVIr., Libro, 385 
481 May 20, 1396 (Seville) 
482 The TDMS2, 210, does not provide this as an alternative spelling, but this was likely the position of 
“chançeller.” One meaning they offer for this term is “canceller.” C.f. DRAE (2001), s.v. canciller: 
“Empleado auxiliar en las embajadas, legaciones, consulados y agencias diplomáticas y consulares.” 
483 fol. XXXr., Libro, 364 
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syenpre fue quelos mercadores ginoueses juguen los dados en su lonja e ensus barrios e 

que nunca pagaron tablaje ellos nin los que jugan con ellos.”484 

Another theme that runs through the Libro is Genoese access to the legal system 

for protection against a variety of abuses. In 1350,485 Colome de Tolome and Juanoto 

Bequinon complained that some of the citizens of Seville were misusing the judicial 

system, bringing false lawsuits to intimidate Genoese creditors in an attempt to avoid 

repaying them.486 In yet another mockery of proper legal action, Castilian citizens were 

bypassing the proper authorities to subpoena the Genoese in order to deprive them of 

their property. King Pedro agreed to limit the authority for issuing subpoenas to the 

porteros487 and peones.488  

Imposing a far-reaching penalty, Pedro decreed that if Castilian debtors harassed 

or detained the Genoese merchants, they would no longer enjoy their customary 

privileges and freedom from duties paid at frontier posts.489 Finally, the Genoese 

merchants were given the right to arrest those who had made false accusations against 

them and bring them to justice.490 In resolving this kind of judicial conflict, the Genoese 

merchants were given first priority and were granted an exceptional degree of protection 

                                                 
484 fol. XXXIv.., Libro, 365 
485 August 5, 1350 (Seville) 
486 fols. XIXv.-XIXr., Libro, 354 
487 Included in a list of definitions for portero given by TDMS2, 559, is: “oficial del palacio del rey.” 
488 fol. XIXr., Libro, 354; The most logical definition of a peón in this context, taken from TDMS2, 538, is: 
“official subordinado a un juez.”  
489 fols. XIXr.-XIXv., Libro, 355 
490 fol. XIXv., Libro, 355 
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that even extended them the right to seize property from the king’s subjects to satisfy 

their properly documented debts.491 

 In 1366,492 the Genoese expressed their concern that in cases where lawbreakers 

from their own community had been detained, local officials were not observing 

appropriate judicial practices either in Seville or other urban areas and were instead 

allowing these Genoese prisoners to go free.493 Pedro agreed to reinforce the power and 

autonomy already given to the consuls in bringing and administering justice to the 

Genoese community.  

Also in 1366, the king once again pledged to protect the Genoese merchants 

against debtors who had reneged on their financial obligations and subsequently 

attempted to bring lawsuits against the merchants.494 A privilege from April 14, 1391495 

is similar in tone as the merchants protested here that they had been the victims of new 

forms of harassment by their debtors: 

que venden sus mercadurias, asi a christianos commo a moros e judíos, por çiertas 
contias de marauedis que se obligan deles dar e pagar por ellas, a plazos çiertos e 
so çiertas penas, de lo qual les otorgan cartas e recabdos; e que, por non les pagar 
las dichas contias, que presentan las dichas cartas e recabdos ante vos otros, los 
alcaldes dela dicha çibdat, para que fagades esecution496 por ellas, e que los 
dichos debdores, maliciosamente, por les non pagar las dichas debdas, queles 
traen a pleitos e a contiendas e allegan queles han fecho pago dellas, o que 
fizieron pleyto e postura con ellos delos esperar por las dichas debdas más plazo 
delo que se contiene en las dichas cartas e recabdos, e que dizen que tienen a los 

                                                 
491 fol. XIXv., Libro, 355 
492 July 17, 1366 (Seville) 
493 fol. XXIIIv., Libro, 358 
494 fols. XXVv.-XXVr., Libro, 359 
495 April 14, 1391 (Madrid) 
496 According to TDMS2, 324, s.v. executar can have the meaning of the modern ajusticiar 
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testigos en otros regnos e en Iherusalen non seyendo las pagas e las rrazones e 
allegationes verdaderas, por la qual razón se les aluengan los pleitos e les fazen 
fazer grandes costas e despensas.497 
 
The king also agreed to their demand that whenever debtors claimed they had 

made these kinds of payments or took legal action against their creditors that they should 

be ignored unless they provided a letter signed by their creditor or were backed by 

witnesses who had gone to the Archbishop of Seville or had made a formal confession.498 

By Enrique III’s decree, whenever Genoese merchants showed letters and receipts 

of debts owed and the deadline for their payment had passed, they were to be 

compensated by the debtors unless they could provide the kinds of proofs listed above. 

After establishing deadlines during which foreign witnesses were required to appear,499 

the king stated that debtors who claimed a foreign witness needed to pay what was owed 

to the creditor immediately, and the merchant was obliged to offer a guarantee that 

should the witness appear and prove that the debt had been cleared, he would return this 

payment doubled to the debtor.500 

This solution created a layer of protection between the Genoese merchants and the 

overt persecution they suffered at the hands of the citizens of Seville demonstrating that, 

once again, royal intervention was required to maintain a fair and peaceful environment 

for their commercial activities. The fact that the Genoese did not abandon the city in the 

                                                 
497 fol. LXIIr., Libro, 390 
498 fols. LXIIr.-LXIIv., Libro, 390 
499 fol. LXIIv., Libro, 390 
500 fol. LXIIv., Libro, 390 
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face of such animosity speaks, perhaps, to the efficacy of King John’s protection of their 

community. 

Finally, in 1393,501 Miçer Anbrosio502 complained that citizens of Seville were 

making claims against the Genoese for alleged wrongs committed many years in the past. 

It is likely these incidents reflected the larger pattern of intimidation of the Genoese 

community already seen in the previously mentioned document. The result of this 

threatening behavior suggests that it must have been uniquely traumatic, or at least highly 

disruptive to their commercial activities in Seville: “los tales mercadores se van e parten 

fuera dela dicha çibdat e non osan venir a ella por las tales yniurias commo estas, e los 

que vienen o quieren venir çesan de venir ala dicha çibdat por esta razon.”503 Enrique III 

subsequently granted the Genoese request for an exemption and protection from 

harassment and lawsuits for alleged wrongs committed from the time of his grandfather 

Enrique II to the recent peace treaty that had been signed in Segovia with Miçer 

Ambrosio and the Commune of Genoa.504  

Several privileges show the extent to which the king would rescue the Genoese 

community from mistreatment suffered at the hands of municipal and customs officials. 

Responding to a complaint against the concejo of Seville505 in 1356,506 King Pedro 

                                                 
501 February 23, 1393 (Zamora) 
502 fol. LXVIIr., Libro, 394, “enbaxador e mensajero e procurador del duque e comun de Genoa” 
503 fol. LXVIIr., Libro, 394 
504 fols. LXVIIr-LXVIIr., Libro, 394; González Gallego, El libro, 284, gives a date of 1392 for this treaty. 
A further area of research would be to gain some basic context concerning the conflicts that led to the need 
for a peace treaty. 
505 fol. XXIr., Libro, 356 
506 November 18 (Seville) 



155 

recognized the right of the Genoese to resell olive oil within the city.507 In appealing to 

the ultimate authority of the king, they had implemented a strategy they would often 

repeat of threatening to end their commercial activities in the kingdom.  

In 1366,508 the king agreed to a Genoese petition for the right to enter and leave 

the city with their merchandise with much greater freedom and the permission to carry 

their goods out of the city tax free if, after declaring them, the local customs authorities 

failed to release these goods within six days. He also established a time limit of 15 days 

in which the almoxarifes were to perform their duties. If they failed to do so, the Genoese 

merchants could leave the city with their wares and sell them completely tax free.509As 

another tenet of the same privilege, Pedro allowed the Genoese to have two corredores510 

from their community to represent their commercial interests whenever their merchants 

were absent.511 

In 1377,512 Enrique II appointed a judge to deal with the almost daily conflicts 

arising between the Genoese and the city’s almoxarifes who were not allowing their 

merchants to leave Seville with the merchandise they were bringing into the city unless 

they paid a special tax, violating a privilege they had previously enjoyed.513 This was 

followed by a provision answering a Genoese complaint that the almoxarifes had begun 

                                                 
507 fol. XXIr.-v., Libro, 356 
508 July 17, 1366 (Seville) 
509 fol. XXIIv., Libro 357 
510 The TDMS2, 192, provides the most appropriate meaning, mensajero. 
511 fol. XXIIIv., Libro, 358 
512 August 28, 1377 (Córdoba) 
513 fols. XLVIv.-XLVIIr., Libro, 377-78 
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to arbitrarily set a time limit of a year and one day for this free passage of goods and had 

then failed to respect even this new deadline, instead placing taxes on whatever the 

Genoese merchants were bringing out from the city, effectively nullifying the spirit of the 

law.514 In his response the king respected the principle of the merchants’ concern but 

decided to leave the time limit in place, provided that it was consistently and fairly 

enforced. 

In addition to the abuses of the almoxarifes, the Genoese complained that the 

collectors of the alcabalas had also overstepped their authority, obliging the merchants to 

pay debts they did not owe.515 The king agreed to appoint his treasurer, Miguel Ruiz, who 

would disallow these practices and deliberate in the matter according to his best 

understanding of the law.516  

This multifarious privilege next turned to challenges faced by Genoese merchants 

at sea in Castilian waters, where the officials of the almirantazgo were questioning their 

right to charter their ships to other Genoese citizens. The king pledged to enforce a 

previous privilege granted by Alfonso X, obliging his admiral and lieutenant admiral to 

abide by these customary rights.517 

In 1379,518 the Genoese519 lodged a complaint that the collectors of the 

almoxarifadgo and other taxes were bringing lawsuits against the Genoese beyond the 

                                                 
514 fol. XLVIIr., Libro, 378 
515 fol. XLVIIr., Libro, 378 
516 fol. XLVIIr.-v., Libro, 378 
517 fols. XLVIIv.-XLVIIIr., Libro, 378-79 
518 March 20, 1379 (Burgos) 
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time limit of one year and two months for taking such legal action.520 In his deliberation 

the king determined that if this time limit were not strictly observed, no legal case could 

be brought against the merchants.521 In a different document issued the same day, 

responding to a complaint that Genoese merchants were being subpoenaed to come 

before the municipal authorities by officials whom they did not know,522 the king agreed 

to their demand that all subpoenas to members of their community in Seville be carried 

out by either a portero or a city magistrate523.  

In yet another privilege issued on this date,524 Enrique II clarified the situations in 

which the wares of Genoese merchants could be seized for nonpayment of the 

almoxarifadgo tribute. In this context, Simon Lecavela and Niculoso de Mondaldo 

brought the following complaint: 

quelos arrendadores e cogedores e recabdadores que cogen o recabdan el 
almoxarifadgo dela dicha çibdat de Seuilla que fazen ponimientos525 en los 
mercadores ginoueses que estan o vienen con sus mercadurias ala dicha çibdat de 
Seuilla de quantias de marauedis, algunas personas diziendo quelos deuen e han a 
dar las dichas quantias de marauedis, e que vos, los dichos alcaldes e alguaziles, 
queles tomades e prendades sus bienes por las dichas quantias de marauedis 
quelos dichos arrendadores e cogedores libran por sus ponimientos enlos dichos 
mercadores, non les deuiendo nin auiendo a dar ninguna nin alguna cosa; e que 
maguer les requieren e afruentan que se asienten con ellos a cuenta e queles 
quieren dar e pagar las quantias de marauedis queles deuen e han a dar alos plazos 

                                                                                                                                                 
519 Specifically, Miçer Simon Lecavela and miçer Niculoso de Mondaldo, representatives of the Duke, city 
council and Commune of Genoa 
520 fols. XLVIIIv.-XLIXr., Libro, 379 
521 fol. XLIXr., Libro, 379-80 
522 fol. Lv., Libro, 381; this complaint was also lodged by Lecavela and Mondaldo  
523 fol. LIr., Libro, 381 
524 March 20, 1379 (Burgos) 
525 TDMS2, 556, s.v. ponimiento: “libranza”; Cf. DRAE (2001), s.v. libranza: “Orden de pago que se da, 
ordinariamente por carta, contra alguien que tiene fondos a disposición de quien la expide, la cual, cuando 
es a la orden, equivale a la letra de cambio.” 
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los deuen pagar, Diz quelo non quieren fazer nin vos, los dichos alcaldes e 
alguaziles, queles no queredes oyr dello, e que si esto asi oviese a pasar que 
rescibirian agrauio e daño.526 
 

The king struck a note of social conciliation. Where the Genoese merchants disputed the 

collector’s claims for taxes owed, both parties were to create a written account to 

determine the true amounts rendered. Payments would then be made in installments 

according to customary schedules. Just as importantly, the Genoese merchants could not 

be detained nor their goods seized unless the collectors could provide accounts signed by 

the merchants themselves that they owed a specific amount for the almoxarifadgo.527  

On April 28, 1380, King John directed another privilege to the guards charged 

with keeping merchants from taking prohibited goods out of the city.528 The king ordered 

the customs officials to inspect the jars and “toneladas” of olive oil, but prohibited them 

from charging the Genoese merchants the tax of two dineros and from creating any kind 

of undo hindrances during the inspection.529 This is yet another privilege that reasserted 

the king’s authority over lower-level local officials in order to regularize conditions of 

trade. 

In 1382,530 the Genoese consuls raised a concern that indicates what must have 

been a rapidly deteriorating situation for their merchants in Seville: 

                                                 
526 fols. LIIv-LIIIr., Libro,382-83 
527 fol. LIIIr., Libro, 383  
528 This privilege was issued in response to a complaint brought by Miçer Caçenemigo Salvago and Miçer 
Cosme Ultramarin. 
529 fol. LIVv., Libro, 384 
530 April 29, 1382 (Simancas) 
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que vos otros, o algunos de uos, cada que acaesçen algunos naos o otros nauios 
con sus mercadurias suyas enesas dichas çibdades e villas e lugares, queles 
fazedes muchos agrauios e males e sinrazones enbargandoles e tomandoles las 
dichas sus naos e mercadurias e tomando presos a los maestres e alos mercadores 
dellas, e cohechandolos diciendo que biene enellas averios531 e mercadorias de 
yngleses o de portugaleses o de otros nuestros enemigos.532 
 

King John opened his response with words of praise for the Genoese:  

E nos, veyendo que cunple mucho a nuestro seruicio, e a pro e honra delos 
nuestros rreynos, quelos dichos mercadores genueses biuan e anden con los 
dichos sus nauios e mercadurias por todas las çibdades e villas e lugares delos 
dichos nuestros regnos seguramente e que non resçiban los dichos males e daños, 
tenemoslo por bien.”533  

 
In his resolution, he ordered that all ships belonging to Genoese merchants, in whatever 

ports they were found, could not be harassed in any way as long as they were not carrying 

English or Portuguese goods or merchandise, nor could their ships or goods be seized.534  

Some two months later,535 King John responded to a complaint of the Genoese 

consuls and merchants that these arrendadores de los alcabales had created a new form 

of paperwork for merchants bringing goods into the city: 

que ovieron sienpre de vso e de costunbre que cada que traen algunas mercadurias 
ala dicha çibdat quelas puedan meter en ella con aluala delos almoxarifes, e que 
agora, de poco tienpo aca, que vos, los dichos arrendadores e cogedores e 
recabdadores delas dichas alcaualas, queles requerides quelas non metan sin 
vuestro aluala e que, si lo asi non fazen, que por vno de vos otros que fallezca 
deles no dar aluala que dezides que han perdido la mercaduria que meten sin 
vuestro auala por descaminado.536  

                                                 
531 TDMS2, 93, provides the modern term “caudal” for averios; Cf. DRAE (2001), s.v. caudal: “Abundancia 
de cosas que no sean dinero o hacienda;” in other words, goods. 
532 fol. LXr., Libro, 388 
533 fol. LXr., Libro, 388 
534 fols. LXr.-LXv., Libro, 388-89  
535 June 30, 1382 (Salamanca) 
536 fol. LXIr., Libro, 389; TDMS2, 229, s.v. descaminado: “desviado, errado.” 



160 

 
Because there were so many of these collectors of the alcabalas throughout the city, the 

merchants began to avoid coming to Seville.537  

The king’s solution reestablished clarity in the matter: the Genoese merchants 

were to declare themselves to just two of these collectors, who would then make their 

inspection of their merchandise within a one-day period; otherwise, the merchants could 

pass through freely with the standard albala.538 

In a privilege from 1391,539 Enrique declared that it was unnecessary for the 

Genoese to appear personally in suits brought against them by the collectors of the king’s 

rents or other parties, unless the law strictly required them to do so.540 This ruling 

reflected the practical needs of a community of traders whose members, by virtue of their 

profession, could easily find themselves in another part of the world when they were 

called to appear in court. 

Another privilege dated 1396541 reiterated a previously affirmed customs process 

for the Genoese merchants by granting them the right to have their merchandise checked 

on entering and exiting Seville by only two almoxarifes and two arrendadores of the 

alcabales.542  

                                                 
537 fol. LXIr., Libro, 389 
538 fol. LXIr.,-v., Libro, 389 
539 September 17, 1391 (Burgos) 
540 fol. LXIVv., Libro, 392 
541 May 20, 1396 (Seville) 
542 fol. XXXr., Libro, 364 
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 In this same letter of 1396, Enrique III recounts that the Genoese merchants 

complained of yet another type of abuse committed by the almoxarifes: “quelos dichos 

almoxarifes toman o quieren tomar algunas cosas por descaminado e lo que asy toman 

repartenlo entre sí; e que en caso que despues por derecho son vençidos que non podedes 

cobrar dellos las mercaderias que asy tomaron por muchas debdas que ellos me 

deuen.”543 The king resolved that these confiscated goods must be held at the custom’s 

office and untouched until the dispute had been resolved.544 

 Also in the 1396 document, Enrique agreed to a request that would give the 

Genoese a right enjoyed by the merchants of Piacenza: “quelas pudiesedes poner dentro 

con aluala delos almoxarifes de Seuilla e que para aquello non ouisedes menester aluala 

de otro arrendador, segund quelo fazen los mercadores plazentines.”545 This example 

demonstrates the tenacity with which the Genoese would seek to be on equal footing with 

their Italian competitors. 

 This letter also freed the Genoese from the excessive number of customs 

inspections mentioned in their complaint, with Enrique stating that any ships that had 

been inspected by officials in Coria546 were not to be subject to further inspections.547 In 

another provision, in the face of continuing conflicts with the almoxarifes, Enrique 

reaffirmed the Genoese right to leave the city with unsold merchandise without paying 

                                                 
543 fol. XXXv., Libro, 364 
544 fol. XXXv.-XXXIr., Libro, 364 
545 fol. XXXIr, Libro, 364 
546 A town about 15km to the southwest of Seville.  
547 fols. XXXIr-XXXv, Libro, 365 
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taxes and extended them permission to appeal to a notary public when this privilege was 

not respected.548 

In 1396, Enrique also reconfirmed a right not found in the Libro that had been 

granted by his father John I. The contents of the letter provide a glimpse into the way the 

Genoese merchants traveled by land as well as by sea: “que qualquier mercadero ginoues 

que se quisier yr por tierra que pueda sacar dos bestias de silla e que éstas que sean mulas 

o palafrenes,549 e non cauallos, e que puedan leuar sus çintas de plata e cucharas e taças 

de plata, la qual dezides que vos non guardan e que vos cohechan alas puertas.”550 

In 1397,551 Enrique replied to a Genoese request to simplify the customs process 

by granting them the right to leave the city with their merchandise with a letter signed by 

just two almoxarifes and two arrendadores who were to be chosen by their peers, without 

incurring any penalties.552 The Genoese later complained that even when they showed the 

king’s letter as proof of the newly issued privilege, the collectors did not wish to 

comply.553 Enrique then gave the body of almoxarifes and arrendadores a time limit 15 

days from the time his charter was presented to them by the merchants to appoint the four 

men now responsible for signing the customs paperwork for a term of one month or for 

an entire year.554 If they failed to do so this, these four officials would be appointed by 

                                                 
548 fols. XXXIv-XXXIIr, Libro, 365 
549 TDMS2, 52, s.v. palafrén: “caballo de camino y de lujo” 
550 fol. XXXIIIr, Libro, 366 
551 January 6, 1397 (without location) 
552 fol. LXXIr.-v., Libro, 397 
553 fol. LXXIv., Libro, 397 
554 fol. LXXv., Libro, 397-98 
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the alcaldes or the king’s contador mayor.555 This is yet another example of the 

monarchy’s continuing efforts to simplify the rules under which the Genoese merchants 

operated and to shield them from what appears to have been a situation bred by ill will 

toward them at the local level. 

 Although it is found in only a few documents, issues dealing with the exchange of 

funds, either as commercial contracts or in the form of precious metals, were of key 

concern to the Genoese. The earliest privilege in this context, dated 1377,556 established 

definite ground rules for the shipment of silver and gold out of the kingdom. Where the 

Genoese appeared to wish to test the boundaries of the law, the king informed them that 

they were permitted to carry silver currency in the denominations of reales, dineros557 

and cornados558 for their personal expenses only, but were forbidden to take out gold in 

any quantity.559 The transport of silver out of the kingdom was also tightly controlled, 

limited to the amount the merchants had brought in and to be declared to customs 

agents.560  

In a second provision, Enrique assured the Genoese that they had the right to send 

morabetinos earned in his kingdom to other parts of the world and prohibited the 

municipal authorities throughout most of the realm from arbitrarily impeding this 

                                                 
555 fol. LXXv., Libro, 398 
556 August 28, 1377 (Córdoba) 
557 TDMS2, 252, s.v. meaja: “moneda de poco valor.” 
558 TDMS2, 191, s.v. cornado: “moneda castellana de vellón así llamada por presentar la cabeza del rey 
coronada.” 
559 fol. XLVIIv., Libro, 378 
560 fol. XLVIIv., Libro, 378 
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practice.561 This concession would have been vital to Genoa as a city-state and de facto 

commercial empire, with citizens working peripatetically in areas stretching from the 

Black Sea to Southampton. 

The privilege from 1396562 shows once again that Genoese merchants traveled 

into and out of Castile by land routes, as their request illustrates: “que quando acaesçiere 

que algund mercadero quisiese yr fuera delos mis reynos por tierra, que pueda leuar 

bestias mulares enque vaya el mercador e su ome e que pueda leuar çinquenta doblas de 

su despensa,” to which the king assented.563 In 1396, the Genoese also sought greater 

liberty in taking gold and silver out of Seville, expressing how this would increase their 

commercial activity in the city: “que por quanto traedes oro e plata a este rregno, e 

algunos mercadores traerian más si pudiesen sacar dello, que del oro e plata que 

troxiesedes a este rregno que pudiesedes sacar la meytad o la tercia parte dello syn pena 

alguna.”564 The king showed his usual caution in this matter, allowing them to take out up 

to one-fourth of the silver they had brought into Seville within a one-year period.565 

Three privileges involve issues of irregularity in commercial dealings, showing 

the difficulties the Genoese merchants sometimes had in collecting what they were owed 

by Castilian customers. A document from 1379566 addressed certain complications that 

had arisen between Genoese merchants and their buyers in transactions involving 

                                                 
561 fol. XLVIIIr., Libro, 379 
562 May 20, 1396 (Seville) 
563 fol. XXXIIr., Libro, 365 
564 fol. XXXIIr., Libro, 365 
565 fol. XXXIIr., Libro, 365-66 
566 March 20, 1379 (Burgos) 
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deposits and downpayments. Simon Lecauela and Miçer Niculoso de Mondaldo 

complained: 

que cada que acaesçe quelos mercadores genoueses vienen con sus mercadurias y 
ala dicha çibdat, e que las quieren vender, que algunas personas, asi christianos 
commo judíos e moros, que se auienen567 con ellos por precios ciertos queles 
prometen por las dichas mercaderías, e quelos corredores568 que tratan las dichas 
mercadurias o las dichas personas que gelas conpran que les dan señal569 por ellas, 
e que despues que asi les dan la dicha señal por las dichas mercadurias quelas 
dexan e las non quieren resçibir, e que, si les plaze dela dicha merca, quelos 
dichos mercadores ginoueses que les han a dar las dichas mercaderias por el 
precio que fue auenido de que rescibieron la dicha señal, avnque non quieran.570 

 
Enrique II’s solution, creating a sense of fairness that would normalize these transactions, 

established that when the buyer who had made a deposit regretted his purchase, he would 

lose his deposit to the merchant and the sale would be voided. Likewise, if the seller 

changed his mind about a transaction he was obliged to return double the amount of the 

deposit to the buyer. If, however, the deposit involved was understood to be a 

downpayment toward the purchase price, both parties were required to complete the 

transaction despite any second thoughts.571 On April 28, 1380,572 John I reaffirmed the 

privilege, making it legally binding that once a downpayment had been made, the buyer 

                                                 
567 TDMS2, 91, s.v. avenir: “ponerse de acuerdo” 
568 mensajeros 
569 DRAE (2001), s.v. señal: “Cantidad o parte de precio que se adelanta en algunos contratos como 
garantía de su cumplimiento;” the phrase “dar señal” can have the sense of making a downpayment but 
could also be a less binding deposit placed to hold merchandise. 
570 fol. LIv., Libro, 381-82 
571 fol. LIIr., Libro, 382 
572 April 28, 1380 (Seville); in response to a complaint also brought by Miçer Caçenemigo and Cosme 
Ultramarin 
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had a right to receive his merchandise and the seller the right to receive payment for the 

originally agreed price.573 

A separate privilege from the same date addresses a highly idiosyncratic abuse 

that was taking place against Genoese merchants who had debts owed to them: 

Cacenemigo Salvago and Cosme Ultramarin lodged the following complaint with the 

king: 

Que algunas personas que conpraron e conpran de cada dia mercadurias dellos e 
de cada vno dellos de queles an a dar çiertas contias de marauedis, e que desque 
asi son sus debdores, que, maliciosamente, por les non pagar lo que les deuen, que 
arriendan algunas delas nuestras rentas e, diziendo que son nuestros arrendadores, 
que vos el dicho thesorero o el vuestro recabdador que ponedes embargo en sus 
bienes e los anparades574 de manera que non pueden auer nin cobrar dellos lo que 
les deuen.575 
 

The emphasis here, as in several documents, is on the “malicious” crimes that were 

committed against the Genoese merchants. Once they had made a partial payment on the 

purchase of their goods some of their customers, presumably local residents of Seville, 

secured from the king’s officials the right to sell those goods and, declaring this right, 

they refused in the end to pay for the merchandise they contracted to buy with a down 

payment. 

King John decreed that all municipal authorities in Seville were to hold debtors 

responsible in their persons and their possessions to pay these merchants what they were 

owed, and that claiming that they were arrendadores would not excuse them from 

                                                 
573 fol. LVr.-LVv., Libro, 385 
574 TDMS2, 52, s.v., anparar: “proteger” 
575 fol. LVIv., Libro, 386 
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making this payment.576 John further ordered the municipal authorities to pay these 

merchants if the royal officials had freed the debtors from prison before they had paid 

their debts.577 This privilege reveals the extent to which the Genoese merchants were, 

even after a century of living and trading in the city, a somewhat marginalized class and 

subject to the hostility of certain residents of Seville, most likely the Castilian majority. 

Finally, in 1393,578 the Genoese ambassador Ambrosio de Marines protested new 

restrictions that had been placed on the ships they used for transporting their merchandise 

within the kingdom:  

quelos mercadores ginoeses que vinieron e vsaron en mis rregnos de sienpre aca e 
de tanto tienpo que memoria de ommes non es en contrario, vsaron e 
acostunbraron de cargar sus mercadurias libremente, sin contradicion alguna, en 
quales quier nauios quisieron; e agora de nueuo diz que algunos mareantes de mis 
rregnos quieren poner embargo en esto, diciendo que tienen mi carta que non 
puedan cargar en mis rregnos nauios algunos, saluo los delos naturales destos 
regnos.579 

 
The king agreed to the Genoese request that their merchants be allowed to carry 

merchandise at will in whatever ships they wished580 and ordered the masters of Castilian 

ships and ships from other nations to honor this privilege.581 Given the volume of 

Genoese commercial traffic in and out of Seville, this dispensation helped their 

community avoid a chaotic and extremely burdensome situation in which they would 

                                                 
576 fol. LVIIr., Libro, 386 
577 fol. LVIIr., Libro, 386 
578 February 26, 1393 (Zamora) 
579 fol. LXVIIIr.-v., Libro, 395 
580 fol. LXVIIIv., Libro, 395 
581 fol. LXVIIIv., Libro, 365 
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have had to leave their long distance vessels and reload merchandise onto Castilian ships 

before entering the port of Seville. 

Two privileges are directed to the officials of the Admiralty of Castile, among 

other dignitaries. Enrique sent the first, dated August 9 1397,582 to Diego Hurtado de 

Mendoza, Admiral of Castile; to the Vice Admiral;583 to Martin Ruys de Almendaño; to 

his vasallo; to the captain, justices and all other officials of the marina; and the 

“adelantado mayor de la frontera”584 and his lieutenants, and municipal authorities in 

Seville. The consuls and merchants of the city had complained about an incident taking 

place during the ongoing war with Portugal: 

que vos otros, o algunos de vos, que fezistes agora e fazedes detener enbargadas 
y, en el Puerto dela dicha çibdat, tres naos de mercadores genueses, de las quales 
dizen que son patronos miçer Pedro Dentudo, y Salagruz de Negro e Esteuan de 
Grisoluo, las quales dizen que fueron enbargadas por quanto yo mandé que todos 
los nauios que y fuesen fallados estouiesen enbargados e detenidos sobre razon 
desta guerra que yo he contra Portugal.585 

 
The king asked the maritime officials to free the detained ships586 and forbade them from 

hindering or apprehending any Genoese ships in the future, unless by the king’s special 

mandate. 587 

A privilege from August 25, 1399,588 is more broadly addressed to Hurtado de 

Mendoza, his lieutenant and to judicial officials at all levels throughout the kingdom. 

                                                 
582 August 9, 1379 (Salamanca) 
583 As will be discussed in Chapter 4, it is very likely this Vice-Admiral was Miçer Francisco Imperial. 
584 According to TDMS2, 17, an adelantado was a “gobernador de una provincia fronteriza.” 
585 fol. LXIXv., Libro, 396 
586 fol. LXIXv., Libro, 396 
587 fol. LXIXv., Libro, 396 
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Thomas Doria, Marcos Cataño, Benito de Valdetar and Iufre Gentil, messengers of the 

Genoese consuls and merchants of the city of Seville, drew the king’s attention to a 

privilege he had granted to his subjects that gave preference to Castilian ships over 

foreign vessels in transporting merchant’s wares.589  

The Genoese were concerned that this exposed their men of commerce to dangers 

at sea: “lo vno por los muchos cosarios que andan por la mar, especialmente castellanos, 

que han fecho alos mercadores grandes rrobos e daños e fazen de cada dia, e lo otro por 

que algunos nauios delos mis naturales non son tales nin asi armados enque en ellos se 

pudiesen defender delos cosarios.”590 They expressed their desire to carry their 

merchandise in Genoese ships “que son grandes e van bien armados e de buenos e 

muchos ballesteros.”591 Enrique welcomed this demand because it would give the 

Genoese merchants greater security, but asked to be informed of any difficulties the 

Genoese may have had with pirates.592 He also reminded them that they must abide by a 

privilege he had previously extended the sailors of his kingdom that, when they 

commanded ships bearing cargo, they be allowed to do so exclusively in ships belonging 

to their own countrymen and not to foreigners.593  

From the beginning of their centuries-long residence in Seville, the Genoese were 

given a uniquely detailed and wide-ranging series of charters and privileges by the 

                                                                                                                                                 
588 August 25, 1399 (Ayllon) 
589 fol. LXXr.-v., Libro, 396-97 
590 fol. LXXv., Libro, 397 
591 fol. LXXv., Libro, 397 
592 fols. LXXv.-LXXIr., Libro, 397 
593 fol. LXXIr., Libro, 397 
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monarchs of Castile. These documents provided a firm legal foundation for their 

commercial affairs in the kingdom and for the lives Genoese citizens and their 

compatriots who had become naturalized vezinos of Seville, both within and beyond the 

boundaries of their barrio. These documents are infused with a spirit of fairness and royal 

goodwill that many times reached the level of preferential treatment. They provide an 

invaluable and voluminous vantage point from which to follow the birth, struggles and 

ambitions of a minority community whose commercial activities contributed in no small 

way to Castile’s path towards consolidation as an imperial power at the dawn of the Early 

Modern period.  

 

3. The Genoese in the Almirantazgo de Castilla – 13th and 14th Centuries 

 The earliest precursor to the Castilian navy could not have been organized without 

the masterful seafaring and shipbuilding capacities developed in the Genoese Republic. 

In 1113, Diego Gelmírez, Archbishop of Santiago, facing the endemic scourge of Muslim 

raids within his region, put out a call to Genoa, Pisa, and Arles for skilled carpenters who 

could help his countrymen build a small, reliable fleet to protect their waters.594 The 

situation was dire, as Muslim attackers from Seville and Lisbon regularly burned 

churches, destroyed vineyards and orchards, committed murder and took captives, 

including women and children, and the local population was forced to flee the coastal 

                                                 
594 Robert S. López: “Primi Trionfi Della Marina Castigliana,” Benedetto Zaccaria: ammiraglio e mercante 
nella Genova del Duecento, 2nd ed. (Florence: Camunia, 1996), 157  
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regions from April to November.595 The Genoese shipbuilder, known only as Ogerio, 

responded by building two galleys.596 As this tiny fleet was gradually increased, Galicia’s 

coast was eventually free of Muslim attacks by the 1120s.597 Some three decades later, in 

the 1147 conquest of Almería discussed above, the Genoese contributed their skills on a 

much larger scale, sending Alfonso VII an enormous fleet of 63 galleys and 163 smaller 

vessels.598 

It is possible that Ramón Bonifaz, a sailor whose agile stratagems turned the tide 

for the forces of Fernando III in their 1247 siege of Seville, was of Genoese origin. He is 

featured prominently in the earliest history of this campaign, Alfonso X’s Estoria de 

España.599 As López explains, modern historians find it highly unlikely that Bonifaz was 

a native of Burgos as claimed by medieval sources, because a citizen of a landlocked city 

would not likely have developed the maritime expertise he displayed600 in episodes such 

as the destruction of the bridge of Triana, a feat that completely cut off Muslim Seville 

from reinforcements, plunging the city into a great famine and leading to its eventual 

surrender. Bonifaz is credited with organizing the large fleet of galleys and smaller ships, 

                                                 
595 Cesáreo Fernández Duro, La Marina de Castilla, desde su origen y pugna con la de Inglaterra hasta la 
refundición en la Armada Española (Madrid, 1894), 19-20 
596 López, “Primi Trionfi,” 157 
597 The primary source on Ogerio and his contributions to Galicia’s maritime defense is the medieval 
chronicle Historia Compostelana, libro II, Chapter 20, year 1120. 
598 López, “Primi Trionfi,” 157 
599 Florentino Pérez Embid, El almirantazgo de Castilla, hasta las capitulaciones de la Santa Fe (Seville: 
Escuela de Estudios Hispano-Americanos, CSIC, 1944), 4, cites Alfonso’s capítulos 1075 and 1079 
specifically and states that the theme of the Conquest in general is found in capítulos 1071-1134. 
600 López, “Primi Trionfi,” 158 
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most hailing from the Basque stretches of the Cantabrian coast, that were instrumental in 

maintaining the long blockade of the city.601 

A wide range of alternatives for Bonifaz’ place of birth have been suggested, 

including the Byzantine Empire, Montpellier, Florence and Genoa, but López makes a 

strong case for the latter: “e forse la supposizione più verosimile è appunto quella che lo 

vuole appartenente alla famiglia Genovese Bonifazi.” Alfonso X would commission 

Bonifaz with the construction of the famous ataranzas602 or dockyards of Seville, 

establishing a critical infrastructure that would serve the kingdom repeatedly over the 

coming two centuries, and he may have been honored with the title of Admiral.603 

Alfonso X can be seen as the impetus for the earliest development of the Marina 

de Castilla, providing it with shipbuilding capacity, a modest fleet and a series of 

ordinances.604 Although the Marina was originally established with two admirals, one of 

whom was quartered in Burgos and was responsible for naval concerns along the Atlantic 

coast,605 the primary base of operations for Alfonso’s navy was Seville, where the 

                                                 
601 Fernández Duro, Marina, 27 
602 Fernández Duro, Marina, 39, offers this brief but detailed description of this factory complex for 
warships: “Apreciando la situación geográfica de Sevilla, erigió allí la atarazana o arsenal en el sitio 
elegido de antes por Bonifaz, que llamaban el Arenal, fabricando grandioso edificio de planta cuadrangular 
con diez y seis naves de bóveda soportadas por gruesas pilastras de ladrillo y dispuestas para construir al 
mismo tiempo, al abrigo de la intemperie, otras tantas galeras 6 naos de alto bordo. En los ángulos estaban 
los almacenes para jarcias y pertrechos de toda especie, y en la inmediación los obradores y habitaciones 
para el alcaide y principales empleados.”; Pérez Embid, El almirantazgo, 8, states that construction on the 
dockyards began in 1252 and by 1254 had produced a sizeable fleet for Castile. 
603 Where Fernández Duro, Marina, 29-30, states that Bonifaz was the first bearer of the title of Admiral, 
Pérez Embid, El almirantazgo, 6, states that the evidence for this claim is inconclusive. Pérez Embid, El 
almirantazgo, 8-9, lists Don Ruy López de Mendoza as the admiral Alfonso X appointed in 1254.  
604 López, “Primi Trionfi,” 158 
605 Fernández Duro, Marina, 324 
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repartimiento of Fernando III had already established a district reserved exclusively for 

all activities connected with the sea:  

el barrio sevillano de la mar se convierte con rapidez en el centro lógico de las 
preocupaciones navales de los reyes de Castilla, y a la vez un foco muy 
importante de navegación mercantil. Base de operaciones, arsenal y escuela de 
mareantes, el barrio se siente seguro de sí mismo contra posibles ataques de 
enemigos, bien comunicado con el mar libre, con numerosos privilegios, y con 
una localización precisa en el plano de Sevilla, que le facilita la eficaz defensa de 
su privilegiada situación legal. El trajín continuo de sus moradores, los múltiples 
derechos de éstos, sus obligaciones o los incidentes a que dan lugar, están 
presididos desde los años inmediatos a la conquista por un representante del rey, 
que es almirante o por delegación de él, su lugarteniente.606 
 

Residents of this barrio enjoyed certain exemptions from tributes and permission to 

conduct business in their homes. They were also obliged, however, to serve the king in 

time of war.607 Official meetings of the key institution of the “Tribunal del Almirantazgo” 

were at first held in chambers connected to the nearby Cathedral complex,608 but the 

institution was eventually given a permanent home on the ground floor of the Reales 

Alcázares.609 A section of this palace would also, in time, become the primary residence 

of the admirals themselves.610 

                                                 
606 Pérez Embid, El almirantazgo, 42 
607 Pérez Embid, El almirantazgo, 42 
608 Pérez Embid, El almirantazgo, 43 
609 Pérez Embid, El almirantazgo, 44 
610 Fernández Duro, Marina, 323 
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Pérez Embid summarizes the multifarious nature of the duties of the admiral as 

envisioned by Alfonso X, most of which are enshrined in his Partidas,611 the all-

encompassing legal code he developed for his kingdom: 

El almirante – además de caudillo de la guerra marítima – es oficial encargado por 
el rey de dirigir las actividades de un grupo de población muy importante. Los 
trabajos de las ataranzas para la navegación en corso, el fuero de la mar, los 
privilegios de cómitres y mareantes, el comercio marítimo y los impuestos a que 
éste daba lugar, es decir, todos los aspectos de la vida marinera del reino, están 
más o menos en relación con los atributos del almirante.612  
 
While the nationality of Ramón Bonifaz is an open question, the Castilian admiral 

Ugo Vento, serving Alfonso X in 1264, was a Genoese native and came from a 

prominent family with deep roots in the Republic.613 In a pattern that would be repeated 

by his successors over the coming decades, Alfonso X turned to the Genoese for 

assistance in developing his navy only after suffering a serious defeat, in this case his 

failed conquest of Salé.614 By this time, Castile and the Republic—which had recently 

witnessed, through a popular revolt, the rise to power of the sympathetic Ghibellines,— 

                                                 
611 Partida 2a tit. IX, ley XXIV; Ortiz y Zuñiga, Annales eclesiásticos, vol. 1, 194, also provides a summary 
of the duties of the admiral. 
612 Pérez Embid, El almirantazgo, 41 
613 López, “Ugo Vento: primo genovese ammiraglio di Castilla,” Su e giù per la storia di Genova (Genoa: 
Università di Genova. Istituto di paleografia e storia medievale, 1975), 241-42, notes that Vento most likely 
descended from the Visconti di Carmandino, governors of the city in the 10th century and vassals of the 
Marchesi Obertenghi. The Venti family held positions of leadership in the Genoese Commune around the 
turn of the 12th century. By 1150 they were playing a major role in maritime commerce of Genoa with 
Syria. During Ugo’s lifetime the Venti had lost some of their clout, yet they remained as a key merchant 
family. In 1262 one of Vento’s relatives even served as one of four admirals in charge of a squadron sent 
by Genoa to help their ally Michael Paleologo in his struggle against the Venetians. 
614 López, “Ugo,” 242-43, explains that the dashed conquest of Salé represented the failure of a dream 
expressed by the Genoese Pope Innocent IV as early as 1245 to turn the city into a base for religious, 
military and commercial expansion into northern Africa.  



175 

were developing close relations following a period of deep mutual mistrust.615 Much of 

this renewed friendship grew from the many joint commercial interests that united the 

two powers.616 Documentary evidence is lacking for Ugo’s appointment as Admiral of 

Castile, but it must have taken place after Alfonso’s debacle in Salé in 1260, which had 

been led by the Admiral Juan García de Villamayor.617 

In the first five of eight documents published by López, Bonaiuncta de 

Portovenere, Guglielmo Becheta e Bonaver, Giovanni Metifoco, Poncio Burcina de 

Sagona,618 Armano de Pastini and Francisco Aycardo agreed to build six galleys for 

Vento, who is listed as “amirato domini Regis Castellae.” These contracts detail the 

moderate dimensions of the ships and set the price for each galley at 240 genovine.619 As 

López comments, this represented a significant investment, showing that Vento was 

entrusted with considerable financial authority and enjoyed a position of high prestige in 

Alfonso’s service.620  

Work on the ships was to be completed in just four months and was likely carried 

out in a number of shipyards.621 A document from May, 1264 sent by Raymondo Dancia 

of Ventimiglia to Vento seeks payment for work done to equip one of the ships, 

                                                 
615 López, “Ugo,” 243  
616 López, “Ugo,” 243 
617 López, “Ugo,” 244 
618 In Doc. III he is listed as Poncio Burcina de Sagona but in Doc. IV his name appears alternatively as 
“Poncio Burzina di Sagona.” 
619 Docs. I – V, “Ugo,” 249-51, Archivio di Stato di Genova, Cart. Guglielmo di San Giorgio, I, fols. 11r., 
110v., 111r., 113r., April 29, 1264 
620 López, “Ugo,” 245 
621 López, “Ugo,” 245 
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suggesting that its construction was already nearing completion.622 The final two 

documents provided by López, however, demonstrate that the expedition planned for 

August, 1264 was never brought to fruition,623 a failure he believes was caused by the 

revolt of Muslims in Andalusia and Murcia that engaged the full attention of Alfonso.624  

 By the middle of the next decade, the conflict with North Africa once again took 

center stage. When Alfonso X was traveling abroad on the matter of empire in 1275, the 

sultan Abu-Yusuf took advantage of the opportunity to cross the Strait,625 sending 

advance forces to Tarifa in May of that year.626 The sudden death of the twenty year old 

Infante Fernando de la Cerda in the border town of Villareal in July made the situation 

worse, enabling Abu-Yusuf himself to land in Tarifa in August.627 The Castilians suffered 

great losses, but the inspired leadership of Fernando’s even younger brother Sancho was 

able to contain the Muslim threat for nearly two years.628  

Anticipating a second invasion, Alfonso X convened a special session of his 

cortes at Burgos in the spring of 1277.629 In June the Benimerines once again crossed the 

Strait into Tarifa.630 From this base of support they were able to reach deep into Castilian 
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territory and in October, with the collaboration of King Muhammad II of Granada, even 

attacked Córdoba.631 In August 1278 the Castilian admiral Pedro Martínez de Fe gathered 

a large force and besieged Algeciras by sea as a prelude to a land invasion.632 In February 

1279 a ground force led by the Infante Pedro, who would be killed in Algeciras in 1282, 

was sent there to conclude the siege.633  

The Castilian efforts were ruined, however, when, in an act of monumental 

irresponsibility, the Infante Sancho misappropriated funds for his personal use that were 

critically needed at the front, and the Castilian forces were crippled by hunger and 

sickness.634 Abu-Yusuf mistook the abandonment of their fleet as a rouse, offering his 

enemies 200,000 doubloons if they would lift the siege.635 These negotiations, however, 

allowed him to ascertain the true condition of the Castilian fleet and manpower, and, 

using just 14 galleys, he was able to destroy nearly the entire blockade.636  

Just three ships survived, one belonging to Admiral Martínez de Fe, and he and 

two companions were held captive in Tangiers for two years:637 “La Victoria fue total, 

pues la flota castellana quedó prácticamente destruida. El Almirante Pedro Martínez de la 

Fe, el Almultad de las crónicas musulmanes, fue capturado, permaneciendo en prisión dos 
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años hasta que pudo fugarse con la ayuda de unto moros.”638 This episode was a great 

source of humiliation for Alfonso X639 whose attempts to completely restructure his navy 

by integrating it with established military orders were ultimately thwarted by the Pope.640 

 The Muslim threat to Castile was deepening. Although the Almohad presence in 

Spain was, in fact, gradually waning, the Benemerin emir Abu-Yusuf was still able to 

wreak considerable havoc on the Peninsula, taking advantage of the Infante Sancho’s 

rebellion after 1282 to make raids deep into the Castilian heartland, as far as the outskirts 

of Toledo.641 This was possible because Abu-Yusuf continued to hold two key bases of 

support on the Peninsula, Algeciras and Tarifa, from which he could strike: “le due città 

servivano come due teste di ponte attraverso le quali era assicurato l’andirivieni delle 

truppe mussulmani dall’interno dell Marocco fino al cuore della Spagna.”642  

 When Alfonso died, Sancho IV took the throne on April 4, 1284, inheriting a 

weakened and impoverished Castile643 and a naval fleet in shambles.644 Abu-Yusuf’s 

Morocco was, in contrast, enjoying the height of its prosperity and the emir had spent 

lavishly on building his navy, receiving assistance from the Egyptians.645 Sancho IV, in 

response, began to rebuild his naval forces from the ground up. He expanded privileges 

granted by Fernando III to allow more trees to be cut, devoting new attention and 
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resources to the work of the ataranzas in Seville and attracting sailors from the 

Cantabrian coast to join his cause.646 

Sancho also faced his stronger foe by developing a new strategy in collaboration 

with Fernando Pérez Maimón that made the best use of their limited naval forces through 

which the Castilians began to interfere with Muslim communications across the Strait of 

Gibraltar, enjoying an early success when Abu-Yusuf was forced to retreat.647 To 

strengthen his efforts at meeting the continued threat of a Muslim presence on Castile’s 

doorstep, Sancho followed his predecessors and turned once again to the Genoese, 

contracting with Benedetto Zaccaria to lead a series of naval engagements.  

The Zaccaria family was already known to the Castilian monarchy. As early as 

1271, Zaccaria de Castro, a cousin of Benedetto, had lent money to King Alfonso.648 In 

May of 1278 Benedetto himself led the first known trading voyage from Genoa to 

Southampton, England, in which Seville was a natural stopover.649 López believes it is 

likely that Sancho had met Zaccaria a few years earlier when he had come to Castile on a 

diplomatic mission for the Byzantine Empire.650  
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In return for his services to Sancho IV, which may have been connected to a key 

victory in 1284, possibly in the waters off Gibraltar, that had forced Abu-Yusuf to seek a 

peace treaty,651 Zaccaria received a señorío, or lordship over Santa María and a stipend of 

6,000 doubloons a month.652 In return, he was required to maintain 12 galleys fully armed 

and manned to protect the waters at the mouth of the Guadalquivir.653 As López 

emphasizes, the concession of Puerto de Santa María was, in many ways, a strategic gem 

for the Zaccaria family, a complement to the territory they already controlled in the 

Eastern Mediterranean at Focea: 

Come Focea in Oriente, Porto Santa Maria in Occidente era destinato a diventare 
una marca confiniaria, incuneata ai limiti da tre Stati: una minaccia per il 
Marocco, una spina nel fianco al Portogallo, un ammonimento a Granata. 
Benedetto Zaccaria dal canto suo riceveva un punto d’appoggio prezioso, dove 
sostare dopo aver traversato lo Stretto, e donde iniziare la penetrazione economica 
della Spagna: i frequenti viaggi degli Zaccaria e dei Genovesi in generale alla 
volta di Cadice danno la prova della grande importanza che poteva avere un porto 
situato all’entrata di quella rada.654 

  
Embid offers this insightful commentary on the significance of Sancho’s choice to look 

to Genoa for support:  

Se abre de esta manera en la historia de la marina castellana de la Baja Edad 
Media un capítulo muy interesante: el de los servicios prestados a los reyes de 
Castilla por marinos italianos que en momentos de apuro suplen las deficiencias 
de una armada real debilitada o inexistente, y que reciben a cambio mercedes y 
heredamientos en Andalucía, cuyos mares son casi exclusivamente el escenario de 
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sus hechos de guerra, de la misma manera que eran también el campo de las 
operaciones comerciales de los mercaderes sus compatriotas.655 

 
From August 1284 to June 1285, Zaccaria returned to the service of his native 

city,656 participating in a campaign in which the Pisan navy was destroyed at Meloria.657 

From 1286 to 1289, his activities were centered on the Italian Peninsula and the region of 

Tripoli.658 He returned to Castile in the spring of 1291 at yet another point of crisis. Abu-

Yusuf had died in 1286 and for a few years his successor Abu-Yaqub showed little 

interest in continuing his father’s military aggression against Spain.659 This changed in 

1291 when Abu-Yaqub laid siege to Jerez.660 In March of that year, Zaccaria heeded the 

call of Sancho, leaving Genoa for Castile with a fleet of seven galleys.661 At this point, 

Zaccaria did not yet hold the title of Almirante Mayor and López suggests that his 

involvement reflected an essentially personal stake in waging this battle against the 

Muslims whose ascendancy he had seen interfere with his business interests in Egypt.662 

The first part of the battle for Jerez was particularly perilous for the Castilians 

who lacked experience and had entered the fight before their allies from Aragon and 

Granada had arrived.663 Moreover, the Moroccans enjoyed the advantage of rapid 
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maneuverability in their famed light sailing vessels.664 López sees this as a moment when 

Zaccaria shined as a brilliant strategist, a gift that his compatriots would continually 

contribute to the Castilians: “Per questo aveva saputo distinguersi nella guerra di blocco 

come in qualle di corsa, nelle battaglie in grande stile come nel rastrellamento dei pirati. 

Mutati gli avversari, anch’egli era pronto a mutare i metodi, adattandosi alle particolari 

esigenze del tempo e del luogo.”665  

To gain the speed needed for this military advance, Zaccaria invented a new tactic 

on the spot, placing three oarsmen on each bench, allowing the Castilian navy to 

challenge the Moroccan forces directly for the first time.666 In a very uneven battle in 

August 1291, Zaccaria and his fleet of 12 galleys chased the Muslims with their 24 ships 

back to Africa, capturing 13 vessels and essentially forcing the rest to flee. Several of the 

North African sailors were taken prisoners.667 As López stresses, this was a severe blow 

to Abu-Yaqub: “Le conseguenze morali furono incalculabili: per la prima volta una flotta 

castigliana aveva assalito e vinto la squadra del Maghreb, molto superiore per numero, 

alla presenza del sovrano e dell’esercito moresco.”668 Without this victory, the even 

greater prize of Tarifa might not have come within reach.669 Zaccaria was rewarded for 

this victory with the title of Almirante Mayor.670 
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 In early 1292, Sancho IV was inspired by this success to undertake a much larger 

operation. With the naval assistance of the Aragonese Vice Admiral Montoliú671 and after 

arming ships from all ports in the kingdom, he laid siege to Tarifa.672 Zaccaria was an 

ideal leader for this mission, as he had perfected the art of the blockade during his years 

in Byzantium and had used it with great success against the Pisans.673 While Sancho, Ibn-

el-Ahmar, the king of Granada and the forces of Guzmán el Bueno pressed Tarifa by 

land, Zaccaria and Sancho’s armero mayor Juan Mathe established a tight blockade by 

sea, cutting the city off from all provisions.674 Tarifa fell on September 21675 and, as 

López explains, this was a victory rich with symbolic overtones:  

L’importanza della presa di Tarifa – avvenuta dopo quasi mezzo secolo che la 
Reconquista sostava -- era molto superiore al valore demografico e alla superficie 
del territorio occupato; non soltanto perché da Tarifa, cinquecentottant’anni 
prima, i soldati dell’Islam si erano affacciati per la prima volta all’Europa; ma 
perché veniva a cadere l’una delle due teste di ponte attaverso le quali i Berberi 
potevano, quando volessero, dilagare in Ispagna.”676 
 

 The conquest of Tarifa was Zaccaria’s last great accomplishment in Castile, due 

to internal conflicts within the kingdom and changing political winds. Sancho IV would 

have gladly continued his naval exploits with a siege on the coveted city of Algeciras but 

was distracted by the rebellion of his uncle the Infante Juan, younger brother of Alfonso 
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el Sabio, who fled the country for Lisbon and eventually reached Tangiers, where he was 

welcomed in the court of Abu-Yaqub.677  

In the final years of Zaccaria’s command of the Marina, increasing tension 

developed between the admiral, the king and his lieutenants. Sancho IV was pursuing a 

policy of increasing the Castilian and Aragonese presence in his naval forces. For 

example, when he needed foreign assistance in enlarging his fleet, he turned first to the 

Catalans rather than the Genoese. López comments on how these changes may have 

poisoned the climate in which a free and eminent spirit such as Zaccaria was accustomed 

to work: 

Al comando della flota, rimasto allo Zaccaria, non si congiungeva più 
quell’indipendenza che il suo amor proprio esigeva e la sua fama meritava: 
l’orgoglio del genovese era tanto più ferito in quanto nel suo Comune la carica di 
ammiraglio, come è naturale in una città tutta dedita al mare, era molto più 
ragguardevole che quella di comandante di eserciti terrestri.678 

 
Zaccaria declined to renew his contract in 1294, although he may have been involved in 

one final mission that year, the reconquest of the Torre de Alixar on the Atlantic coast.679 

This same year he was also paid the very large sum of 180,000 morabetinos by Miçer 

Rofin, a royal official, for three ships that he had hired out from December 1293 through 

May 1294.680 
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Since the Castilians still required the technical and tactical help of the Genoese, 

Zaccaria’s abrupt withdrawal from the scene was taken as an affront. In reprisal, Juan 

Mathe de Luna decided to seize the most valuable Genoese ships and detain their best 

sailors.681 Sancho returned this favor by granting him the title of almirante mayor.682 The 

Zaccaria family was stripped of their señorío over Puerto de Santa María, which was 

passed to the estate of Alfonso Pérez de Guzmán and eventually to the Cerda family.683 

Benedetto Zaccaria, for his part, returned to Genoa, only to begin a brilliant new chapter 

of his career in France.684 There he served Philip the Fair as admiral from 1297-1300.685 

In the first decade of the 14th century, he led a Genoese squadron against his lifelong 

North African adversaries.686 He left, however, a permanent mark on Castile in many 

ways, including a number of his descendents who lived in the vicinity of Jerez.687 

 The events of 1339 offer a remarkable parallel to earlier calamitous periods that 

had brought the Castilian navy to its knees and moved the reigning monarchs to seek help 

from the always reliable Genoese seafaring community. In April 1339, the Castilians 
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acted boldly, capturing a Muslim ship filled with troops.688 Abu Malik’s navy responded 

by seizing a ship carrying provisions from Seville to the Castilian fleet and Alfonso XI 

strengthened his hand by allying himself with Aragon.689  

The conflict escalated in the summer as Alfonso XI attacked a series of Muslim 

held towns in Andalusia,690 and Abu Malik responded by invading Castile from his base 

in Algeciras.691 The Castilians seemed assured of victory when they intercepted these 

raids and killed the Muslim leader.692 Their navy gained full control over the seas near 

Gibraltar, leaving the enemy forces on the Peninsula completely isolated from 

reinforcements from their homeland.693  

The tides began to shift, however, when in September the Aragonese admiral 

Jofre Gilabert Cruillas and a few of his men were killed as they attempted to enter 

Algeciras, causing Pedro IV to withdraw all of his troops from the conflict.694 

Meanwhile, as Abu Malik’s successor Abul Hassan made plans for a more massive 

invasion of Castile, Alfonso XI ordered an intensification of ship construction at the 

ataranzas.695  

In 1340 the sultan managed to cross the Strait and, due to a storm, the admiral 

Alonso Jofre Tenorio was unable to trap him in the city. This caused a crisis in royal 
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leadership and great bitterness toward the admiral and, on April 4, 1340, during a 

singular battle in the vicinity of Algeciras, the demoralized Castilian fleet was destroyed 

and Tenorio lost his life. 

 Alonso XI was fortunate to be able to receive help from his neighbors. The king’s 

father-in-law, Alfonso IV of Portugal, made the services of his Admiral Pessanha 

available, but with the caveat that his radius of action could not extend beyond Cadiz.696 

Aragon’s Peter IV sent 12 ships under the command of Admiral Pedro de Moncada and 

Vice Admiral Galcerán Marquet.697 Alfonso XI dispatched a delegation to Genoa’s Doge, 

the legendary Simon Bocanegra.698 They were able to hire 15 galleys led by Simon’s 

brother Egidio699 who had already enjoyed a successful career as an admiral in the French 

navy.700 By this time, Abul Hassan had allied himself with Granada’s Yusuf I to launch a 

ground invasion of Castile, placing Tarifa under siege.701 On October 30, 1340, during 

the historic battle of Río Salado, the Castilians, whose forces included the illustrious 

nobleman and writer Juan Manuel,702 were able to break the siege.703 
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 In 1341, Egidio Bocanegra was responsible for patrolling the Strait to keep 

reinforcements from reaching Abul Hassan’s troops.704 This freed Alfonso XI to place the 

town of Alcalá de Benzayde under siege.705 Bocanegra received a salary of 1,500 gold 

florins to support himself and his galley, and the other 14 ships in his flotilla each 

received 800 florins as well as all the bizcocho needed for their sustenance.706 Twenty-

eight Castilian galleys and 30 contracted ships from the marshy lowlands of Las 

Marismas were also under his command.707  

At Bocanegra’s request, Alfonso XI redoubled the shipbuilding efforts at the 

ataranzas in Seville and the Portuguese admiral Carlos Pessanha came to his aid with a 

small flotilla.708 In May, 1342, his forces caused great destruction to the Muslim fleet in 

the port of Bullones709 where ten galleys under his command were able to defeat 13 

Muslim ships and a few days later just three Christian ships prevailed against a fleet of 26 

vessels of Abul Hassan.710 Soon thereafter he created a blockade that prevented the 

sultan’s ships from entering the Guadamesí River.711  

 Following this victory, Alfonso XI met in Jerez with Bocanegra and Admiral 

Moncada of Aragon to plan the conquest of Algeciras.712 By this time, the Portuguese had 
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withdrawn their assistance.713 Bocanegra was convinced that the city was poorly 

defended because no supply ships could breach the Castilian defenses.714 After Moncada 

successfully boarded a fleet of Muslim vessels bringing supplies to Algeciras,715 a full 

maritime blockade was established on August 3, 1342,716 and on September 2 the admiral 

was granted the señorío de Palma del Río, a town near Córdoba, in recognition of his 

many services to the Crown.717 This would mark the founding of the noble lineage of the 

counts of Palma del Río718 and made the Bocanegra family perhaps the most famous 

example of full Genoese integration into Iberian culture, one that can be traced over two 

centuries.  

  In February 1343, assisted by the sultans of Egypt and Granada, Abu Hassán sent 

a fleet from Ceuta, attempting to reach Almería. They were discovered by a Castilian 

flotilla and Alfonso XI ordered Bocanegra to reinforce this small exploratory force with 

10 more ships.719 The Muslims, who believed they were being pursued and began to flee, 

were caught in a large storm that sunk many of their ships.720 

 Alfonso XI then developed a plan with Bocanegra and the vice admirals of 

Aragon to further harass Abu Hassan’s squadrons. Due to bad weather, however, the 
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attempted offensive failed, allowing the Muslims to come ashore in the coastal town of 

Estepona and to reach Gibraltar by land.721 

 This was followed by two incidents that reveal much about the nature of the 

relationships the Genoese admirals had developed with successive Castilian monarchs. 

Soon after the unsuccessful attack mentioned above, Bocanegra completely withdrew his 

services for a time because he had not been paid, leaving the Castilian forces in a 

vulnerable situation at a critical time.722 This suggests the extent to which the very real 

contributions he made to the overall mission of Alfonso XI were based less on the noble 

ideal of loyalty or a true passion for the political interests of Castile than on a calculated 

economic rationale. Bocanegra was to a large extent a kind of independent contractor 

who would perform masterfully only when he was properly compensated for his services. 

 The second situation shows the degree to which Bocanegra at times intrepidly 

pursued his own agenda, even to the point of running afoul of the Castilian king. In 1343, 

Alfonso signed a peace treaty with King Yusuf I of Granada, granting him a safe conduct 

to meet with Abul Hassán in Morocco in search of economic assistance.723 Bocanegra 

discovered that Yusuf’s ship was actually filled with gold, suggesting that his kingdom 

might not have been as poor as he had led his Castilian host to believe.724 Although 

Alfonso XI sensed that events might take a dramatic turn, he was unable to prevent 
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Bocanegra’s nephew from attacking Yusuf’s ship.725 The Castilian monarch was deeply 

embarrassed, explaining to the king of Granada that if Bocanegra’s role and expertise 

were not indispensable he would have imposed severe sanctions on his admiral.726 

After a year in which the Castilian navy and ground forces failed to overcome 

Muslim resistance in Gibraltar and the threat of subsequent minor offensives launched by 

the Benemerines, Alfonso XI, in January 1344, intensified the blockade of Algeciras. On 

March 22, Yusuf I, recognizing he was in a complete checkmate, negotiated the surrender 

of the city to the Castilians. In return, Alfonso granted the Muslim population permission 

to leave freely, declared a 15-year truce, and accepted Yusuf as a vassal who would pay 

an annual tribute of 12,000 gold doubloons.727 The treaty included the North African 

territories governed by Abul Hassán and was also ratified by Pedro IV of Aragón and the 

Republic of Genoa.728 The government of the Italian city state was, in this way, formally 

supporting the conditions of a victory won in no small part through the military 

leadership of one of its outstanding citizens. 

 Bocanegra, for his part, would see his fortunes grow, as Alfonso granted him 

houses in Algeciras,729 Palma del Río and the Bayona district of Seville730 in addition to 

the Alcázar de Manifle in Algeciras.731 The services of the Castilian admiral were now in 
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high demand, to the point that Bocanegra could freely choose whom he wished to serve. 

Whereas he refused to come to the aid of the King of England, he spent time in France in 

1348, contributing to their struggle against the English.732 Just as in the case of Benedetto 

Zaccaria who, as discussed above, left his duties in Castile from time to time to serve 

other kingdoms, Egidio Bocanegra’s contract with Alfonso XI did not prevent him from 

freely developing his career by pursuing his independent interests. 

 Following Alfonso XI’s untimely death on the battlefront in 1350 from an 

outbreak of the Plague that devastated the Castilian siege of Gibraltar, Pedro I came to 

power and Bocanegra chose to continue his services as Admiral. For the time being, 

however, he maintained his neutrality in the civil conflict that was brewing in the 

kingdom.733 During Pedro’s reign, the Marina de Castilla entered one of its most glorious 

periods with frequent military action accompanied by bustling construction activity at the 

ataranzas.734  

Bocanegra was at the height of his powers in 1356 when Aragon unexpectedly 

became a new source of conflict. That year, in the presence of Pedro I, the Aragonese 

admiral Francés de Perellós captured two Placentine ships carrying olive oil. This led the 

Castilian monarch, who wished to dominate the region’s seas, to ally himself with Pedro I 

of Portugal in 1358735 and to take reprisals against the Catalan community in Seville.736 
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In August of that year, Castile’s King Pedro led a small naval force, with critical support 

from Bocanegra of 12 Castilian and 6 Genoese galleys, capturing and burning the town of 

Guaramar near Tortosa but failing to take the fortress there.737 In April 1359, Pedro 

gathered a much larger force that included ships from Granada, Venice and Portugal, in 

which the greatest sailors of Castile took part, including Egidio Bocanegra and his son 

Ambrosio.738 Bocanegra, however, was unable to achieve the leading, independent role 

he had desired in the context of this mission.739 

Guido de Bologna, an emissary sent by the Genoese Pope Innocent IV, failed to 

dissuade Pedro from his path to war,740 and on June 9 his forces made an impressive but 

ultimately unsuccessful showing in a ferocious battle for Barcelona.741 They took refuge 

in Calpe and Pedro I, preparing for a great battle, put Egidio in full command of his 

navy.742 When Aragon failed to attack, Pedro ordered his forces to withdraw to Cartagena 

and ultimately dismissed the fleet.743 

Bocanegra also served the king in the occasional land campaign. In the most 

consequential incident, he defeated the army of the Juan de la Cerda in 1357 in Huelva, 

preventing the rebellious nobleman from carrying out his plan to take control of 

Seville.744 This suggests that Bocanegra had some sense of loyalty to Pedro I and a 
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magnanimous consideration for the wellbeing of his adopted kingdom that went well 

beyond the motives of self interest and personal profit. 

1366 marked a major turning point in the conflict that was tearing Castile apart 

from within, when Pedro’s stepbrother Enrique de Trastámara, with the support of France 

and Aragón, threatened to attack with a mercenary army.745 Nevertheless Pedro, who had 

come to Burgos with a contingent of faithful noblemen to counter Enrique, suddenly 

retreated to Seville in an attempt to rescue his children and safeguard the royal 

treasury.746  

At this point, Bocanegra once again showed his streak of defiance. When Pedro 

ordered his tesorero mayor Martin Yañez to escape in a ship with a quantity of precious 

jewels and 36 quintales of gold, Bocanegra betrayed him, capturing Yañez at sea.747 The 

rebel king Enrique II subsequently rewarded him with a señorío over the town and 

countryside of Utiel.748 By attempting to tie his fortunes to those of the new king, 

Bocanegra sealed his fate. Pedro I temporarily regained the crown on April 3, 1367 

following his victory in the Battle of Nájera. In September of that year, he captured 

Bocanegra and soon thereafter put him to death.749 This episode is an extreme case and 

yet it is illustrative of the limits to the autonomy a great Genoese personality could enjoy 

in a kingdom that was developing a stronger sense of centralized monarchy. The 

                                                 
745 Calderón Ortega and Díaz González, “Almirantes,” 337 
746 Calderón Ortega and Díaz González, “Almirantes,” 337 
747 Calderón Ortega and Díaz González, “Almirantes,” 337 
748 Calderón Ortega and Díaz González, “Almirantes,” 337 
749 Calderón Ortega and Díaz González, “Almirantes,” 337 



195 

Genoese, in order to win and maintain positions of prestige and wield economic power in 

the kingdom, would always need to contribute in some substantial way to the needs of 

their Castilian hosts. 

 By the mid 14th century, the Admiralty of Castile had become a hereditary 

position and so it is not surprising that Egidio’s successor was his son Ambrosio. As 

discussed above, Ambrosio had distinguished himself in Pedro I’s expedition against 

Aragon in 1359. At the height of the Castilian civil war, he fought on the side of Enrique 

II750 in the Battle of Nájera.751 This unequivocal loyalty ensured Ambrosio a position of 

honor when the rebel king was able to reestablish his authority over the kingdom and, in 

fact, he was rewarded with the title of Admiral for his contributions to Enrique’s cause.752 

 After Pedro was murdered by his half-brother Enrique, factions loyal to the 

deposed monarch continued to pose a serious threat to his ability to fully govern Castile. 

Juan Focín, an exiled petrista, set sail from Lisbon to blockade Seville and was backed 

shortly thereafter by a considerable force sent by the Portuguese admiral, Lanzarote 

Pessanha.753 At this same time, Portugal’s King Fernando, who had allied himself with 

Carlos II of Navarre and Muhammad V of Granada, conquered Galicia, while 

Muhammed was able to retake Algeciras for the Muslims.754 Though Enrique II fought 

back, regaining Galicia and entering Portugal, the blockade of Seville was tightened, 
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especially when Pedro IV of Aragon joined forces with the enemies of Castile in June 

1370.755  

 In August, Enrique II brought his naval resources to bear on the crisis, naming 

Ambrosio Bocanegra admiral.756 Because a fire had destroyed much of the Portuguese 

fleet in Lisbon in 1370, the siege of Seville could not be fully maintained through 

reinforcements coming from the west.757 Bocanegra commanded a flotilla of seven ships 

that daringly made its way through the blockade to badly needed vessels in the 

Cantabrian shipyards.758 On their return to Seville, Bocanegra and his men seized a 

Portuguese ship at the cape of Santa Maria that was bringing money to the sailors 

blocking the entrance to the Guadalquivir.759 Admiral Pessanha was forced to withdraw 

and some of his ships were captured.760 

 Over the next year, a strengthened Enrique II was able to negotiate treaties with 

Muhammad, Fernando I, Carlos II and Fernando IV, eliminating nearly all foreign 

support for the petristas.761 This diminishing band of stalwarts backing the old regime 

now had but one remaining ally, John of Gaunt, the Duke of Lancaster, married to 

Costanza, the daughter of Pedro I and Maria de Padilla, who claimed the throne of Castile 

in his wife’s name.762 
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 In facing the English threat, Enrique II found a welcome ally in Carlos V of 

France with whom he signed a treaty of friendship through which Castile agreed to 

contribute 40 ships to a joint fleet.763 In August 1371, Ambrosio commanded a large 

contingent of ships that set sail from the Cantabrian coast on a mission for Carlos V, in 

support of the Constable of France, Bertrand du Dugesclin, who was laying siege to the 

city of La Rochelle.764  

Edward III sent an equally large force led by Sir John Hastings, Earl of Pembroke, 

and the fateful battle began on June 23, 1372.765 Bocanegra successfully utilized a new 

tactic against an English armada armed with artillery in which his men rowed directly 

into the enemy formation while his Cantabrian cohorts assaulted the English ships with 

stones, lead balls and iron bars.766 This allowed them to capture four ships and partially 

impede communication between La Rochelle and the English navy.767 The following 

morning, Bocanegra sent a number of fire ships against his opponents, sinking 14 of their 

vessels and making it possible for his men to capture the remainder of the fleet. The 

Castilians took 8,000 soldiers and 400 knights prisoners, including Hastings.768 Ambrosio 

became internationally famous and is remembered to history for the unusual beneficence 

with which he treated these defeated captives.769 Hastings and many of his knights were 
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brought before Enrique II in Burgos770 where the king granted Bocanegra the señorío of 

Linares in November 1372.771  

Bocanegra ended his career with a heroic invasion of Portugal in December of 

that same year when the rival Iberian kingdom allied itself the previous summer with the 

Duke of Lancaster, recognizing him as the legitimate ruler of Castile. After occupying 

several smaller ports and towns in March 1373, Bocanegra attacked Lisbon with a fleet of 

12 galleys, destroying 4 Portuguese vessels and 15 smaller ships. Fernando I, stripped of 

his navy and unable to seek reinforcements from his English allies, signed a peace treaty 

with Enrique II on March 19. Ambrosio Bocanegra died shortly before the close of 1373.  

Ambrosio had inherited the señorío of the towns of Palma del Río, Miraballes and 

Fuente del Alamo,772 participating in the municipal affairs of Palma del Río and creating 

a legal code for the Moorish minority of the city that established a long lasting climate of 

social harmony.773 The treaty, signed by Ambrosio’s wife and daughter, was ratified by 

Enrique II in 1374 and confirmed in 1380 by John I and by Enrique II in 1396 and 

1400.774 When his daughter Juana and son Alfonso quarreled over the legacy of the 

señorío of their father, King John I resolved the conflict by designating Alfonso as the 

rightful inheritor. 
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Ambrosio Bocanegra’s outstanding service to the Castilian crown in many ways 

reflects a much deeper level of integration into the life of the kingdom. As the son of a 

Genoese immigrant, it appears he acted much more as a team player in the defense of his 

native Hispanic homeland than as a staunchly independent contractor in the mold 

established by Hugo Vento, Benedetto Zaccaria and his father Egidio. This vital theme 

will be more fully explored in Chapter 4 in connection with Francisco Imperial’s position 

as Vice Admiral of Castile at the end of the 14th century.775 

From its inception, the Genoese transformed the Marina de Castilla. At critical 

junctures in the long struggle of the Reconquista, men such as Benedetto Zaccaria, Egidio 

and Ambrosio Bocanegra provided the sailing prowess and military instincts needed to 

push the Castilian forces toward their ultimate victory. Their intervention in Castile’s 

navy speaks to a spirit of fierce independence and a growing sense of patriotic loyalty 

that reflect differences that were typical of first and second generation Genoese 

immigrants to the kingdom. They then paved the way for men such as Francisco Imperial 

to fill positions of leadership within the ranks of the marina de Castilla. 

 

4. The Genoese in the 14th-century Papeles del mayordomazgo 

 Francisco Collantes de Terán traces the very fortunate twists of fate that saved the 

Papeles del Mayordomazgo from destruction as a bundle of documents that had at one 

time been labeled inútil and consigned to be burned but were later stored in a musty attic 

                                                 
775 Pérez Embid, El almirantazgo,133 



200 

of the Municipal Archive.776 He credits the late 19th-century scholar José Gestoso, author 

of Sevilla Monumental,777 with rescuing these papers from obscurity.  

 The Papeles are, in essence, a record of the activities of the mayordomo of 

Seville’s municipal council. The city officially had two mayorodomos at all times, each 

appointed for terms that normally lasted one year, from July 1 to June 30. One of these, 

however, was an hijodalgo whose position was little more than a formal, honorific title. It 

was the mayordomo ciudadano who carried the burden of the vast duties and 

responsibilities of the office: “Por sus manos pasaba todo lo referente a la gestión de los 

bienes del Concejo en una doble vertiente: cobratoria y libratoria; es decir, la percepción 

de las rentas de sus propios y su inversión en las atenciones a que estaban afectas y a los 

gastos de todo orden que de la actuación municipal se originaban.”778 

 On the one hand, the mayordomo was intimately involved in every step of the 

process of arrendamiento, the contracting out of the city’s numerous rentas, a primary 

source of tax income.779 On the other, he was responsible for a wide range of expenses 

including the salaries of bureaucratic officials and municipal laborers; funding for public 

works projects; support for the fortresses and militias who defended the city and even for 

a variety of professionals such as notary publics, teachers and surgeons who did work on 
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behalf of the city.780 The Papeles provide a detailed record of the city’s income and 

expenses, including a carefully documented justification of the latter, from the last third 

of the 14th century to the mid-16th century.781 

 The first Genoese to figure prominently in the Papeles del Mayordomazgo is 

Miçer Gaspar Cibón, a “cambiador,” or moneychanger and private banker. He is 

mentioned in two documents as responsible for collecting the dinero de la carne, or meat 

tax, for the city of Seville. The first gives an accounting of the monies he collected within 

a standard 45-day period over which the tax was imposed: “Recibió más miçer Gaspar 

por Seuilla de las quarenta e çinco días que pujó el dinero de la carne, que començó en 

quinze días de novienbre e acabó postimero día de dizienbre, que mandó el rrey que se 

non cogiese, el anno de mill e quatroçientos e diez e ocho annos beynte e çinco mill e 

tresçientos maravedis e siete dineros.”782  

The process of contracting out rents was introduced above in the brief description 

of the office of the almoxarife. Richard Kinkade gives a more complete picture of how 

this practice of “tax farming” would have played out in urban life in late medieval 

Castile: “The arrendator, lessee, renter or farmer […] refers to an individual who has 

rented or leased the town office charged with verifying the accuracy of weights and 

measures or a retailer who had leased or rented a stall in the town marketplace from 
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which he was authorized to sell specific items such as bread, tallow or cloth.”783 Gaspar, 

it would appear, had leased the right to collect the city’s tax on meats. This collection, 

however, may not have been routine. The verb “pujó” suggests that Gaspar may have 

engaged in what was seen as a nefarious practice at this time, where an arrendador or tax 

collector would illegally increase the tax rate in order to make a larger personal profit.784 

The fact that the king intervened here and ordered that Gaspar stop collecting the meat 

tax appears to support this hypothesis.785 

 The second document gives a fuller picture of the role played by Gaspar Cibón: 

“Esta es la suma de los que montaron los quarenta e çinco días el dinero dela carne, esto 

segunt la cuenta que dello dieron los arrendadores e fiadores que por ello fueron puestos, 

los quales maravedis dieron a Gaspar Cibón genoés, cambiador que los recibió por 

Seuilla.” Cibón, in other words, once again entrusted with collecting the meat tax, was at 

the top of a chain of smaller-scale arrendadores.786 

 The third document details a more complex transaction involving the same tax 

during the year of the mayordomazgo of Guillén de las Casas, which ran from July 1, 
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Richard Kinkade (Madison: The Hispanic Seminary of Medieval Studies, 1996), 106 
784 The most famous 14th-century literary portrayal of this abuse engaged in by tax famers, who were 
usually Jewish, is the anti-Semitic diatribe of Pedro López de Ayala in his Rimado de Palacio, ed. Germán 
Orduna (Madrid: Editorial Castalia, 1987), 169, vv. 250a-d, “Dizen luego al rey: ‘Por çierto, vos tenedes / 
judíos seruidores e merçed les faredes; / ca pujan las rrentas por çima las paredes: otorgad gelas, señor, ca 
buen rrecabdo avredes.’” A future area of research will be to gain a clearer picture of how this abuse was 
actually carried out. One possible resource for this is Baer Yitzhak’s A History of the Jews in Christian 
Spain, trans. Louis Schoffman (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society of America, 1961-66). Volume 2 
of this work contains several references to tax farming. 
785 Given the challenges involved in transcribing the document, an alternative reading of this verb is 
“puso,” which would, by contrast, suggest that Gaspar innocuously and routinely “imposed” the meat tax. 
Collantes de Terán’s summary of the document, Inventario, 19, supports this reading.  
786 A.M.S. XV, 1377-80, doc. 14, undated, fol. 72r.  



203 

1381 to June 30, 1382. Both Miçer Cibón and a Genoese jurado, Miçer Gabriel d’Asián, 

participated in this tax collection operation:  

Et mandaron recaudar del dicho dinero a miçer Gaspar Çibon, primeramente por 
quando avía fiado algunos por baratas que avía sacado Seuilla, et cobró lo más 
dello, et después mandaron al dicho don Guillén que cobrase lo otro que quedaua, 
lo que fallase, et lo que yo, Grauiel de Asián, cobré dello por el dicho don Guillén 
de las Casas es esto que se sigue.”787  

 
The city issued or “took out” baratas, contracts for low-interest loans or municipal 

bonds, when it needed to borrow money from private individuals to cover certain 

debts.788 It would appear in this case one source of these loans came from the 

arrendamiento or contracting of the meat tax and that Miçer Gaspar was instrumental in 

funding these baratas.  

 In this same document Gabriel d’Asián is shown to have made a number of 

payments in his role of recaudador, among them a disbursement of 400 morabetinos to 

Juan Miçer, a merchant who was himself likely of Genoese extraction, for two “barras” 

or rolls of cloth,789 and a second reimbursement of Juan Miçer of 150 morabetinos in 

exchange for a silver bar.790  

 Further into this account, Miçer Gabriel records a much more substantial payment 

he made to two Jewish almoxarifes who were responsible for collecting the salt tax:  
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790 A.M.S. XV, 1381-82, doc. 2, Libro III, fol. 14v. 



204 

Et paguélos a don Davy Aben Alar et a don Mari Aben Yex, almoxerifes dela 
mitad del almoxarifadgo desta cibdat. Et paguélos por sus alvalaes e por mandado 
de Seuilla por la rrenta dela sal, que montó la dicha su meitad deste dicho anno 
diez et ocho mill maravedís dela dicha rrenta de la sal.791  

 
Smaller payments made by Miçer Gabriel in connection with the salt tax are noted in 

Libros XI792 and XII793 of the same extensive document, which encompasses some 49 

folios. 

 Gabriel d’Asián appears in a later document in his role as recaudador for the city 

in a payment he helped to arrange for public works that had been performed a few years 

earlier:  

Recibió más el dicho Pero Jiménez tejero delos 5.667 maravedis que fueron 
cargados a Alonso Ferrandez Melgarejo,794 que rrecabdóse de miçer Grauiel de 
Gián795, jurado de barrio de Francos, quel fueron alcançados por la cuenta que dio 
del mayordomadgo de Guillén de las Casas, delos quales mostró aluaes del dicho 
Alonso Ferrandez Melgarejo en commo le pagó destos dichos 5.667 maravedis, et 
de los otros 1.000 que [firmaron?] que devía a Seuilla, los quales dixo que eran 
dela venticuatria de Miguel Ruys, tesorero. Et el dicho miçer Grauiel dixo en 
cabillo alos oficiales de Seuilla que avía pagado a Antón Gómez, escribano del 
dicho Miguel Ruiz quando era mayordomo,796 para fojas de fierro para chapear797 
las puertas de Triana.798  
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 Miçer Gaspar appears again as the recaudador of the dinero de la carne in two 

later entries.799 He is then shown as the recipient in a rather complex web of payments 

tied to the practice of issuing “baratas” discussed above:  

Estas son las baratas que sacó Seuilla desde jueves siete días del mes de novienbre 
era de mil cuatrocientos diecinueve annos para pagar a miçer Gaspar los 16.400 
maravedis quel debía, que avía Seuilla ganado a barata para pagar a Martín 
Ferrández Çerrón, et avía se conpilado la barata en postimero día de octubre que 
agora pasa para pagar 12,000 que Seuilla sacó a barata para Ferrán González, 
alcalle, e Alfonso Rodríguez d’Escobar, que enbiaron al rey, et mandó el rey que 
non fuese allá Ferrán González, et fueron Ruy Pérez et el dicho Alfonso 
Rodríguez, e dieron los a anbos ocho mill maravedis, los quatro otorgados para 
sus menesteres de Seuilla, e por pagar 200.000 maravedis que Seuilla sacó a 
barata para pagar nuestro sennor el rey a cuenta delos 407.000 que abía pedido 
prestados a Seuilla.800 

 
Seville, in other words, took out a new low-interest loan to repay Miçer Gaspar for a 

previous loan he had made to the town council to pay a debt owed to Martín Ferrández 

Cerrón. This document thus gives a concrete picture of what must have been a typical 

role and transaction for a private banker operating in late 14th-century Seville. 

Miçer Gaspar is shown in a later document as having made a series of 

disbursements to creditors and other men who had rendered services to the city.801 These 

include funds given to Juan Miçer, now listed as a “portero,”802 to help in the ongoing 

conflict with Portugal: “para dar a tresçientos que leuaron nuestros a la sierra, que fuesen 

los ballesteros conel pendón contra Portugal en 20 días de junio de [14]19 annos.”803 As 

                                                 
799 A.M.S. XV, 1381-82, doc. 3, fol. 56v, undated and doc. 6, fol. 77r., undated 
800 A.M.S. XV, 1381-82, doc. 11, fol. 88v., undated 
801 A.M.S. XV, 1381-82, doc. 13, fol. 92r., undated 
802 See footnote 487 
803 June 20, 1381 
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Collantes de Terán notes, the significant role played by Seville in this war is amply 

reflected in the Papeles: 

Importante fue la aportación de Sevilla a esta lucha por mar, armándose en sus 
astilleros numerosas galeras, barquetas y leños y manteniendo a su costa las 
tripulaciones y galeotes, hallándose en los documentos curiosas denominaciones 
de hombres y pertrechos navales, citando en uno de ellos armas para hacer 
truenos, haciendo otros referencia al personal y armamento para poner en buen 
estado de defensa los castillos de Aroche, Encinasola, Cortesana y otros de la 
frontera del Reino de Sevilla con Portugal.804 

 
Here, however, the reference is to financial support given by Seville to a land-based 

contingent of ballesteros or crossbowmen.  

In the next account connected to Miçer Gaspar, the banker is recorded as 

reimbursing a new group of men who had purchased baratas issued by Seville.805 Among 

these is another of his compatriots, miçer Querigo Doria: “dela quinta barata que sacó 

miçer Querigo Doria, 20 mil maravedís, dieronse 1.700 maravedís.”806 In the final 

document that references Miçer Gaspar, he paid a further 20,000 morabetinos to Miçer 

Querigo.807  

 As a later entry to the Papeles reveals, Miçer Querigo Doria was a Genoese 

businessman who, at least on one occasion, required the services of a moneychanger and 

the financial power of the concejo to carry out an intricate and high-value transaction:  

Por carta de Seuilla fecha 8 días de octubre 1388 mandaron a Ruy Martínez 
cambiador que delos maravedís que rrecabdó por Seuilla que qualesquier 
montaron, que dé ende a miçer Querigo Doria, mercader genovés, honze mill e 

                                                 
804 Collantes de Terán, Inventario, 10 
805 A.M.S. XV, 1381-82, doc. 15, fol. 96r., undated 
806 A.M.S. XV, 1381-82, doc. 15, fol. 96v., undated 
807 A.M.S. XV, 1381-82, doc. 17, fol. 99v., undated 
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quinientos maravedís que Seuilla ha mandado dar, demás delos 39.500 maravedis 
quel dicho miçer Querigo Doria avía rrecibido de don Zuleman Aben Alfahar, 
arrendador del almojarifadgo de Alcalá de Guadaira, por cuenta delas 600 doblas 
que Seuilla le a de dar.808 

 
The 39,500 morabetinos that came to Miçer Querigo through don Zuleman were taken 

from rents that belonged to Seville.809 The 600 doubloons originally owed to Doria are a 

probable indication of the international scope of Doria’s commercial dealings and the fact 

that he became involved in such a multi-layered local traffic in currency demonstrates his 

full integration into Seville’s bureaucratic and economic machinery, suggesting that he 

may in fact have been a longstanding resident of the city. 

 A fifth Genoese citizen of Seville who is featured in the Papeles is Miçer 

Venturín Venzón, a “vasallo del rey,” whose otherwise unspecified service to the king 

appears to have involved some type of military leadership or administrative role:  

Por carta de Seuilla fecha dos dias de novienbre de 1385 annos mandaron a Pero 
Jiménez tejero que delos maravedis que rrecabdó por Seuilla, que dé ende 
Venturín Vençón, vasallo del rey, sueldo de tres meses para çinco lançeros, 12 
[maravedis] cada día ala lança, que son enlos dichos tres meses 5.400 maravedis. 
Et más quel mandó Seuilla dar al dicho Venturín 1.500 maravedis en la mitad de 
3.000 que a de dar por tenencia810 del castillo de Aroche. Et que gelos dé luego 
6.[900] maravedis.811 

 

                                                 
808 A.M.S. XV, 1387-88, doc. 11, fol. 5v., October 8, 1387 
809 A.M.S. XV, 1387-88, doc. 11, fol. 5v.  
810 TDMS2, 676: ocupación, posesión 
811 A.M.S. XV, 1384-86, Doc. #80, fol. 12r., November 2, 1385 



208 

The fact that he was paid for occupying, and, one can imagine, keeping vigil at the castle 

of Aroche, an outpost close to the border with Portugal,812 further suggest that Miçer 

Vençon was dedicated to a life of soldiery.  

 The Genoese appear in the Papeles not only in ancillary roles as collectors of 

rents and financiers but also in positions of leadership in the concejo itself. Perhaps the 

most famous example is Luis Bocanegra,813 who served as veinticuatro and even held the 

mayordomazgo for one term. During the reign of Enrique III the veinticuatros, as Miguel 

Ángel Ladero Quesada explains, formed the governing body of Seville’s concejo: 

“llamado así por referencia a su número originario, elegidos por el rey dentro de la 

primera nobleza sevillana, vitalicios y, pronto, con poder para transmitir hereditariamente 

sus cargos, cosa que lograrían a lo largo del siglo XV.”814 

In a document from 1390, Bocanegra, as veinticuatro is seen as the coordinator of 

two streams of income coming from recaudadores: 

Por carta de Seuilla fecha en 4 días de mayo de 1390 a Juan Martínez armador,815 
veinticuatro, que delas maravedís que rrecabdó por Seuilla delas rrentas del dinero 
de la carne de Seuilla e de sus lugares que non demande alos arrendadores del 
dinero dela carne de aquí de Seuilla 3.405 maravedis, et alos arrendadores del 
dicho dinero dela carne de Frexenal 1.100 maravedis, que son para todos 4.505 
maravedis, los quales dichos maravedis recibió delos dichos arrendadores por 
mandado de Seuilla Miçer Luys Bocanegra, veinticuatro y mayordomo del 
conçeio para algunas cosas que conplían a servicio de Seuilla. Et por carta 
mandada por de algunos delos oficiales e sellada con su sello, mandaron a los 

                                                 
812 Aroche is located about 130 km to the northwest of Seville close to the border with Portugal and the 
region of Extremadura 
813 I have not been able to connect Luis Bocanegra, or Solagrus Bocanegra, who is discussed below, to 
other members of the Bocanegra family such as Alfonso and Nicoloso, who are mentioned in Chapter 4. 
814 Ladero Quesada, “La ciudad y su organización política,” Andalucía, 77 
815 DRAE (2001,) s.v.: “persona o empresa que arma o dota un barco para su explotación comercial.” 
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contadores del real en que [ovieren?] los dichos 4.505 maravedis Bernal González 
escribano, don Alvar Rodríguez, Ruy Pérez alcalle, Ferrand Alonso alcalle, Pero 
Ferrandez alcalle, Martín Ferrandez, Ferrand Yañez, Lorenço González, Luys 
Bocanegra, Gonzalo Lopez, Diego Ferrández.816 
 

The letter does not reveal the uses of the 4,500 morabetinos but shows that Bocanegra 

was in a position of considerable fiscal and administrative authority. 

Luis Bocanegra appears again as a protagonist in an entry from 1400, this time as 

a veinticuatro receiving compensation for services on behalf of Seville that brought him 

into a working relationship with King Enrique III:  

Por carta de Seuilla fecha en 14 días de jullio de mill e quatrocientos annos 
recabdaron a Alfonso Pérez de Godoy, venticuatro et mayordomo de Seuilla, que 
delos maravedis que recabdó delas rentas e dineros propios del conçeio este anno 
de su mayordomadgo, que començó primero día deste dicho mes dela fecha desta 
carta, que dé ende a miçer Luis de Bocanegra beynte e quatro desta dicha cibdat, 
mill maravedis que es merçed de Seuilla de le mandar dar en enmienda, e la costa 
que fizo en conpra de nuestro sennor el rey quando allá fue por mandado de 
Seuilla el anno pasado de nouenta y nueve annos, sobre algunas cosas que 
conplían a servicio de Seuilla, las quales labró conel dicho sennor rey, et que 
gelos dé por las merçedes del anno en cada merçed lo que y montaren. Et que 
tome del su orden de pago et conpra, carta firmada de algunos delos oficiales e 
sellada con su sello, mandaron alos contadores que gelos resciban, e cuentan los 
los dichos mill maravedis Bernal González escribano, Juan García alguacil, Ruy 
Ferrández alcalle, Diego Ferrández alcalle, Iohan Martínez, Diego Rodríguez, 
Alfonso Ramos (?), Alfonso Ferrández, Gonzalo López, Ruy López, Juan 
Martínez, Ferrand Yuanes, Pero Rodríguez, Francisco Ferrández, Gonzalo 
Sánchez, Juan Ferrández, Luys Bocanegra.817 

 
It should be remembered that Seville at this time was Castile’s most powerful city and the 

principal court of an as yet itinerant monarchy. It should not be surprising that a 

nobleman and veinticutaro of the city’s concejo, holding a position vested with 

                                                 
816 A.M.S. XV, 1389-90, doc. 4, fol. 1v., May 4, 1390 
817 A.M.S. XV, 1400-01, doc. 14, fol. 16v., July 14, 1400 
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considerable authority, would conduct business with the king. That a Genoese man could 

enjoy this level of influence, however, speaks to the degree to which the community had 

integrated itself into both municipal and national power structures and the great 

confidence with which their most illustrious members were held, giving them a line of 

access and control leading to the monarchy itself. 

Luis Bocanegra appears in a similar capacity in another document issued the same 

day818 and as more of a supporting player in two further accounts in the Papeles.819 One 

of these is of interest because of the active connection it reveals between Seville’s 

concejo and the commercial activities of at least one Genoese merchant, the formerly 

mentioned Juan Miçer, who here is given greater prominence: 

Por carta de Seuilla fecha 25 días de jullio de 1400 annos mandaron a Alfonso 
Pérez de Godoy, venticuatro e mayordomo de Seuilla, que de los maravedís que 
recabdó delas rentas e propios del conçejo este anno de su mayordomadgo que 
començó primero día del dicho mes de jullio dela fecha desta carta que dé ende a 
Juan Miçer, portero del cabillo de Seuilla, doze varas de panno de brujas para su 
vestuario, et çinco cafises de çeuada por mantenimiento de su cauallo, et este 
dicho panno quelo conpró enlas tiendas delos tejeros desta cibdat et la dicha 
çeuada enla alfóndiga de Seuilla al precio que valiere por ante escribano público, 
et gelo dé al dicho Juan Miçer et que tome del su carta de pago, et conesta carta et 
conel testimonio firmado e signado de escribano público, mandaron a los 
contadores de Seuilla quel resciban a cuenta todos los maravedís que por el dicho 
testimonio indicare, las doze varas de panno et çinco cafises de çeuada quel dicho 
Juan Miçer ha de aver segund dicho es.820 

 
Juan Miçer, formerly seen in his role as a merchant who had some dealings in cloth, is 

registered here as a portero, or royal functionary, who needs to purchase cloth for his 

                                                 
818 A.M.S. XV, 1400-01, doc. 15, fol. 16v., July 14, 1400 
819 A.M.S. XV, 1400-01, doc. 27, fol. 20v., July 25, 1400; 1400-1401, doc. 72, fol. 39r-39v., September 27, 
1400 
820 A.M.S. XV, 1400-1, doc. 27, July 25, 1400 
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own vesture. This would seem to indicate a trajectory of social ascension where the 

former businessman had now been accepted into the circles of kingly power. 

A final Genoese power broker to appear in the Papeles from this period is 

Sologrus Bocanegra, mentioned in at least two documents from the first decade of the 

15th century as a tesorero mayor of the king’s household: 821  

[A vos?] el corregidor e alguazil e rregidores, caualleros e omnes buenos del 
concejo dela muy noble çibdat de Seuilla, fasemos saber a vos, Iohan Martínez 
rregidor e mayordomo desta çibdad este anno que començó primero día del mes 
de jullio que agora páso dela fecha desta carta et rrecabdador, que mandaron por 
vos dela rrenta delos cueros a pelo de que pagan media dobla por quintal, que 
estando ayuntados en nuestro cabillo, que vino Pero Díaz escribano dela tabla 
dela flora de nuestro sennor el Rey, vezino desta çibdad, mostrónos un alvala de 
nuestro sennor el rrey escripta en papel et firmado de su nonbre, por el qual nos 
enbió mandar quelas tres mill trescientos e treinta y tres doblas e cuenta de oro 
moriscas quelo avía por pagar delas çinco mill doblas que Seuilla era obligada de 
dar alos arrendadores delas albaqas822 por el avenimiento que conlos oficiales que 
eran desta çibdat fizieron por çiertas debdas queles debía, quelas diésemos e 
pagásemos a miçer Sologrús Bocanegra, su thesorero mayor dela su cámara [o a 
quién?] por que por él oviere de aver e de rrecabdar, por que vos mandamos que 
esta nuestra carta vista luego fagades que bos muestre él quelas dichas doblas 
oviere de rrecabdar por él la carta dela obligación que Seuilla fizo enesta razón.823 

 
The rest of the document assures that for this transaction to have taken place Miçer 

Sologrus needed to show the proper documentation to the responsible parties. This letter 

is further evidence of the many ways in which royal power and municipal finances in 

Seville were intimately intertwined. Unlike Luis Bocanegra, however, Miçer Sologrus 

held a position of considerable authority not in the city council but in the royal 

                                                 
821 appears in a an earlier document that is partly unreadable, and it is impossible to say at this time in what 
capacity. 1396-1400, Doc. 11, 38v., 42r., undated  
822 I was unable to find a definition for this type of rent or tax. 
823 A.M.S. XV, 1404, doc. 93, fol. 81(?)r. October 27, 1403 
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administration of King Enrique. A nearly identical document was issued one day later by 

the concejo, but this time Miçer Venturín Venzón appears as one of just five signers of 

the letter.824 Miçer Sologrus appears once again in the capacity of “thesorero dela casa 

del rrey.”825  

 The Genoese men appearing in the Papeles shed some light on the kinds of roles 

played by some of the highest ranking members of their community in the administration 

of Seville and the kingdom of Castile. These posts are directly connected to banking and 

commerce, reflect a social advancement from these supporting activities to positions of 

governance, or show the Genoese as full protagonists in the upper echelons of municipal 

and royal authority. By the end of the fourteenth century there was a class of Genoese, 

many born in Seville, who were loyal subjects of the king of Castile and who contributed 

their considerable talents to the service of their country. This is a theme that will be 

further developed in Chapter 4 in connection with Francisco Imperial. 

                                                 
824 It would be helpful to obtain a list of the veinticuatrado for the year 1403 to see if Venzón served in this 
capacity. 
825 A.M.S. XV, 1406, doc. 167, August 27, 1406 
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CHAPTER TWO: SPIRITUAL AND MATERIALIST DREAM THEORIES 

 
1. Introduction: Dreaming in the Culture of Classical Antiquity 

The classical world developed elaborate conceptions of human dream life that fall 

into two seemingly opposite camps. Dreams were seen in antiquity as either a result of 

natural physiological or psychological activity or a form of supernatural communication 

and integral part of the soul life of the dreaming person. Steven Kruger sums up this dual 

nature of dream theory that passed from antiquity into medieval philosophical thought: 

In Western tradition, discussion of the dream’s significance most often involved 
[…] a consideration of the relations between divinity and humanity. Dreams may 
be insignificant, arising purely from internal human process; if, however, they are 
meaningful and revelatory, they provide evidence of gods who meddle in 
mundane affairs.826  
 

As will become clear, however, materialist physiological and psychological perspectives 

on dreams were often more compatible with spiritual explanations than Kruger suggests. 

This was certainly the case in Antiquity and this balance returned in the later Middle 

Ages. 

The spiritual consideration of dreams in the ancient world was manifold. 

According to the earliest mythological testimonies from Greece, dreams could be seen as 

a means by which autonomous beings visited the sleeper, either from a dark, chaotic 

underworld, as found in the works of the 8th-century BCE epic poet Hesiod,827 or as 

                                                 
826 Steven F. Kruger, Dreaming in the Middle Ages (Cambridge: Cambridge U.P., 1992), 18 
827 Francis X. Newman, Somnium: Medieval Theories of Dreaming and the Form of Vision Poetry, diss. 
(Princeton University, 1963), 9, summarizes Hesiod’s contribution: “The Hesiodic tradition, then, traces the 
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messengers from the Olympian divinities in the light-filled sky regions, as captured by 

Homer’s imagination in the 9th century BCE.828 Not all of these dreams from the gods 

could be trusted and Newman credits Homer with vivifying the metaphor or belief in the 

gates of ivory and horn, one false and opaque, the other true and transparent, through 

which these divine messages were said to be filtered to sleeping humans.829 As Newman 

cautions, these are not cleanly divided categories because, in the works of both Hesiod 

and Homer, associations of dreams as coming from the Earth’s depths or the celestial 

heights were often mixed.830 

A culture of dream ritual developed in Greece over the centuries under the 

guidance of priests such as the Ephesian diviner Artemidorus, who wrote his dream 

guidebook, the Oneirocritica, in the 2nd century CE. These rituals were designed to attract 

the healing and visionary power of true dreams coming from the regions of light.831 

Newman sees the theory behind these practices as valuable for medievalists, because it 

considered not only the role of divinity in human dream life but also the inner nature of 

human beings as embodied, potentially free souls.832  Divination flourished during 

Greece’s great philosophical age of the 4th and 5th centuries BCE when Plato saw 

                                                                                                                                                 
origin of dreams to the ancient female goddess Night, either directly, or indirectly through Sleep, and it 
provides Dreams with a home, usually a dark cave, located somewhere at the edge of the world, just this 
side of the dwelling place of the shades of the dead.”  
828 Newman, Somnium, 12-13, states that: “In Homer dreams are persons (with a shadowy substance much 
like the shades of the dead), but they are also always messengers from the gods to men.  Thus the Homeric 
tradition embodies a theory of dreams: dreams are divine messages which enable man to gain access to the 
superhuman world of divine wisdom.” 
829 Newman, Somnium, 13, traces this mythological symbol of dream life to the Odyssey, books iv. and xix. 
830 Newman, Somnium, 14-15 
831 Newman, Somnium, 29-31 
832 Newman, Somnium, 31 
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dreaming in certain situations to be an independent activity of the soul which could 

connect human beings with divinity and a knowledge of higher spiritual truths that, in 

waking life, would be far less accessible due to the interference of bodily systems and 

sense life.833 

 

2. Dreaming in Plato’s Dialogues 

Plato’s Academy began as an informal gathering of students and researchers in 

science, mathematics and philosophy in the philosopher’s small villa with a garden 

located in the suburban Athenian district known as Academos. Instruction, which appears 

to have followed no formal curriculum, most likely took place in the neighborhood’s 

gymnasium, and communal meals would have been shared at the villa. The school was 

known and even ridiculed for its atmosphere of mannerliness and elegance and its 

perhaps excessive devotion to scholarly rigor. It was, however, a haven for men of great 

capacities, including its most famous member, Aristotle, who worked there in the last 20 

years of Plato’s life. As a community of learners the Academy, much more than an ivory 

tower, was “as much concerned with ethics and politics as with science and theoretical 

philosophy; the school is sometimes represented as a training program for statesmen.”834 

The following overview of reference to dreaming in Plato’s Dialogues, while not 

exhaustive, covers the major passages in which dream phenomena are addressed directly 

                                                 
833 Newman, Somnium, 38-39. As will be discussed, this view is expressed most clearly in Plato’s Timaeus. 
834 Charles H. Kahn, “Plato,” Encyclopedia of Philosophy, vol. 7, 2nd ed. (Detroit: McMillan Reference: 
2006), 582 
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as well as several passages in which dreaming is used in an anecdotal or metaphorical 

sense. As David Gallop stresses, these indirect references are often just as enlightening as 

the more formally developed dream theory: “Dreams are sometimes mentioned only in 

passing and have no discernible bearing upon the philosophical argument. But even from 

such casual allusions, we can gather something of their import in more significant 

contexts.”835 These briefer references to dreaming round out the attempt here to 

communicate Plato’s multifaceted vision of dreaming in human life. This overview will 

begin with scenes of Socrates’ trial and heroic death from the early dialogues and will 

then follow Plato’s developing philosophical voice in his middle and later dialogues.  

In Plato’s Apology, Socrates836 is depicted speaking in his own defense at the trial 

in which he will be condemned to death. He has been accused of inappropriately seeking 

occult spiritual knowledge, of believing in false gods and of corrupting the youth of 

Athens with his doctrines.837 He reveals his lifelong passion, which has been to discover 

the great wisdom which has been reputed to certain philosophers, poets and artisans who 

                                                 
835 David Gallop, “Dreaming and Waking in Plato,” Essays in Ancient Greek Philosophy, eds. John Peter 
Anton and Anthony Preus (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1971), 187 
836 Plato’s connection to his mentor Socrates is complex. What is known of this relationship and of the 
historical Socrates is mediated entirely through the Dialogues, which are, first and foremost, literary works. 
Kahn, “Plato”, 583, explains that as many as 27 of the canonical 36 Dialogues are believed to be original 
works of the philosopher. In the nineteenth century Campbell and Ritter established the most reliable 
chronology for these works, placing them into three distinct stylistic groups: Group I, which includes the 
Apology, Charmides, Crito, Cratylus, Euthydemus, Euthyphro, Gorgias, Hippias Major, Hippias Minor, 
Ion, Laches, Lysis, Menexenus, Meno, Phaedo, Protagoras, and the Symposium, is set apart from the later 
dialogues by a “brilliant conversational style.” The second group, which appears stylistically indebted to 
the Republic, also includes the Phaedrus, Parmenides, and Theaetetus. The later dialogues belonging to 
Group III include the Sophist-Statesman, Philebus, Timaeus-Critias, and have many common features most 
fully developed in the Laws. These two key works are Lewis Campbell, The Sophistes and Politicus of 
Plato (Oxford, 1867), and Constantin Ritter, Untersuchungen über Platon (Stuttgart, 1888).  
837 Plato, “Apology,” trans. Harold North Fowler, Plato in Twelve Volumes, vol. 1 (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard U.P., 1966), 19b-c 
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boast of having it. In reality he has found all these claims to be no more than bluff.838 

Another motive has been to gain insight into the words of the Delphic oracle proclaiming 

him to be the wisest man living.839 He modestly asserts that his wisdom consists in 

recognizing the depths of his own ignorance.840 He acknowledges that he has inspired a 

legion of youth who imitate his methods, but mainly in a spirit of jest and not as he has 

intended.841 In his search for wisdom, his efforts to expose pretense, and from the 

unfortunate consequences of the actions of his rebellious youthful followers, Socrates has 

gained many enemies and an infamous reputation.842 

Socrates rebukes his accuser, Meletus, for having brought what he considers to be 

a frivolous lawsuit against him.843 At the same time, he reminds the Athenians of his own 

salubrious role as a man who brings his fellow citizens to virtue through his critical 

inquiry.844 He insists that all of his teachings and his philosophical vocation have been 

given to him by God, to whom he feels obedient even to the point of death.845 He 

mentions that since childhood he has been guided by an inner voice that has continually 

restrained him from acting against the good, 846 and as he reveals the impetus for the 

unusual life he has led, he makes reference to dreams: “But, as I believe, I have been 

commanded to do this by the God through oracles and dreams and in every way in which 

                                                 
838 Plato, “Apology,” 20d-22e 
839 Plato, “Apology,” 20e-21a 
840 Plato, “Apology,” 21d 
841 Plato, “Apology,” 23c 
842 Plato, “Apology,” 23c-d 
843 Plato, “Apology,” 24b-c 
844 Plato, “Apology,” 24d-25e 
845 Plato, “Apology,” 28e-29c 
846 Plato, “Apology,” 31c-32a 
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any man was ever commanded by divine power to do anything whatsoever.” This sets a 

pattern for a positive consideration of dreaming that will repeat throughout the dialogues. 

Here, dreams are seen as a form of divine communication and a wise man such as 

Socrates will receive messages as a form of guidance and admonishment for his conduct 

that must in all cases be obeyed. For Socrates, dreams play the role in his sleeping life 

that his inner voice carries out while he is awake. 

 Socrates refuses to find a disreputable escape from his fate, such as asking his 

own relatives to come to his defense.847 He states his preference for the punishment of 

being confined to the prytaneum,848 claiming that a punishment such as banishment 

would never achieve the state’s interests of restraining his teaching and influencing the 

youth.849 He fully accepts, however, his death sentence, while warning his accusers that 

they are accountable to a higher form of justice.850  

 The Apology closes as Socrates attains a level of great spiritual repose. The inner 

voice that has guided him has shown him that it is, in fact, right for him to die. In sharing 

his joy in the discovery of this truth, he describes death as a state of ultimate liberation 

for human beings. Here a more critical standpoint on dreams is introduced: 

 For the state of death is one of two things: either it is virtually nothingness, so that 
the dead has no consciousness of anything, or it is, as people say, a change and 
migration of the soul from this to another place. And if it is unconsciousness, like a 
sleep in which the sleeper does not even dream, death would be a wonderful gain. 
For I think if any one were to pick out that night in which he slept a dreamless 
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sleep and, comparing with it the other nights and days of his life, were to say, after 
due consideration, how many days and nights in his life had passed more 
pleasantly than that night,—I believe that not only any private person, but even the 
great King of Persia himself would find that they were few in comparison with the 
other days and nights.851 
 

Dreams, in this view, are considered a form of mental perturbation. In a sense that seems 

remarkably similar to the Buddhist doctrine that holds life to be suffering; the ideal state 

of mind is here evoked as one of a complete inner stillness. A dreamless sleep is therefore 

seen as a rare and precious experience that is likened to the ultimate peace of death. 

 In the following dialogue852 bearing his name, Crito visits his dear friend Socrates 

in prison one early morning, bearing the “sad news” that Socrates will be put to death 

within the next two days.853 Socrates, in full equanimity, states that he will face death on 

the third day. His knowledge is based on a prophetic dream:   

Well, I think it will not come in today, but tomorrow. And my reason for this is a 
dream which I had a little while ago in the course of this night. And perhaps you 
let me sleep just at the right time. […] I dreamed that a beautiful, fair woman, 
clothed in white raiment, came to me and called me and said, “Socrates, “on the 
third day thou wouldst come to fertile Phthia.”854 
 

Here the dream’s messenger is a benevolent, beautiful woman. Where some dreams, as 

has been shown, are sent to correct wrong behavior and counsel wise action, this dream 

was clearly sent to Socrates to comfort him and prepare him spiritually for his transition 

from earthly life. Through the rest of the dialogue Socrates will explore his need to face 
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the death sentence, expounding on the theme of being faithful to the laws of one’s 

country, even where they may be unjustly applied. Socrates convinces Crito that his plan 

to help him escape imprisonment would involve a severe moral transgression.   

  The Phaedo, the conclusion of this trilogy,855 presents another instance in which 

Socrates bases the conduct of his waking life on the content of his dreams. Phaedo is 

relating to his audience his eyewitness testimony of the final day of Socrates’ life. He 

expresses that as Socrates approached his death he kept a completely cheerful demeanor 

and did not waver from the continual process of philosophical inquiry he had maintained 

throughout his life.856 Socrates is depicted as beginning a fresh discourse after his 

mourning wife has been led away at his request.857 Upon being released from his 

shackles, he rubs his sore leg and muses on the inevitable mixture of all pain with 

pleasure, proposing that this theme would have been very suitable for a fable in the 

tradition of Aesop.858 This prompts Cebes to ask Socrates on behalf of his friend Evenus 

how it has come about that in his final days he has ventured to write poetry for the first 

time in his life, composing metrical versions of Aesop’s fables and a hymn to Apollo.859 

Socrates responds by referring directly to the inspiration he has received through dreams:  

“Then tell him, Cebes,” said he, “the truth, that I composed these verses not 
because I wished to rival him or his poems, for I knew that would not be easy, but 

                                                 
855 Although Kahn places the Phaedo within the Group I dialogues, he does not directly link it to the 
Apology or the Crito. In Harold North Fowler’s edition, however, it is the next work in the sequence, and 
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856 Plato, “Phaedo,” trans. Harold North Fowler, Plato in Twelve Volumes, vol. 1, 58e 
857 Plato, “Phaedo,” 60a-b 
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859 Plato, “Phadeo,” 60d 
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because I wished to test the meaning of certain dreams, and to make sure that I 
was neglecting no duty in case their repeated commands meant that I must 
cultivate the Muses in this way. They were something like this. The same dream 
came to me often in my past life, sometimes in one form and sometimes in 
another, but always saying the same thing: ‘Socrates,’ it said, ‘make music and 
work at it.’” 860 

Socrates admits that up to this point he had always misinterpreted the dream by assuming 

that by “music” the dream voices were simply encouraging him in the pursuit of his 

greatest gift, the practice of philosophy.861 However, because his death was delayed by an 

extended religious holiday, he found himself with an opportunity to ponder the deeper 

significance of the dream: 

But now, after the trial and while the festival of the god delayed my execution, I 
thought, in case the repeated dream really meant to tell me to make this which is 
ordinarily called music, I ought to do so and not to disobey. For I thought it was 
safer not to go hence before making sure that I had done what I ought, by obeying 
the dream and composing verses. So first I composed a hymn to the god whose 
festival it was; and after the god, considering that a poet, if he is really to be a 
poet, must compose myths and not speeches, since I was not a maker of myths, I 
took the myths of Aesop, which I had at hand and knew, and turned into verse the 
first I came upon. 

In relating this story, Socrates gives a place of honor to what he considers as the sacred 

instruction he receives in his dreams. He has responded with an obedient spirit and made 

his best effort to investigate exactly what he was meant to do and to comply. Here the 

insistent dream seems to be pointing him to carry out a task in the waking world, that of 

writing poetry, that needed to be fulfilled so that he could enter into death with a 

completely unburdened psyche. Remarkably, even in the final days of his life, a dream 
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inspired him to act in a new and unexpected way and to explore uncharted territory in his 

soul. It is clear that in this passage dreams are regarded as a source of wisdom that can 

reveal specific behaviors which, if carried out, will bring a human being into a deeper, 

more creative engagement with the inner life.   

In contrast to these very personal and particular accounts of dream experiences 

shared by Socrates, dream theory in the Republic is seen within a much broader and 

general context of what Plato considered to be the proper formation of citizens for the 

best form of human society and government. In the final third of Book II, the participants 

in the dialogue wish to define the ideal leader and the good governance that flow from 

him. Socrates imagines this good ruler as essentially connected with the quality of 

wisdom. The zeal for wisdom, they agree, must be carefully nurtured from childhood 

through education -- specifically, through gymnastics for the body and music for the 

soul.862 Music, which is to be given to children even before they are trained in 

gymnastics, is defined as a broad discipline that includes the telling of tales.863   

Socrates explains that both true and false tales are useful to a child’s education, 

and grants that even false tales, also known as fables, embody an element of the truth.864 

The telling of fables, however, is a matter of great care, and many well known stories 

must be rejected.865 For example, he explains that the fables of Homer and Hesiod are 

wholly inappropriate for children and youth, since they give examples of the greatest 
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gods committing acts of cruelty and injustice against mortals and among themselves.866 

Children should, instead, be reared on tales that inspire them to virtue alone.867 To ensure 

this, he insists that the city’s leaders, who should be actively engaged in the question of 

education, be keenly attuned to “patterns or norms of right speech about the gods.”868  

This leads to a brief observation about dream life. Since, according to these 

norms, God is inherently incapable of falsehood,869 he can never deceive humans “by 

visions or words or the sending of signs in waking or in dreams.”870 This view seems to 

indicate that dreams, when they are divinely inspired, are always completely free from 

distortion and misguidance. Socrates believes that depictions of dreams in literature 

should therefore fully respect this basic truth and sees Homer as at times deviating from 

this standard: “Then, though there are many other things that we praise in Homer, this we 

will not applaud, the sending of the dream by Zeus to Agamemnon.”871 Homer errs in this 

case by showing the King of the Gods as changeable and tinged with the imperfections of 

human psychology. 

The latter part of Book 3, a conversation between Socrates and Glaucon,872 

continues to develop the theme of education. Here the dialogue is focused on the process 

                                                 
866 Plato, “Republic,” 2.377c-378d 
867 Plato, “Republic,” 2.378e 
868 Plato, “Republic,” 2.379a 
869 Plato, “Republic,” 2.382a-d 
870 Plato, “Republic,” 2.382e-383a 
871 Plato, “Republic,” 2.383e. Socrates is referring here to a passage from Homer’s Illiad: 2.1-34. In this 
passage, Zeus is showing special favor for Achilles by sending a deceitful dream to Agamemnon in which 
will reveal to him that the Gods have ordained this as the propitious time to arm the Acheans and attack the 
city of Troy.  
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of education as a form of tempering boys and young men. In the ideal republic, this 

instruction would carefully guide the students through both trials and delightful pleasures, 

with the aim of sifting out only those who remain steadfast as fit for leadership. Glaucon 

contributes his views concerning the education of this select group, capable of serving the 

state and contributing to its culture:  

And yet I hardly know how to find the audacity or the words to speak and 
undertake to persuade first the rulers themselves and the soldiers and then the rest 
of the city, that in good sooth all our training and educating of them were things 
that they imagined and that happened to them as it were in a dream; but that in 
reality at that time they were down within the earth being molded and fostered 
themselves while their weapons and the rest of their equipment were being 
fashioned. And when they were quite finished, the earth as being their mother 
delivered them, and now as if their land were their mother and their nurse they 
ought to take thought for her and defend her against any attack and regard the 
other citizens as their brothers and children of the self-same earth.”873 
 

The dream here is a metaphor for a life stage that is essentially a time of incubation and 

incompleteness. The youth, who would live in what amounts to a kind of formative 

trance, would be fully in the hands of their capable and good-willed mentors, to emerge 

one day as adults into the light of reality as leaders fully prepared for the responsibility of 

caring for the world. 

 In the final pages of Book 5 Socrates and Glaucon discuss the question of to 

whom may rightly be given the name of “philosopher.” They begin by agreeing that a 

lover is stirred with no sense of discrimination by the beauty of many types of youth.874 

Similarly, lovers of wine and of qualities such as honor will seek to fill their desires for 
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their passions in any way possible rather than with a discerning mind.875 The two agree, 

however, that this wholesale infatuation with an object or reckless pursuit of a quality 

does not apply to the true lover of wisdom, the philosopher.876 The philosopher instead 

brings the same complete devotion and zeal seen in the “lovers of spectacles and the arts” 

and “men of action” to the search for truth.877 Those who love the sensual life of the arts, 

Socrates continues, fall short of philosophy, because while they take pleasure in beautiful 

things they have no true knowledge and are incapable of contemplating the nature of 

beauty in itself.878 Socrates then asks a key question of Glaucon concerning these 

pleasure seekers, bringing us once again into the realm of Platonic dream theory:  

He, then, who believes in beautiful things, but neither believes in beauty itself nor 
is able to follow when someone tries to guide him to the knowledge of it — do 
you think that his life is a dream or a waking? Just consider. Is not the dream 
state, whether the man is asleep or awake, just this: the mistaking of resemblance 
for identity?879 
 

Glaucon agrees that the essence of dreaming is this confusion of appearances with 

reality.880 Socrates next proposes the contrary condition:  

Well, then, take the opposite case: the man whose thought recognizes a beauty in 
itself, and is able to distinguish that self-beautiful and the things that participate in 
it, and neither supposes the participants to be it nor it the participants — is his life, 
in your opinion, a waking or a dream state?881 
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David Gallop’s interpretive observations on these passages are insightful, as they connect 

Plato’s theories to universal human experience:  

To interpret the dream figure in these contexts [of Book 5 of the Republic], we 
may consider the kind of experience of which our dreams consist. Typically, they 
are (1) unclear, (2) incoherent, and (3) ephemeral: (1) their images are less clear 
than those of waking consciousness; (2) they juxtapose elements unrelated in 
waking life; and (3) they are short-lived in comparison with waking experience. 
These features, although not common to all dreams, are characteristic of them. 
They are the basis on which we occasionally ascribe a “dream-like quality” to our 
experience, or wonder seriously (i.e. outside philosophy) whether we are 
dreaming or not. They are also precisely the respects in which Plato treats the 
sensible as “inferior” to the intelligible, belief as “inferior” to knowledge.882 
 

The person who is awake is thus able to distinguish between the elements that partake of 

the beautiful and are of the quality of beauty in itself. Socrates posits that the “dreamer” 

who mistakes the beautiful thing for beauty’s essence possesses mere opinion, whereas 

the person who lives “awake” in his life has attained knowledge.883 In this section, 

therefore, dreaming is considered to be an inferior, less certain state of mind than 

wakefulness. Here it is used metaphorically to describe the psychological condition of all 

people who live in life as if in a trance, pursuing ephemeral delights and missing the clear 

steadfastness of truth and beauty. 

 The first part of Book 7 is dedicated to Plato’s famous “Allegory of the Cave.” 

Although not directly related to a theory of dreams, it connects very well with the themes 

just explored from Book 5. In this parable Socrates vividly describes his vision of 

humanity as dwelling in a cave in chains, compelled to look forward, while from behind 
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the light from a fire passes through moving human figures carrying various tools and 

apparatuses, some silent and some conversing, casting their shadows on the cave’s 

wall.884 

Socrates asks Glaucon: “Tell me do you think that these men would have seen 

anything of themselves or of one another except the shadows cast from the fire on the 

wall of the cave that fronted them?” Glaucon agrees that this is the case.885 By the same 

logic, they agree, these prisoners of the cave would mistakenly believe the spoken sounds 

they hear to come from the shadows they see before them.886 Socrates concludes: “Then 

in every way such prisoners would deem reality to be nothing else than the shadows of 

the artificial objects,” and Glaucon agrees with his assertion.887 

 Socrates and Glaucon now begin to discuss the path of “healing” for a prisoner of 

this allegorical cave. When first set free from his chains and looking upward to the light, 

he would, in effect, be traumatized and greatly confounded by the intensity of his 

experience and would regard this new experience as illusion and the former shadowy 

world experience as real.888 If someone from the real world then carried him out of the 

cave and compelled him to behold the light of the sun, he would be completely 
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overwhelmed.889 Socrates details the steps this liberated prisoner would need to take to 

become accustomed to the dazzling light of the outside world: 

Then there would be need of habituation, I take it, to enable him to see the things 
higher up. And at first he would most easily discern the shadows and, after that, 
the likenesses or reflections in water of men and other things, and later, the things 
themselves, and from these he would go on to contemplate the appearances in the 
heavens and heaven itself, more easily by night, looking at the light of the stars 
and the moon, than by day the sun and the sun's light. […] And so, finally, I 
suppose, he would be able to look upon the sun itself and see its true nature, not 
by reflections in water or phantasms of it in an alien setting, but in and by itself in 
its own place.890 
 
Glaucon concurs with Socrates’ belief that upon adjusting to his new life, the 

prisoner would consider himself to be greatly blessed and have compassion for those left 

behind in the cave and would be free from all desire for the petty social honors the 

prisoners have devised in their shadow world.891 The two philosophers agree that upon 

returning to the shadow world and sharing his voyage, the released prisoner would likely 

be scorned as foolish and the man who released the prisoner killed.892  

 Socrates likens the limits of physical sight to the life of the prisoners in the cave, 

and the liberated prisoner’s ascent to the outside world to the soul’s realization of true 

intelligence. He closes his allegory, which he calls a “dream,” by showing how the ideal 

of the good is the true heart and motivating force for this journey to enlightenment:  

But, at any rate, my dream as it appears to me is that in the region of the known 
the last thing to be seen and hardly seen is the idea of good, and that when seen it 
must needs point us to the conclusion that this is indeed the cause for all things of 
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all that is right and beautiful, giving birth in the visible world to light, and the 
author of light and itself in the intelligible world being the authentic source of 
truth and reason, and that anyone who is to act wisely in private or public must 
have caught sight of this.893 
 

The “Allegory of the Cave” is one of the clearest expressions of Plato’s multi-

dimensioned metaphysical view of the human being. He expresses once again his core 

belief that in the material aspect of their mind human beings live enslaved and always 

mistake appearances for absolute things, but that they are also endowed with a capacity to 

rise to a much more lucid state of consciousness in which they contemplate the good, the 

true and the beautiful in their pure essences. This experience is, much like waking from a 

dream, a transition to a radically different way of perceiving reality. This higher form of 

vision is always privileged in Plato’s philosophy over what is characterized as the inner 

darkness of ignorance, and also suggests a valuation of the spiritual dimension of the 

human being as superior in all respects to the life of the body. Dreaming, in this sense, is 

considered to be bound up with the distorting influence of the body and awakening is 

associated with a limitless spirit. 

 Chapter 9 of the Republic undertakes an exploration of the nature of the tyrannical 

man who is unable to escape the confines of the fleshly aspects of the mind. Socrates 

asserts that a proper understanding of this basic human type must begin by investigating 

the human passions. From the outset he distinguishes healthy and well-ordered habits of 

mind from dysfunctional and violent instincts that lurk below the surface. The task of a 
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good person is to strive to exercise his mind in all aspects of his life in such a way that, 

over time, he succeeds in neutralizing the darker passions: 

Of our unnecessary pleasures and appetites there are some lawless ones, I think, 
which probably are to be found in us all, but which, when controlled by the laws 
and the better desires in alliance with reason, can in some men be altogether got 
rid of, or so nearly so that only a few weak ones remain.894 
 

 In response to Glaucon’s inquiry about the nature of these darker passions, 

Socrates describes the dream state, in which the buffers that normally help to contain 

them during wakefulness are incapacitated. These are the instincts within everyone that 

potentially: 

are awakened in sleep when the rest of the soul, the rational, gentle and dominant 
part, slumbers, but the beastly and savage part, replete with food and wine, 
gambols and, repelling sleep, endeavors to sally forth and satisfy its own instincts. 
You are aware that in such case there is nothing it will not venture to undertake as 
being released from all sense of shame and all reason. It does not shrink from 
attempting to lie with a mother in fancy or with anyone else, man, god or brute. It 
is ready for any foul deed of blood; it abstains from no food, and, in a word, falls 
short of no extreme of folly and shamelessness.895 
 

The emphasis here is on impulses that transgress moral law, inspire thoughts of violence 

and revel in excessive desires.  

And yet this is not the whole story about human dream life described in Book 9. 

Socrates moves on to assert that a person who strives for sanity and cultivates a peaceful 

state of mind upon retiring for the night can have a very different experience while 

sleeping: 
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But when, I suppose, a man's condition is healthy and sober, and he goes to sleep 
after arousing his rational part and entertaining it with fair words and thoughts, 
and attaining to clear self-consciousness, while he has neither starved nor 
indulged to repletion his appetitive part, so that it may be lulled to sleep and not 
disturb the better part by its pleasure or pain, but may suffer that in isolated purity 
to examine and reach out towards and apprehend some of the things unknown to 
it, past, present or future and when he has in like manner tamed his passionate 
part, and does not after a quarrel fall asleep with anger still awake within him, but 
if he has thus quieted the two elements in his soul and quickened the third, in 
which reason resides, and so goes to his rest, you are aware that in such case he is 
most likely to apprehend truth, and the visions of his dreams are least likely to be 
lawless.896 
 

In other words, a kind of “true” dream may come to the person who has properly and not 

excessively satisfied his appetites and tempered the burning passions such as anger while 

preparing for sleep.  

 This closes, in a sense, the circle that was opened in Book 2 of the Republic, with 

Socrates’ contention that God is incapable of sending false dreams to human beings. 

Where Books 3, 5, and especially in the “Allegory of the Cave” of Book 7, likened 

ordinary human consciousness to a dream in its negative manifestation as a shadowy 

world of false appearances, in contrast to the fully awake light of truth and beauty to 

which a philosopher will aspire, Book 9 proposes a significant meeting ground between 

these two extremes of truth and illusion. Oneiric experience in the mind of a person who 

actively tempers his mind can, in fact, be a source of reliable guidance on the path to the 

good, the true and the beautiful.  
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 Plato’s dialogue Parmenides briefly refers to dreams in a way that recalls the 

Republic’s admonition concerning the lover of beauty or the inhabitants of the cave who 

live in a shadowy world of illusory dream-like knowledge. Dreaming, mentioned near the 

end of this rather extensive dialogue that addresses the core theme of the essential unity 

of the cosmos, is relegated to a form a consciousness devoid of reliability and 

consistency.   

As the dialogue opens, the minor character Cephalus, who is on a visit to Athens, 

is with a contingent of philosophers, where they encounter Adeimatus in a city market. 

Cephalus asks Adeimatus to facilitate a meeting with his half-brother Antiphon. Antiphon 

was a close friend of Pythodorus, who had shared with him a conversation he had 

witnessed between the young philosophers Socrates and Aristoteles and the more 

seasoned Zeno and Parmenides.897 The visiting philosophers find Antiphon, who now 

relates from memory the famous conversation, and the remembered philosophical 

dialogue commences within this larger narrative framework.  

 The dialogue is as much an exploration of the nature of the “one” and the “other” 

and their mutual relationships as it is a forum in which Parmenides, acting as a mentor, 

can further instruct Socrates in the proper method for carrying out a philosophical 
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inquiry.898 The brief mention of dreams is part of a description of what a non-existent 

“one” would cause to happen to the “other.” Parmenides first establishes that “other” is 

synonymous with “different,” but that the other cannot be different from a one that has no 

existence.899 Other things must therefore be different from all other existing things, and, 

by definition, the other must be considered as always plural; otherwise, they would be 

one.900 He explains that the other, to the extent that the one is non-existent, behaves like a 

large grouping of objects within a dreamscape:  

But each mass of them is unlimited in number, and even if you take what seems to 
be the smallest bit, it suddenly changes, like something in a dream that which 
seemed to be one is seen to be many, and instead of very small it is seen to be 
very great in comparison with the minute fractions of it. […] Such masses of 
others would be others of each other, if others exist and one does not exist.901 

 
Dreams are used metaphorically here as representative of unstable multiplicity. 

Parmenides adds to this description as he further characterizes the nature of the other as a 

kaleidoscopic chimera:  

And they will seem to possess number, if each seems to be one and they are 
many. […] And some will seem to be even and others odd, but all that will be 
unreal, if the one does not exist. […] And there will, we assert, seem to be a 
smallest among them but this proves to be many and great in comparison with 
each of the many minute fractions.902 
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Nothing here, we are told, can be resolved to a unified whole, and what appears to be one 

is found to be infinitely divisible.903 The key word used in this closing section to the work 

is “appear”: “Just as things in a picture, when viewed from a distance, appear to be all in 

one and the same condition and alike. […] but when you come close to them they appear 

to be many and different, and, because of their difference in appearance, different in kind 

and unlike each other.”904  

Dreams, in essence, are associated with deceptive illusions that call for careful 

inspection and recognition of their insubstantial nature. David Gallop writes of this 

portrayal of what Plato saw as an unfortunate but general human situation:  

[…] this is the condition of the “plain man,” who draws no distinction between 
sensible appearances and the physical objects that produce them. He does not 
recognise the dependent and ephemeral character of “appearances,” that would be 
aptly symbolised by shadows and reflections. […] For these appearances are 
numerous, changing and transitory, whereas the object is unitary, unchanging and 
permanent.905 

 
Implicit in Plato’s view here and, as we have seen, openly expressed in other sections of 

the Dialogues, is the hope that through intense study of philosophy one can attain to a 

more solid, objective form of consciousness. 

 The Theaetetus more directly scrutinizes dreaming itself as a deficient state of 

mind. In its appeal to the idea of false appearances, it reiterates once again the theme of 

the “Allegory of the Cave.” At the beginning of the dialogue Eucleides tells Terpsion that 

he has just come from the harbor, where he met Theaetetus, a noble warrior, being carried 
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from the army camp at Corinth to Athens, gravely ill with dysentery. Eucleides was 

reminded of the time Theaetetus as a boy had shared the conversation he had had with 

Socrates, just before the philosopher’s death. Socrates had been greatly impressed with 

the boy’s qualities and had prophesied about his life. Terpsion asks Eucleides to share 

what he remembers of Theaetetus’ retelling of this conversation.906 Eucleides mentions 

that he has a written version that he created with the help of Socrates, and the two friends 

decide to rest at Eucleides’ home to read it aloud.907  

 This conversation from the past is between Socrates, the geometrician Theodorus 

and Theaetetus908 as a remarkable boy and student of geometry, astronomy, and music.909 

The core theme of their discussion is the nature of knowledge in response to Socrates’ 

search for a definition of knowledge. Socrates encourages Theaetetus to believe he is 

capable of penetrating the mystery of knowledge itself, telling the young man that his 

uncertainty is in reality a form of “birth pangs” for a dawning of real ideas within his 

soul.910 Socrates reveals that he is the son of a midwife, and that this profession is an apt 

metaphor for the art of philosophy, where he, a man now “sterile” and devoid of wisdom, 

can nevertheless shepherd his disciples through the often painful process of birthing the 

fruits of true understanding.911 
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 In his first attempt at a definition of knowledge, Theaetetus equates it with 

perception. Socrates shows the young man how from this point of view, shared by the 

philosophers Protagoras,912 Heracleitus and Empedocles, as well as the poets Epicharmus 

and Homer, an equal level of truth is found in the way in which things appear to each 

person, although such appearances might be radically divergent. According to this view, 

nothing is at rest, and everything is in a continual state of transformation and 

“becoming.”913 

When Socrates asks Theaetetus whether he believes this philosophical standpoint 

is sound and agreeable, the young man responds that he is not sure if the philosopher is 

merely testing him, to which Socrates replies that he has no knowledge of the subject but 

is merely serving as midwife to the truth.914 When Theaetetus admits that Protagoras’s 

position seems reasonable, Socrates offers a refutation that includes a reference to 

dreaming: 

Let us, then, not neglect a point in which it is defective. The defect is found in 
connection with dreams and diseases, including insanity, and everything else that 
is said to cause illusions of sight and hearing and the other senses. For of course 
you know that in all these the doctrine we were just presenting seems admittedly 
to be refuted, because in them we certainly have false perceptions, and it is by no 
means true that everything is to each man which appears to him; on the contrary, 
nothing is which appears.915 
 

                                                 
912 G.B. Kerferd “Protagoras of Abdera,” Encyclopedia of Philosophy, vol. 8, 91, states that Protagoras (c. 
490 BCE – c. 421 BCE) is the best known representative of the school of Sophism.   
913 Plato, “Theaetetus,” 151d-153e 
914 Plato, “Theaetetus,” 157c-d 
915 Plato, “Theaetetus,” 157e-158a 
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The key to dissembling the distorted beliefs of the philosophical school of Protagoras is 

to recognize that a certain class of perceptions or appearances of reality, including 

dreams, is inherently false. Theaetetus agrees with this and provides evidence:  

I hesitate to say, Socrates, that I have no reply to make, because you scolded me 
just now when I said that. But really I cannot dispute that those who are insane or 
dreaming have false opinions, when some of them think they are gods and others 
fancy in their sleep that they have wings and are flying.916  

 
Dreaming is seen, then, as a form of consciousness, like insanity, that is prone to deceive 

and confuse the mind. 

 Socrates now brings up a point of contention for philosophers, namely, on what 

grounds a person could test reality to know whether or not he was dreaming.917 For 

Theaetetus, this is an impossible distinction to make:  

Take, for instance, the conversation we have just had: there is nothing to prevent 
us from imagining in our sleep also that we are carrying on this conversation with 
each other, and when in a dream we imagine that we are relating dreams, the 
likeness between the one talk and the other is remarkable.918 
 

Socrates agrees with the young student and concurs that it is always open to question 

whether we are in fact dreaming or awake: 

So you see it is not hard to dispute the point, since it is even open to dispute 
whether we are awake or in a dream. Now since the time during which we are 
asleep is equal to that during which we are awake, in each state our spirit contends 
that the semblances that appear to it at any time are certainly true, so that for half 
the time we say that this is true, and for half the time the other, and we maintain 
each with equal confidence.919 
 

                                                 
916 Plato, “Theaetetus,” 158a-b 
917 Plato, “Theaetetus,” 158b-c 
918 Plato, “Theaetetus,” 158c 
919 Plato, “Theaetetus,” 158c-d 



238 

The two agree that just as in the case of insanity, the mind in both the waking and the 

sleeping state generates a self-justifying sense of the appearances before it, such that it is 

compelled to accept these appearances as reality. 

The rest of the dialogue is an elaborate process of building up and then 

demolishing possible theories of knowledge, with the ultimate effect of emptying 

Theaetetus of any preconceived notion that he may have about the nature of knowledge 

itself. Socrates has led his pupil to a definition of knowledge as true opinion united with 

reason. Using the example of writing, he shows how this definition cannot stand, because 

while we may have the technical facility that allows us to spell our name correctly, 

uniting a true opinion with the light of reason, we may still lack perfect knowledge and 

understanding of the name as a whole.920  

Here Socrates refers to dreaming once again as a form of deception, although used 

in a metaphorical sense: “So it seems that the perfectly true definition of knowledge, 

which we thought we had, was but a golden dream.”921 This analogy is based on a 

consideration of dream life as a source of appealing yet ultimately false and deceptive 

ideas about reality, as a potentially dangerous bearer of pseudo-knowledge. 

The Sophist presents a subtle and challenging philosophical discussion of the 

theme of being and non-being explored in Theaetetus and especially in Parmenides, yet 

also offers a practical, worldly application for this wisdom. One of its central tenets is a 

warning against falling prey to false teachers who take financial and spiritual advantage 
                                                 
920 Plato, “Theaetetus,” 208b 
921 Plato, “Theaetetus,” 208b 
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of the youth by misrepresenting empty and erroneous concepts as truth. However, in the 

process of showing how such swindlers achieve their objectives by misusing the power of 

the image, an opening is made for a fresh, positive consideration of dreaming as a natural 

and spiritual phenomenon.  

In the Sophist, Theodorus has brought a “true philosopher,” a follower of 

Parmenides and Zeno, to share his insights into the nature of philosophy itself. For 

Socrates this character, referred to as the “Stranger” throughout the work, is an honored, 

and even “divine” guest.922 They agree that the best arrangement for the conversation is 

for the Stranger to enter into dialogue with the young Theaetetus, and the main purpose 

of their discussion is to arrive at a proper definition of a sophist. Through creating a 

series of bifurcating categorizations, the two arrive at the following definition of the 

sophist as a kind of “hunter after rich and promising youths”923 who is always involved in 

the “merchandising” of knowledge.924  

The dialogue continues by delineating the proper role of the sophist, which is 

summarized in the following way: the sophist is a “disputer” about “divine things which 

are invisible”; “visible things of earth and heaven and the like”; “generation and being in 

general” and “laws and public affairs in general.”925 The philosopher and the student 

identify the main problem with this role, namely, that sophists proclaim to have a 
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universal knowledge of things, which is clearly an impossible achievement. In reality, 

they traffic in mere opinion and do not attain to true knowledge.926  

Key to the sophist’s trade is the talent for imitation and deception, which the 

Stranger likens to the painter’s art. The sophist, in fact, thrives through his ability to 

influence listeners, often vulnerable young people, by proffering “spoken images” in 

place of realities, in this way working as a kind of “conjurer.”927 

 The Stranger next guides Theaetetus through an exploration of the theme of 

image-making, which he explains is of two kinds. Through “likeness-making” an artist 

renders proportions and colors faithfully, whereas through “fantastic art” a painter will 

manipulate these qualities, sacrificing fidelity for the sake of beauty, in the process 

creating mere “appearances.”928 

 The Stranger returns to his initial definition of the sophist’s art, which is imitative 

and productive rather than acquisitive, because it causes things “to come into existence 

that never existed before.”929 He explains that productive art can be of human or divine 

origin. God, he tells us, brought forth all the living and non-living creations of the natural 

world, but human beings create art from these given, natural elements.930 This activity, he 

continues, can be further subdivided into the creation of real things and image-making. In 

                                                 
926 Plato, “Sophist,” 232d-234a 
927 Plato, “Sophist,” 234b-235b 
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relation to the natural world, this means that images were divinely created in 

correspondence to all living things.931  

It is at this point that the conversation turns to dreams: 

Stranger: 
We know that we and all the other animals, and fire, water, and their kindred 
elements, out of which natural objects are formed, are one and all the very 
offspring and creations of God, do we not? 

Theaetetus 
Yes. 

Stranger 
And corresponding to each and all of these there are images, not the things 
themselves, which are also made by superhuman skill. 

Theaetetus 
What are they? 
 
Stranger 
The appearances in dreams, and those that arise by day and are said to be 
spontaneous—a shadow when a dark object interrupts the firelight, or when 
twofold light, from the objects themselves and from outside, meets on smooth and 
bright surfaces and causes upon our senses an effect the reverse of our ordinary 
sight, thus producing an image. 

Theaetetus 
Yes, these are two works of divine creation, the thing itself and the corresponding 
image in each case.932 
 

 Dreams, then, are seen here as mere reflections or shadows, more ephemeral than 

the material objects we perceive directly through the faculty of vision. As will be 

discussed below, the Timaeus describes the physiological substrate of dreaming as the 
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reversal of the flow of the process of seeing. The reference here to shadows in the 

firelight has reminiscences of the “Allegory of the Cave.”  

At the same time, this passage indicates that dreams should be seen as necessary 

and even holy, as they are considered to be an integral part of the creative activity of 

divinity flowing into the natural world. This view seems to propose the existence of a 

world of images existing parallel to and in reflection of the objects of the material world, 

and this image realm, coursing through the senses, leaves impressions upon the human 

psyche.  

The Stranger continues by expanding this image making capacity to man-made 

creations, extending the idea of dreaming as a metaphor: “And how about our own art? 

Shall we not say that we make a house by the art of building, and by the art of painting 

make another house, a sort of man-made dream produced for those who are awake?”933  

Painting, an art that creates simulacra of objects existing in the material world, is 

likened to the process of dreaming, because it participates in an image-making capacity 

separate from matter. The Stranger returns to his early argument that this kind of artistic 

image-making can take the form of “likeness-making,” which is faithful to material 

reality, or “fantastic,” which distorts aspects of objects in the world through a form of 

falsehood or deception.934 He denominates fantastic art carried out with knowledge as 

“mimesis” but posits that this kind of distorted imitation can also proceed through 
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ignorance.935 This is especially true in the moral realm of life, where few people operate 

from a true knowledge of concepts like “justice” and “virtue” and instead act and miss 

the mark from the standpoint of mere opinion.936  

Mentor and student finally arrive at the destination they sought from the 

beginning, a clear definition of the sophist. The practitioner of this art is defined as just 

this sort of human imitator who creates out of an ignorance of which he is conscious and 

yet dissembles, and who engages in short conversations through which he strives to cause 

people to become trapped in self-contradiction.937 

 Given this turbid view of the sophist with his ultimately impotent and wicked 

misuse of image-making, we can appreciate the contrasting reverence this dialog has for 

dream life. The juxtaposition, although not openly stated, would seem to reserve for 

dreams a level of spiritual purity as a necessary and law-conforming force of image-

making, originating in the activity of the divine, interweaving through the living, natural 

world and acting upon the human mind. 

 In the Statesman, the Stranger applies the same method of inquiry he used with 

Theaetetus in the Sophist to come to an understanding of the nature of statesmanship, also 

referred to as the “kingly art.” Here the youth Socrates (a relative of his great, elder 

namesake) takes the place of Theaetetus as the Stranger’s discursive partner.  
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 The Stranger beings with a basic premise: that the vocations of the sophist, the 

statesman and the philosopher are radically different.938 The statesman is defined as 

practicing the art of “herding human beings.”939 Referring to a creation myth and the 

prehistorical “time of Cronus,” the Stranger shows that the king or statesman stands 

below God as ultimate ruler940 and further refine their definition of statesmanship to 

recognize the king as a “human caretaker” who stands as a “political” rather than a 

“tyrannical” ruler.941 

The Stranger is still not satisfied with this description of the statesman, likening it 

to a mere outline that must be filled in with color to become a proper portrait: 

our talk, just like a picture of a living creature, seems to have a good enough 
outline, but not yet to have received the clearness that comes from pigments and 
the blending of colors. And yet it is more fitting to portray any living being by 
speech and argument than by painting or any handicraft whatsoever to persons 
who are able to follow argument; but to others it is better to do it by means of 
works of craftsmanship.942 
 

The teacher elaborates on this theme by revealing the proper method for using “speech 

and argument” to convey complex concepts, making a distinction between a metaphorical 

“dream knowledge” and the understanding available to a fully aware mind: “It is difficult, 

my dear fellow, to set forth any of the greater ideas, except by the use of examples; for it 
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would seem that each of us knows everything that he knows as if in a dream and then 

again, when he is as it were awake, knows nothing of it all.”943 

Although the Stranger uses the idea of dreaming only indirectly, to illustrate his 

teaching on human cognition, it implies an essentially negative assessment of the dream 

experience. Whenever we awaken from a dream, he reminds us, we recognize that we 

were caught in a form of delusion, in form of consciousness that is utterly limited and 

insubstantial.  

To show a truer path to an awakened knowledge, the Stranger uses yet another 

example, of the situation of children acquiring literacy, to illustrate the soul’s path to 

acquiring true knowledge. He concludes this section of the dialogue by proposing that he 

and his student apply what they have now learned about the nature of examples and use 

this as the surest method to explore the nature of kingship, a concept that is high minded 

and also difficult to grasp: 

Then if this is the case, would it be a bad thing if you and I first tried to see in 
another small and partial example the nature of example in general, with the 
intention of transferring afterwards the same figurative method from lesser things 
to the most exalted eminence of the king, and trying by means of an example to 
become acquainted in a scientific way with the management of states, in order 
that this may be waking knowledge for us, not dream knowledge?944 

In the same way he describes the dreamer as entering into a truer and more solid form of 

consciousness when he awakes, the Stranger desires to acquire a more certain conception 

of the nature of statesman. This is the task he accomplishes through the remainder of the 
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dialogue, which follows his intention that this disciplined philosophical exploration serve 

as a model for the attainment of knowledge in all spheres of life. 

Where the Statesman treats the theme of dreaming superficially, in relation to a 

theory of knowledge and the soul, Plato’s most extensive and deepest commentaries on 

the nature of dreaming are to be found in the Timaeus.945 This is a weighty and extended 

dialogue on the configuration of the cosmos, the human soul and the body taking place 

between Socrates, Timaeus,946 Critias947 and Hermocrates. In the opening section Critias 

relates a tale about the wise poet Solon, a friend of his great-grandfather Dropides, passed 

down to him by his grandfather, also named Critias. This story reveals a distant Athenian 

past of great exploits that have been lost to the present day.948  

 Critias explains that when he had heard Socrates relate the almost identical 

historical occurrences a day earlier, he had been reminded of this story his grandfather 

had told him in his youth.949 He had been anxious, however, not to speak of this before he 

could recollect as precisely as possible the tale that had been dormant in his mind for so 

                                                 
945 Kahn, “Plato,” 602, states of the Timaeus that it “was for many centuries the most influential of all of 
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many years.950 Critias describes a process of actively remembering the story during the 

night. His description has the characteristics of a lucid dream: 

I pondered it over during the night and recovered, as I may say, the whole story. 
Marvelous, indeed, is the way in which the lessons of one's childhood “grip the 
mind,” as the saying is. For myself, I know not whether I could recall to mind all 
that I heard yesterday; but as to the account I heard such a great time ago, I should 
be immensely surprised if a single detail of it has escaped me. I had then the 
greatest pleasure and amusement in hearing it, and the old man was eager to tell 
me, since I kept questioning him repeatedly, so that the story is stamped firmly on 
my mind like the encaustic designs of an indelible painting. Moreover, 
immediately after daybreak I related this same story to our friends here, so that 
they might share in my rich provision of discourse.951 
 

Critias’ high regard for this dialogue with his grandfather taking place in a numinous 

psychic space shows the same reverential attitude toward dream life seen in the Crito and 

Apology. Dream messages, according to this view, are to be received as gifts or blessings 

from a higher spiritual realm, and here the welcomed treasure is a rich narrative 

discourse. At the same time, the narrative framework of a dream conversation with a 

venerated ancestor anticipates Cicero’s dream revelation in the Somnium Scipionis, and 

the recurring theme of spiritual visitation in dreams, as shall be explored in Chapter 3. 

Critias wishes for the rest of his tale to be shared, if it will serve the purposes of 

Socrates’ philosophical inquiry, and Socrates agrees that it is an ideal account, and 

especially appropriate because it is the time of the festival of Athena.952 Critias outlines 

the basic topic for the first part of the discourse: tracing the great processes of creation, 

from the beginnings of the Cosmos to the emergence of human beings. He designates 
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Timaeus, one of the friends who heard him divulge his dream, as the proper authority and 

speaker for this topic.953  

Timaeus begins by describing how the Creator, or first Cause of the universe, 

being good in nature, intended for the Cosmos to be a reflection of Himself,954 a “Living 

Creature endowed with soul and reason,”955 a “perfect whole made up of all living 

creatures, who in turn bear its likeness.”956 The source of this living Cosmos, which 

Timaeus calls “Heaven,” must be seen in its unity.957 God, in this cosmology, created the 

material universe out of the elements of fire, earth, water and air, and bound it together 

by the principle of proportion, in which all possible material was included.958 This 

Universe, according to Timaeus, was created in the perfect form of an ageless sphere, 

endowed with such complete self-sufficiency that it needed no organs of perception, 

locomotion or digestion.959  

His discourse next explains the origin of the simple movement of this sphere, the 

creation through the harmonic progression of mathematical intervals of seven inner 

spheres moving in a contrary direction, the origin of time and of the planets, sun and stars 

as markers of time for a future, earth-bound humanity.960  
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To make the created Cosmos a fuller reflection of the Eternal Living Being, God 

populated it with four classes of living creatures, according to the Forms perceptible in 

the ideal world. The highest class, the divine beings, includes the fixed stars and an array 

of gods whose nature can only be known through the accounts told of them by their 

earthly descendents.961 The Creator addressed these divinities, stating that the world 

would be lacking perfection if the creatures of the air, and sea were not brought forth.962 

One class of beings, humans, would have a divine, immortal part and yet be subject to 

death. God would take responsibility for granting them immortal life and charge the 

divinities with the task of creating their material, perishable forms.963 The soul of each 

human would be governed by its own star. Humans would be beings of sensation and 

emotion, and given the task of mastering the chaotic churning of these elemental forces, 

by bringing them under the domination of reason. Each man who achieved mastery 

would be granted a blessed, immortal life within his own star at death, but those who 

were enslaved to passion would suffer though cycles of birth and death, ascending or 

descending into lower or higher forms according to the progress they made toward this 

self-mastery.964  

Timaeus explains that when human beings are first embodied and are mainly 

creatures of Soul, they fall into a state of chaos produced by the complexity of sensation 
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stirring within them and the random movements these produce.965 Through maturation 

the soul’s movements become more coherent, and, in a properly educated person, 

flawless.966 We are told that God created the human head the most holy, spherical 

governor of a human being and the body and limbs its servant,967 and that as the front part 

of the body is considered its leader, it is natural that the face and its organs of perception 

face forward.968 

Timaeus continues by describing the phenomenon of sight, leading us into his 

analysis of the physical nature of dreaming. The eyes, he tells us, were created first, and 

emit a type of “mild fire” that is generated from within: 

For they caused the pure fire within us, which is akin to that of day, to flow 
through the eyes in a smooth and dense stream; and they compressed the whole 
substance, and especially the center, of the eyes, so that they occluded all other 
fire that was coarser and allowed only this pure kind of fire to filter through. So 
whenever the stream of vision is surrounded by midday light, it flows out like 
unto like, and coalescing therewith it forms one kindred substance along the path 
of the eyes' vision, wheresoever the fire which streams from within collides with 
an obstructing object without. And this substance, having all become similar in its 
properties because of its similar nature, distributes the motions of every object it 
touches, or whereby it is touched, throughout all the body even unto the Soul, and 
brings about that sensation which we now term ‘seeing.’969 

 
According to this view, therefore, seeing is not the result of the eyes receiving external 

light reflected off objects in the outer world, but is rather a meeting between light flowing 

outward from the eyes and an outer object. This is made possible by the “kindred light” 
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of daytime, which corresponds exactly to the quality of light emanating from the eyes. At 

night, however, this outer light in the world fades, bringing about an inner, cyclical 

transformation within the human being: 

But when the kindred fire vanishes into night, the inner fire is cut off; for when it 
issues forth into what is dissimilar it becomes altered in itself and is quenched, 
seeing that it is no longer of like nature with the adjoining air, since that air is 
devoid of fire. Wherefore it leaves off seeing, and becomes also an inducement to 
sleep. For the eyelids —whose structure the Gods devised as a safeguard for the 
vision,—when they are shut close, curb the power of the inner fire; which power 
dissipates and allays the inward motions, and upon their allaying quiet ensues; 
and when this quiet has become intense there falls upon us a sleep that is well-
nigh dreamless; but when some greater motions are still left behind, according to 
their nature and the positions they occupy such and so great are the images they 
produce, which images are copied within and are remembered by the sleepers 
when they awake out of the dream.970 

 
The lack of outer light, then, automatically brings on sleep, and once the eyes are closed, 

their inner fire begins to dissipate. The first stage of sleep is the most undisturbed, but as 

the body is never completely at rest, its motions cause dream images that become 

impressed upon the memory of the sleeper upon awakening.  

 Although Timaeus describes this as a process designed by God for the good of the 

human being, it is also perhaps the most scientific and mechanistic description of 

dreaming to be found in Plato’s writings. As will be explored in depth, the description 

here of images arising from movements within the body is a central theme for 

Aristotelian dream theory, and this physiological consideration even anticipates what 
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contemporary neuroscience has discovered about the multiple stages of sleep and 

dreaming that make up a nocturnal cycle. 

After further exploring the nature of the faculties of sight and hearing,971 Timaeus 

reiterates the Platonic theory, stating near the beginning of the cosmological discussion, 

that the Creator began his work by looking to an ideal Model in the suprasensible world 

and created a Copy of what he saw that became the visible universe. Now Timaeus adds 

to this the idea of a generative form that nurtures the process of Becoming.972 He applies 

this to account for the transitory nature of matter.973 In the creation, he continues, there is 

a source of Becoming, which is like a Father, a completely empty recipient or Mother 

which is the act of Becoming, and the creation itself, or Son.974  

 Timaeus now states that to attempt to answer the question of whether the elements 

of creation are “self-subsisting realities,” one needs to grasp the quality of mental activity 

with which one could formulate an answer.975 He speaks of three levels of human 

consciousness corresponding to three generative forces of the material universe, namely, 

Being, Becoming and Place. The psychic condition of dreaming is briefly mentioned, 

primarily as a metaphor for the lowest level of cognition. This is part of a larger 

discussion of whether there exist intelligible forms as causative forces of the material 

Cosmos. Timaeus believes that such forms do in fact exist and correspond to the work of 
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Being, but are perceptible only to pure Reason, a precious and rare human faculty 

nurtured through the practice of teaching. The activity of Becoming, in contrast, is 

governed by the less reliable, sense-bound Opinion, which is the product of persuasion.976 

Where Reason is involved in contemplation of this timeless and indestructible Form, 

Opinion and Sensation can only attain to physical, material objects. Beneath the higher 

reality and the middle ground of the material world, however, exists is a kind of sub-

nature realm, appropriate to dream consciousness, given the name of “Place”:  

and a third Kind is ever-existing Place, which admits not of destruction, and 
provides room for all things that have birth, itself being apprehensible by a kind 
of bastard reasoning by the aid of non-sensation, barely an object of belief; for 
when we regard this we dimly dream and affirm that it is somehow necessary that 
all that exists should exist in some spot and occupying some place, and that that 
which is neither on earth nor anywhere in the Heaven is nothing. So because of all 
these and other kindred notions, we are unable also on waking up to distinguish 
clearly the unsleeping and truly subsisting substance, owing to our dreamy 
condition, or to state the truth—how that it belongs to a copy—seeing that it has 
not for its own even that substance for which it came into being, but fleets ever as 
a phantom of something else—to come into existence in some other thing, 
clinging to existence as best it may, on pain of being nothing at all.”977 

 
Just as in the Parmenides, dreaming is seen as ultimately devoid of the relative 

essentiality and stability that characterize the material, earthly domain of waking 

consciousness. Dreaming is described as a mode of perception inferior to the corporal 

faculties of sense. Where Critias had experienced dreaming as an opening to a higher 

spiritual truth, the dream state is here depicted as leading the sleeper further into the 

bondage and illusion of the body. And yet, the waking world is shown to stand in the 
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same relation to a higher, fully conscious spiritual order as the dream stands to waking 

consciousness. 

 Timaeus continues by describing how God imposed order on the once chaotic 

Universe through the ordering power of numbers and ideal geometric shapes, all 

triangular forms, that gave birth to the four elements of fire, air, water and earth.978 He 

investigates the possible ways in which the elements can collide with one another, setting 

in motion processes of transformation and dissolution.979 The universe is seen to be a 

conglomeration of an infinite number and variety of triangular forms in perpetual motion, 

able to exist in various forms or states and amalgamations.980 

In the next section, Timaeus discusses the relationship between the soul and the 

materials of the body. He begins by describing the action of heat and cold and hardness 

and softness on the body.981 After describing how the qualities of smoothness and 

roughness are sensed,982 Timaeus moves on to discuss the causes of perceptions of pain 

and pleasure,983 and develops an elaborate theory for the sense mechanisms of taste, 

smell, hearing and color perception.984  

Timaeus discusses how although the Creator brought forth a perfect God and 

endowed the creation with qualities of the Good, there are two causes working within 
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nature, one “necessary” and one “divine.” The only path to a truly happy life, we are told, 

is to strive to model our lives according to the latter.985 After recapitulating his account of 

how the Creator imposed form upon chaos to fashion the material universe,986 Timaeus 

speaks of how the sons of God, who were given the task of creating the human being as a 

mixture of immortal soul and perishable body, placed a contrary, mortal soul within the 

torso. Cordoned off from the divine soul by the neck, the moral soul churns with the 

delusional emotions of pleasure, pain, rashness, fear, anger and false hope.987 The soul-

filled torso was further divided into two chambers, to divide lower from higher 

passions.988 The heart, because of its relative proximity to the head, was set apart as a 

guardian of the emotions, carrying out the orders coming from divine reason in the head 

and regulating the unruly emotions.989 The lungs assist the heart in doing this work by 

helping to calm the excesses of the fiery passions.990 The desires for food and drink were 

placed in the belly, as far removed as possible from the deliberative functions of the 

head.991  

 Here we find the final reference to dreaming in the Timaeus. The stomach region, 

left to its own devices, would be at the mercy of a barrage of “images and phantasms,” 

were it not for the moderating action of the liver.992 The liver acts as a reflector of 
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reason’s clear thoughts, creating images that both admonish and correct the errant 

stomach through bitterness and soothe it through sweetness.993 This allows the stomach to 

act “sensibly” at night, according to its best nature, and engage in its function of 

divination, apart from the activity of reason.994 This divination, we are told, is a gift from 

God that takes place during sleep because it requires that the normal activity of thinking 

be restrained: 

For they who constructed us, remembering the injunction of their Father, when He 
enjoined upon them to make the mortal kind as good as they possibly could, 
rectified the vile part of us by thus establishing therein the organ of divination, 
that it might in some degree lay hold on truth. And that God gave unto man's 
foolishness the gift of divination a sufficient token is this: no man achieves true 
and inspired divination when in his rational mind, but only when the power of his 
intelligence is fettered in sleep or when it is distraught by disease or by reason of 
some divine inspiration.995 
 

Where earlier in the Timaeus sleep had been associated with the inferior level of 

consciousness of purposeless dreaming, here Plato posits another kind of dream as a 

portal to a higher form of spiritual truth that could never be grasped directly by ordinary 

reason. Timaeus insists, however, that human intelligence must be brought to bear on the 

interpretation of dream images to render them truly meaningful: 

But it belongs to a man when in his right mind to recollect and ponder both the 
things spoken in dream or waking vision by the divining and inspired nature, and 
all the visionary forms that were seen, and by means of reasoning to discern about 
them all wherein they are significant and for whom they portend evil or good in 
the future, the past, or the present.996 
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This is likened to the case of those who receive visions in a state of ecstasy. Because such 

people are largely incoherent, the visions they report are, Timaeus asserts, customarily 

brought before a caste of “prophets” who are gifted in untangling the true messages 

behind such mysterious portents.997 

 In his Dialogues, Plato develops a theory of dreaming that is inseparable from a 

larger model of human consciousness. The ordinary mind, in Plato’s psychology, lives in 

a twilight world of half sleep and suffers from the mire of delusions, where appearances 

are taken as reality and false opinions received as truth. Dreaming is seen at times as a 

metaphor for this unfortunate, limited state consciousness. The actual experience of 

dreams can either maintain or worsen this unproductive state of trance. Plato’s Dialogues 

are, however, also writings full of hope and serve as guideposts for the journey the 

philosophically oriented person may take to mastering the passions and awakening to 

truth within the soul, which is seen as quite separate from the body. In this regard, dreams 

can be a powerful force for the good, as divinely ordained and natural processes of body 

and soul playing a vital role in the maintenance of a healthy spiritual life. They can bring 

messages of guidance for conduct in daily life and also fresh ideas and insights from 

spiritual realms that aid the intellectual and moral realization of what cannot be defined 

directly but only experienced; namely, true knowledge. It is precisely this latter view of 

dream life that would become a cornerstone of the literary dream vision. 
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3. Aristotle’s Materialist Approach to Sleep, Dreaming and Divination 
 

Concurrent with the rich tradition of a spiritual consideration of dreaming in the 

classical world, a parallel body of medical theory slowly emerged. In an early 

manifestation of this approach, Hippocrates in the 5th century BCE developed elaborate 

theories of dreams and catalogued dream imagery as a diagnostic tool for the condition of 

the human body.998 The 2nd-century CE Roman physician Galen inherited this long 

tradition and saw dream imagery as a direct indication of the quality of operation of the 

four bodily humors.999 Both physicians connected dream activity to human digestion and 

counseled temperance in eating and drinking.1000 In the 4th century BCE, Aristotle also 

addressed these themes in his view that dreams were stimulated digestive vapors that 

traveled up to the head and he felt that overindulgence in food and drink produced 

troubled, distorted dreams.1001  

Based on the sophistication of the theoretical considerations of the mind-body 

connection they contain, David Gallop ventures that Aristotle’s three treatises on sleep, 

De somno et vigilia, De somniis and De divinatione per somnum were composed late in 

his career, while he was directing the Lyceum 335-323 BC.1002 Beginning in the 13th 

century, copies of these treatises were bundled together into various manuscript 

collections entitled Parva naturalia. This grouping traditionally contains another five 
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short discourses treating a wide range of themes connected with human physiology, 

psychology and development.1003 They logically follow the tenets introduced in 

Aristotle’s more substantial work on human psychology, De anima, and yet they build on 

them by placing them into the context of his later conception of the mind as inseparably 

linked to physiological processes.1004 

According to Steven Kruger, Aristotle’s ideas had a profound impact on the 

development of late-medieval dream theory:  

By the beginning of the thirteenth century, Aristotle’s De somno et vigilia, De 
somniis, and De divinatione per somnium had been (anonymously) translated into 
Latin. During the thirteenth century, William of Moerbecke revised that 
translation (c. 1260-70), and a Latin version of Averröes’s epitome of the Parva 
naturalia, perhaps by Michael Scot, appeared (c. 1220-35). Aristotle’s treatises 
quickly became important authorities: in the two centuries after their Latin 
recension they received extensive formal commentary, and provided late-
medieval encyclopedists with a most important source of dream lore.1005 

 
As will become clear, two theoretical streams, one more inclined to natural explanations 

of dream life and the other exploring its spiritual connotations, flowed side by side in the 

late Middle Ages, with the natural, scientific thinking gradually becoming the dominant 

discourse. 

Aristotle’s three treatises appear motivated by his desire to counter traditional views 

of sleep and dreaming he most likely would have seen as superstitious and unfounded, 

and yet his own ideas incorporate vestiges of folk belief that are quite alien to modern 
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scientific attitudes. In ancient Greece, Gallop explains, dreams were seen almost as an 

autonomous being who visited the dreamer:  

The dominant early use of oneiros seems to have been not ‘dream narrative’ but 
‘dream figure’, a person whom we should think of as appearing in the dream, but 
whom we should not identify as the dream itself. This usage embodies a notion of 
the dream, especially frequent in Homer, as a god or an agent sent by a god, 
bearing a message to the dreamer.1006 
 

This notion, although stripped of its supernatural trappings, survived in Aristotle’s theory 

in his emphasis on the dream as phantasma or appearance, which had the character of a 

“mental apparition, a ghost in consciousness.”1007 

 Aristotle followed the lineage of naturalistic theorists such as Xenophanes, 

Heraclitus and Xerxes, who thought of dreams as no more than a replaying of our waking 

preoccupations and almost never as messages sent from a divinity.1008 His focus on 

physiology also precludes nearly all consideration of dreaming’s symbolic and 

narratological potentials.1009 Dreams, according to his theories, are a form of sensory 

deception in which images having no direct connection to an objective, external world 

churn through the mind as remnants of impressions taking in during waking 

consciousness.1010  

Aristotle begins his treatise On Sleep by defining sleep and wakefulness as opposite 

conditions originating in a common part of an animal involved in the faculties of 

                                                 
1006 Gallop, “Introduction,” 3-4 
1007 Gallop, “Introduction,” 5  
1008 Gallop, “Introduction,” 5-6 
1009 Gallop, “Introduction,” 7 
1010 Gallop, “Introduction,” 15 



261 

perception.1011 He sees wakefulness, like all “natural functions,” as having a limited 

amount of time allotted to its operation, concluding that anything that is capable of being 

awake must also be subject to sleep, and vice-versa.1012 Aristotle closes this section by 

defining sleep as an “immobilization or ‘fettering’” of this organ of perception. 

Wakefulness, he says, represents the “liberation or release” of this power.1013  

In Chapter 2 Aristotle defines the perceptual system and its connection to sleep with 

greater clarity and distinguishes sleep from other states of unconsciousness. He begins by 

positing that the distinct sensing faculties of any living creature report to a central, 

common sensing organ, which can be thought of as a master relay station for all sensory 

perception:  

Now to every sense there belongs something special to it, and also something 
common. Thus, seeing is special to the sense of sight, and hearing to that of hearing, 
and so on for the other senses severally. But all are attended to by a certain common 
faculty, whereby one perceives that one is seeing or hearing. For it is not sight, after 
all, whereby one sees that one is seeing. Nor is it taste or sight, or both, whereby one 
judges, or can judge, that sweet things differ from white ones. One does so, rather, 
with some part that is common to all the sense-organs. For there exists a single sense-
faculty, and the master sense-organ is single, though its being differs for the 
perception of each kind of thing, e.g., of sound or color.1014 

 
All sense-perceptions, then, are ultimately made conscious to a creature through the 

activity of a master perceiving organ governing the separate channels of sensory input. 

As discussed below, Aristotle locates this master sense organ within the heart, as will be 
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explored, a modified form of this belief became a cornerstone of both Arab and medieval 

systems of faculty psychology.1015  

Aristotle arrives at a very precise definition of the sleep state as a global inhibition 

of this central perceiving organ: “Sleep occurs [...] when the incapacity for use happens 

not in just any sense-organ, nor from just any cause, but, as was just said, when it 

happens in the primary sense-organ whereby one perceives everything.”1016 After 

reviewing the natural purposes for sleep, which he saw as designed “for the sake of 

animal preservation,”1017 he closes this section by refining his earlier observations on 

sleep’s connection to perception and its point of origin in the body. After postulating that 

all creatures, both sanguineous and bloodless, partake in sleep in similar ways,1018 

Aristotle states that for animals (including humans) sleep flows from the seat of 

perception and bodily movement, which he locates in the heart.1019 

 In Chapter 3 Aristotle links sleep to the digestive processes. In animals, he states, 

perception would be impossible without nourishment, and the highest source of food for 

its bodily systems is the blood. According to this view, the nutritive cycle begins with 

ingested food, which is transformed within the veins into blood that flows out to supply 
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the organs. He likens the ebb and flow of blood through the body to tides at sea, and 

believes that it transmits matter with distinct qualities, one of which is varying levels of 

heat, and as these reach certain physical boundaries in the body the flow is reversed and 

the qualities are transformed. Sleep, following this model, results from this circulation 

and transformation of nutrients and heat within the body through the blood: 

Now in every animal the hot matter tends naturally to move upwards. But when it 
has reached the upper areas, it turns back again and comes down in a mass. That 
is why spells of sleep follow especially upon the intake of food: it is because the 
moist and solid matter are rising in a dark mass. This, while static, weighs one 
down and causes nodding. But when it has descended again, and by returning has 
repelled the hot matter, then sleep ensues and the animal falls asleep.1020   

 
Sleep commences at the beginning of the return movement of the blood nutrients from 

the apex of their journey, a motion caused by material descending through the hotter 

blood. 

Although sleep is brought on by rising heat traveling through the blood, Aristotle 

offers two explanations for how it is also part of a process that cools the blood. First, 

when the digestive cycle reaches its apex, the nutrient flow returns downward, cooling 

the hot matter through which it moves. He compares this to the effect of putting new logs 

on a hot fire. Second, he states that the brain itself generates a cooling effect on the blood. 

The brain […] is the coldest of all parts of the body. So, just as the moisture that 
is vaporized by the sun’s heat when it reaches the upper region, is cooled by its 
coldness, and after condensing comes down once more in the form of water, in the 
same way, as the hot matter rises up to the brain, the superfluous exhalation 
gathers into phlegm […] while the nutritive and wholesome matter collects 
together, travels down and cools the hot.1021 
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As will be discussed below, Aristotle’s analogy of the mixing of hot and cold qualities in 

the blood to meteorological phenomena was retained by those medieval dream theorists 

who explored sleep’s physiological aspects.  

Aristotle defines awakening as the reversal of this process: “Awakening occurs 

when the digestion is complete, i.e., when the heat, which has been concentrated in large 

quantity from the surrounding area in a small space, prevails, and when separation has 

taken place between the more solid and the purer blood.”1022 Where the finer blood and 

thicker blood were mixed together after eating, now the rarefied blood ascends to the 

head and the denser blood returns to its natural abode in the heart.1023 The belief that the 

human brain is bathed in clearer blood in the final stages of sleep is fundamental to the 

medieval medical dream theories examined below and corresponds well with the great 

importance given by the dream allegory tradition to the pre-dawn and early morning 

hours. 

 Aristotle begins his next treatise, On Dreams, by precisely delimiting the 

psychological faculty involved in dream perception. First, he explains, we use our senses 

during waking life in a different way than when we are sleeping, and therefore do not 

perceive a dream in the way we perceive the exterior world: 

Given, then, that the exercise of sight is seeing, and that of hearing is hearing, and 
in general that of perception is perceiving – and the senses have common objects, 
e.g., shape, size, movement and the like, and again special ones, e.g., color, sound 
and taste – and given that everything with its eyes closed in sleep is unable to see, 
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and likewise for the other senses as well, so that clearly we are not perceiving 
anything during periods of sleep, it follows that it is not with perception, anyway, 
that we perceive a dream.1024 
 

Just as waking perception does not serve the dreamer, neither does the ordinary faculty of 

judgment. Aristotle gives the example of how a person uses judgment in daily life to not 

only distinguish a man from a horse, but to appreciate the horse as being pale or 

beautiful. Since this type of mental operation depends on perception, it cannot be used in 

the same way within a dreamscape.1025 In a dream we can recognize a horse as “pale” 

through our judging faculty, but this will simply be imposed upon our passive awareness 

with no conscious deliberation on our part.1026 

 As for the faculty of thinking, Aristotle states that just as in our waking life, it is 

possible to have thoughts in dreams that are unrelated to what we perceive. He gives the 

example of a person who has developed a mnemonic system and uses it to categorize 

things even while he dreams.1027 This is an important consideration for dream literature, 

in which the narrator relates his own running commentary taking place at time he had his 

vision. Because of this relative independence from sensing, thinking creates a different 

level of mental content within the dream: “For they often find themselves putting into 

place before their eyes some other appearance (phantasma) apart from the dream. Thus, it 
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is clear that not every appearance during sleep is a dream, and that it is what we are 

thinking that we cognize with judgment.”1028 

Having rejected the ordinary sense system and judgment as the organ of 

perception in dreams, Aristotle now explains by what means such awareness does in fact 

take place: “it is the very same faculty by which we are deceived during illnesses, even 

when awake, that also produces the affection during sleep.”1029 He concludes that our 

senses are altered by sleep and this, in turn, changes the nature of our perception while 

dreaming.1030 Sleeping and dreaming do, in fact, share a common perceptual faculty.1031 

This is because the same perceptual faculty we use when we are awake can also function 

as the phantastikon, or “center of imagination,” which stimulates movements in the 

senses from within.1032 In sleep, this movement produces an appearance (phantasma).1033 

With this, Aristotle is able to draw his argument to a close: “it is plain that dreaming is 

the work of the perceptual part, but belongs to this part in its imagining (phantastikon) 
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capacity.” We gain awareness in dream, then, through the part of the perceptual sensing 

system that produces images.1034   

In Chapter 2 of On Dreams Aristotle explores the nature of impressions and how 

they interact with the sense-organs, focusing most of his attention on the vision sense. He 

begins by stating that perceptions remain in the sense-organs even in the absence of the 

original stimulus.1035 A moving object, he tells us, transmits its quality of movement 

through the air or liquid surrounding it, until this gradually slows and stops 

completely.1036 In the same way, heat is transferred by something hot to the objects its 

touches, until this quality is fully dispersed.1037 He believes that our senses follow this 

same pattern of transmission, retention and slow dissipation of a quality.1038  

These observations became a fundamental basis of theories of psychological 

sensing that held important implications for the medieval science of dreaming. The 

following passage, which will be seen below in the discussion of Alfonsus Vargas, would 

be reiterated by Saint Augustine and be commented upon by Scholastic writers in 

epistemological discussions: “if we close our eyes and after looking towards the sun or 

some other shining object, then if we watch, it appears directly in line with our original 

vision, first in its own color; then it changes to crimson, next to purple, until finally it 
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turns black and disappears.”1039 Furthermore, Aristotle asserts that the sense organs 

function in two directions, not only receiving impressions and qualities, but transmitting 

them.1040 This helps account for how the senses offer up images from within during a 

dream.  

Aristotle next observes that it is easy for our perceptions to deceive us in the 

presence of strong emotions, such as fear or love.1041 A state of sickness such as fever can 

also create perceptual distortions causing a person to hallucinate and take what he sees 

for reality.1042 Even within everyday life we can make false judgments about the things 

we see, such as coming to believe that the sun is an object only inches across.1043 

Aristotle’s description of the cause of such deceptions again reinforces his fundamental 

idea that thinking and perceiving are separate operations: “The reason why these things 

happen is that the ruling part and that by which appearances (phantasmata) occur do not 

judge on the basis of the same faculty.”1044 In other words, this discrepancy between 

thoughts and perceptions often leads to contradictory and erroneous knowledge of the 

external world. This mismatch underlies Aristotle’s understanding of the dream 

experience and provides a materialist, scientific argument supporting Plato’s spiritual 

assertion that dreams are bearers of false, deceptive knowledge. 
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In Chapter 3 of On Dreams Aristotle addresses the question of how the senses 

take in perceptions during sleep. He asserts that during wakefulness as well as during 

sleep, “movements arising from sense-impressions” come from both external and inner 

stimuli, yet by day the latter, because they are faint compared to the normal activity of 

our senses and intellect, go largely unnoticed.1045 This situation changes during sleep:  

By night, however, owing to the inactivity of the special senses and their inability 
to function, because of the reversed flow of heat from the outer parts to the 
interior, they are carried inward to the starting-point of perception, and become 
apparent as the disturbance subsides.1046   
 
He conceives these movements of sense-impressions to be like “small eddies 

forming in rivers,” flowing freely and then encountering obstructions and breaking up. In 

those who have just eaten or infants, they are too vigorous to form dream images. He 

likens them to reflections seen in agitated water, which are either completely obliterated 

or at least highly distorted.1047 However, as sleep progresses, the movements settle down 

and the process of dreaming ensues: 

When in sanguineous animals the blood has subsided and its purer elements have 
separated off, the movement of sense-impressions persisting from each of the 
sense-organs makes the dreams coherent. Thus something is made to appear, and 
because of effects carried inward from vision one judges that one is seeing, or 
because of those from hearing, that one is hearing; and so on similarly for those 
from other senses.1048 

                                                 
1045 Aristotle, “On Dreams,” 460b28-32, p. 93 
1046 Aristotle, “On Dreams,” 461a4-8, p. 95 
1047 Aristotle, “On Dreams,” 461a8-21, p. 95  
1048 Aristotle, “On Dreams,” 461a25-31, p. 95. It is precisely on this issue that Holowchak, “Aristotle,” 412, 
disagrees with Gallop about Aristotle’s complete dismissal of dreams as narrative structures: “By 
comparing dreams with […] eddies, Aristotle makes some attempt to account for the movement and 
coherence and drama of certain dreams. The residual stimulatory movements, when traversing the blood to 
the heart in a relatively undisturbed manner, may present themselves to the dreamer in such rapid 
succession that the total effect is not unlike seeing a movie today from a reel.” 
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The quality of movement, according to this theory, is thus conveyed back to the “starting-

point of senses,” the heart. Here, within the relay-station of the senses, a judgment, often 

erroneous, is made about the truthfulness of the images seen:  

For in general the starting-point affirms the report from each sense, provided that 
some other, more authoritative one does not contradict it. In every case, then, 
something appears, yet what appears is not in every case judged to be real; it is, 
though, if the critical part is held in check or fails to move with its own proper 
movement.1049  

 
This is a further reminder that the capacity for forming reliable critical judgments is 

usually suppressed during sleep, so that we are prone to mistake mere appearances for 

reality.1050 

Aristotle now integrates this dream theory with what he has already revealed 

about the nature of sleep in Chapter 3 of On Sleep, namely, that sleep is brought on as 

blood carrying dense moist nutrients descends from head to heart:  

For whenever one is asleep, as most of the blood sinks down to the starting point, 
the movements present within it – some potentially, but some actually – go down 
with it. They are so disposed that in any given movement of the blood, one 
movement will rise from it to the surface; and if one perishes, then another will do 
so.1051 

 
In this way, the blood conveys “movements” initiated by impressions received by the 

senses during wake time to the sense-organs, producing images that are likenesses of 

objects in the real world.1052 Finally, the perceptual judgment faculty is stimulated by the 

                                                 
1049 Aristotle, “On Dreams,” 461b4-7, p. 97 
1050 Aristotle, “On Dreams,” 461b7-12, p. 97 
1051 Aristotle, “On Dreams,” 461b12-15, p. 97 
1052 Aristotle, “On Dreams,” 461b18-23, p. 97 
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movements affecting the sense-organs, causing us to mistake the dream objects for actual 

objects.1053 Aristotle does concede that this state of deception can be lifted if a person 

becomes aware he is dreaming while it is taking place.1054 In an inverse fashion, dream 

images can persist in some people even upon awakening, as a kind of temporary 

hallucination.1055 

 With this in mind, Aristotle arrives at yet another definition of dreaming: “From 

all this one must conclude that a dream is a certain sort of appearance (phantasma), 

namely, one that occurs during sleep.”1056 This precludes images seen outside of sleep, 

and does not include all images experienced during the sleep state, such as when a person 

faintly senses things actually going on about him. It also does not apply to “true thoughts 

taking place during sleep.”1057 Such a careful definition contributes to any analysis of 

how narrators of dream visions report their true state of consciousness at the time they 

experienced their deep spiritual inspiration. Aristotle rounds out this definition by 

affirming that “it is an appearance (phantasma) that arises from the movement of the 

sense-impressions, while one is in the sleeping state, and in virtue of one’s being asleep, 

that is the dream proper.”1058 

 Aristotle’s next treatise, On Divination, contains further observations about 

dreams. His cautious approach to dream interpretation provides much material for 

                                                 
1053 Aristotle, “On Dreams,” 461b27-30, p. 97 
1054 Aristotle, “On Dreams,” 461b30-462a8, p. 99 
1055 Aristotle, “On Dreams,” 462a8-15, p., 99 
1056 Aristotle, “On Dreams,” 462a15-18, p. 99 
1057 Aristotle, “On Dreams,” 462a27-29, p. 101 
1058 Aristotle, “On Dreams,” 462a29-31, p. 101 
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medieval scientific dream theories and offers an important context for the reception of 

dream vision literature, which often depicts spiritually inspired dreamers receiving 

messages about future events.  

Aristotle begins by musing that the majority of people find meaning in their 

dreams, contributing in a circular way to the widespread yet perhaps mistaken belief in 

their significance.1059 He then sketches arguments both countering and supporting this 

belief, proposing that while a skeptic might reasonably see this as irrational and ask why 

God would inspire meaningful dreams even in people who were not the “best and most 

intelligent,” there is, nevertheless, a record of dream reports by people who correctly 

foresaw events taking place at great distances from them.1060The discussion follows with 

an exploration of the logic of causality and dreams, opening with an observation that 

dreams can be causes, as the moon crossing the sun brings on an eclipse; signs, like a star 

that becomes visible during an eclipse; or a coincidence, such as the fact that a person 

happens to be walking during the eclipse.1061  

 Dreams are also seen as providing information useful in diagnosing illnesses and 

other bodily disturbances, since, as discussed above, the subtle movements always taking 

place are imperceptible during the day, but are magnified during sleep.1062 A similar 

                                                 
1059 Aristotle, “On Divination through Sleep,” Aristotle on Sleep and Dreams, 462b12-16, p. 103 
1060 Aristotle, “On Divination,” 462b19-25,  p. 103 
1061 Aristotle, “On Divination,” 462b26-463a3, p. 103 
1062 Aristotle, “On Divination,” 462b18-21, and 463 b9-11 p. 103. It might be possible from this 
perspective, if one were fully educated in the theory of medical signs from the Greek tradition and its 
successors, to deflate the often lofty symbolic imagery of the medieval literary dream and see the narrator 
as merely reflecting, if even unconsciously, various states of imbalanced health. 
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belief would resurface in the Neoplatonic theory of John of Salisbury and would be 

presented in greater depth by Scholastic dream theorists such as Lope de Barrientos, 

although the latter authors may not have directly studied the former’s work.1063 

 Aristotle next states that dreams can both be “signs” and “causes” of future 

actions:  

For just as, when we are going to act, or are engaged in acting, or when we have 
acted, we are frequently busy with these actions or perform them in direct dream-
vision, (the reason being that the movement has had the way paved for it by day-
time origins), so conversely, movements in the course of sleep must frequently be 
origins of day-time actions, because our intention to do these has also had the way 
paved for it in the appearances (phantasmata) at night.1064  

 
Our dreams not only reflect our daily behavior, then, but our dream actions even come to 

influence it. Aristotle closes this opening chapter of the treatise by stating his belief that 

in most cases where dreams accurately predict an event, it is due to mere coincidence, 

especially when these events are only remotely connected to the dreamer’s personal 

experience.1065 

 The arguments of Chapter 2 in On Divination strive to place serious limits on the 

predictive value of dreams. First, Aristotle locates the origins of dreaming within the 

natural world. Since animals dream, he deduces that dreams serve no spiritual purpose 

and are not sent by God to humans. Instead they are “daemonic” phenomena, governed 

by nature’s laws.1066 Furthermore, he reminds his readers that foreknowledge of events in 

                                                 
1063 See my pages 75 and 115. 
1064 Aristotle, “On Divination,” 463a21-31, p. 105 
1065 Aristotle, “On Divination,” 463a31-b5, p. 107 
1066 Aristotle, “On Divination,” 463b12-14, p. 107 
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dreams is generally attributed to ordinary people, not the remarkable men one would 

expect to be singled out by God to receive such an insight. He notes that those who 

appear to be gifted in this way are in reality loquacious or melancholy by temperament, 

stirred from within by inner psychic movements and therefore predisposed to “see visions 

of all kinds.”1067 Aristotle believes that the fact that they may see something that truly 

matches a future event is due to blind chance, made more possible simply because these 

people share more of their experiences with others.1068 

 Aristotle places the practice of looking to dream signs as predictions of future 

events in dreams in the same category as attempts to intuit conditions in the body or to 

predict the weather through visions. All of these practices are inherently unreliable 

because, while they may chart a clear path of cause and effect, a new occurrence can 

always intervene as a second cause and alter the course of events.1069 

 This effort to assign rational, natural causes to dream divination is extended to 

even the most “outlandish” cases in which accurate foreknowledge of events was granted 

through sleep. Where these might easily encourage a belief in a supernatural form of 

dream communication, Aristotle sees simple laws of physics at work:  

When something has moved a portion of water or air, and this in turn has moved 
another, then even when the initial impulse has ceased, it results in a similar sort 
of movement continuing up to a certain point, although the original movement is 
not present. In this way, it is possible that some sort of movement / perception 
reaches the souls of the dreamers.1070 

                                                 
1067 Aristotle, “On Divination,” 463b15-18, p. 107 
1068 Aristotle, “On Divination,” 463b20-22, p. 107 
1069 Aristotle, “On Divination,” 463b22-31, p. 109 
1070 Aristotle, “On Divination,” 464a5-11, p. 109 
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He believes in a kind of physical movement of images through the air and that 

precognitive visions are normally limited to the night when the air is calmer and during 

sleep when people are more sensitive to these subtle movements.1071 This would seem to 

suggest a view that the soul and the natural world are interconnected in a way that does 

not require a spiritual, immaterial correlate within the human being. 

 Aristotle continues by returning to the theme of the type of person likely to 

receive these predictive dream visions. Again dismissing the divine origin of these 

dreams,1072 he describes the psychological disposition of such “random” people this way: 

“For the mind of such a person is not reflective, but is deserted, as it were, and 

completely vacant. Thus, once set in motion, it is led on according to the direction of its 

moving impulse.”1073 The mentally ill, he continues, provide a most extreme case of this. 

They are overwhelmed by these kinds of visions because they don’t produce enough of 

their own active psychic movements, which would normally serve as a barrier against 

them.1074 This view, as will be explored below, is in sharp contrast to the spiritual 

conception of an ideal dreamer of strong intellect and moral temperance that informs the 

construction of the protagonist of the literary dream vision tradition.  

 The closing section of On Divination and Dreams describes the challenges 

involved with interpreting dream signs. Aristotle explains that the “most skilled 

                                                 
1071 Aristotle, “On Divination,” 464a11-16, p. 109 
1072 Aristotle, “On Divination,” 464a19-21, p. 111 
1073 Aristotle, “On Divination,” 464b23-25, p. 111 
1074 Aristotle, “On Divination,” 464b25-27, p. 111 
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interpreter of dreams is one who can observe resemblances,” the often fleeting and 

jumbled appearances that make up the dream report.1075 He again brings in the metaphor 

of an image in agitated water:  

In that medium, if there is much disturbance, the reflection becomes in no way 
similar, nor do the images resemble real objects at all. Indeed, it would take a 
clever interpreter of reflections to be able to detect readily and to envisage the 
scattered and distorted fragments and images as being that of a man, or a horse, or 
whatever.1076  
 

This coincides with a theme central to medieval dream theory that shall be discussed 

below that holds that dreams rarely communicate their significance directly, but most 

commonly envelop their message in a shadowy, symbolic image system that requires the 

work of a knowledgeable and sensitive interpreter to be fully understood. At least in this 

instance, Aristotle leaves open the possibility that dreams are inherently meaningful. 

 In his three treatises on sleep and dreaming, Aristotle regards dreams as 

essentially physiological phenomena, unconnected to a spiritual dimension of life. His 

scientific understanding of dreams, however, was considered as highly authoritative, and 

would be integrated into a much larger Christian worldview by Scholastic philosophers in 

the late Middle Ages. By understanding more about the ways in which he influenced the 

medieval outlook on sleep and dreaming, one can gain insight into the portrayal of the 

dreamer’s basic situation in medieval literary dream vision texts as an embodied human 

being experiencing, as is most often the case, an early morning vision that partakes in the 

                                                 
1075 Aristotle, “On Divination,” 464b5-7, p. 111 
1076 Aristotle, “On Divination,” 464b10-15, p. 113 
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sleeping mind’s extraordinary capacity for generating a vivid yet coherent imaginary 

world. 

 

4. The Neoplatonic Dream Theory of Macrobius 

Medieval dream theory initially suffered from a loss of direct contact with 

classical authors. Its development depended instead on a transmission of late-antique 

encyclopedic compendia or summaries of the original thoughts of the greatest minds of 

the Greek and Roman world. At the same time, however, it manifests a great capacity for 

synthesis and harmonizing of the seemingly disjunctive and contradictory thinking that 

classical philosophy had left behind. The genius of the medieval conception of dreaming 

shows itself in the depth and precision of its categorizations and its ability to create 

integrated systems of thought capable of appreciating the great diversity of human dream 

experience. 

Macrobius1077 was one of the most important of the 4th to 6th century CE Latin 

encyclopedists and adopted as one of the foundational dream theorists by scholars and 

                                                 
1077 As William H. Stahl, Macrobius’ Commentary on the Dream of Scipio (New York: Columbia U.P., 
1952), 3, indicates, Macrobius is recognized as the author of three surviving works: the Saturnalia; On the 
Difference and Similarities of the Greek and Latin Verb; and the Commentary on the Dream of Scipio. All 
of these works have been dated to late fourth and early fifth centuries and each bears a dedication to his son 
Eustachius. In his Saturnalia (I.i.I) Macrobius refers to himself as having been “born under another sky,” 
indicating that he was most likely not a native of Rome, and scholars have posited that he either emigrated 
from Greek speaking lands or came from North Africa. Because the epithet “vir clarissimus et illustris,” a 
title reserved for high ranking, Christian citizens of Rome, appears in the Commentary’s earliest known 
manuscripts Stahl, Commentary, 7, holds that Macrobius must indeed have been at least outwardly a 
Christian. 
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philosophers throughout the Middle Ages. The encyclopedists were authors who first and 

foremost valued an art of pedagogy steeped in pre-Christian traditions: 

The fourth century marks a revival of schools and education. The schoolboy 
studied pagan mythology, history, and the maxims of the pagan philosophers, and 
he learned to declaim by modeling his style on the classical writers. The 
conspicuous pagan tinge in the writings of the Church Fathers betrays their 
attendance upon the classes of heathen rhetoricians. Christian teachers used 
heathen textbooks in their courses. It is therefore not surprising that adult lay 
writers reflected the paganism of their childhood training.1078  
 

The encyclopedists were, then, primarily teachers who strove to disseminate classical 

letters and philosophy to a general audience with both clarity and simplicity.1079  

This was, however, a time marked by a decline in standards of scholarship and 

knowledge of historical methods. Stahl points out the inherent flaws that mark the genre: 

“In many cases the late encyclopedists were removed from classical Latin authors by five 

or six, and from Greek authors such as Plato and Aristotle, by 10 intermediate sources, 

and in many cases the separation was probably greater. Yet they gave the impression that 

they are handling the original works.”1080 In the case of Macrobius, modern scholarship 

indicates he drew extensively on the work of the well known Latin author Porphyry1081 

and other minor Neoplatonist authors who made the arcane work of their teacher Plotinus 

                                                 
1078 Stahl, Commentary, 8  
1079 Stahl, Commentary, 55 
1080 Stahl, Commentary, 9-10 
1081 A.C. Lloyd, “Porphyry” Encyclopedia of Philosophy, vol.7, 705-6, explains that Porphyry, born in 263 
in Tyre, was of Syrian descent and “can be called a founder of Neoplatonism because, while the philosophy 
he upheld was in the main that of Plotinus, he made it possible for this philosophy to become, as it did, an 
institution throughout the Roman Empire.”  
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more accessible to readers of lesser intellectual ability and training.1082 Macrobius readily 

admits his own weaknesses as an authority: 

Indeed, I am not so unmindful of my own limitations nor am I so presumptuous as 
with my small powers to offer resistance to Aristotle or support to Plato; but 
inasmuch as each of the great men who were followers of Plato has by way of 
attracting attention to his own studies left a single or twofold refutation, I have 
here collected these into one continuous body of defense, supplementing their 
arguments with anything that it was right to offer as an opinion or permissible to 
hazard as a conjecture.1083 
 

Stahl echoes this admission of combining sloppy borrowing with ungrounded personal 

commentary when he states that the works of the encyclopedists are today disregarded by 

classicists because of their tendency to textual contamination, numerous distortions and 

even falsifications and a blurring of chronological boundaries in which current events and 

classical history are indiscriminately mixed.1084  

While Stahl stresses these weaknesses, he affirms the fundamental importance of 

encyclopedists such as Macrobius for the medieval world. They became a vital bridge 

across the ages and are, in his opinion, “largely responsible for keeping alive a 

knowledge of the liberal arts and classical philosophy in the early Middle Ages.”1085 In an 

age that never saw itself as separate from classical Antiquity, their texts would come to 

form a cornerstone of medieval philosophy and science for almost 100 years.1086 This 

                                                 
1082 Stahl, Commentary, 29 
1083 Macrobius, Commentary on the Dream of Scipio, II:xv.2, p. 233 
1084 Stahl, Commentary, 10 
1085 Stahl, Commentary, 9 
1086 Stahl, Commentary, 10 
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preservation and development of scientific and philosophical knowledge and speculation 

at least indirectly shaped the development of the medieval literary dream vision genre.  

 Francis Newman’s introductory observations on Macrobius would seem to concur 

with Stahl’s comments on the lack of substance and scholarly rigor in the author’s 

writings. Newman sees Macrobius as a relatively unoriginal and minor intellectual figure 

of his day who, like many late antique Neoplatonists, such as Calcidius,1087 ventured no 

further than to attempt to synthesize classical theories of dreaming in order to address 

their inherent contradictions.1088 The creation of such a synthesis was, moreover, an 

intellectual task with an ideological agenda.  

Newman speaks to the Neoplatonists’ selective use of classical dream theory, in 

which they created systems of classification that “were more than devices of 

reconciliation; they also permitted their makers to stress what they clearly felt to be the 

true significance of dreams.”1089 According to this view, Macrobius and his peers were 

not simply disinterested transmitters of classical learning, but actively participated in its 

distortion to serve their own ends. Stahl and Newman, then, appear to view the dream 

theories of Macrobius as a step down from the quality of thinking and intellectual 

                                                 
1087 According to Stephen Gersh, “Calcidius,” Middle Platonism and Neoplatonism in the Latin Tradition, 
vol. 2 (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 1986), 421-22, Calcidius is known for his 
Commentary on the Timaeus. Although the facts of his life are not clearly known, he may have been an 
archdeacon serving Osius, a fourth century bishop of Cordova. Gersh, “Calcidius,” 422, states that “certain 
manuscripts contain indications that Osius was bishop of Cordova and Calcidius his archdeacon. Richard 
C. Dale, Medieval Discussions of the Eternity of the World (Leiden, E.J. Brill, 1990), 9-10, credits Calcidus 
with being the most “influential” Latin commentarist on Plato and was a key text for the 12th-century 
Chartrian Renaissance, which is discussed below. 
1088 Newman, Somnium, 66 
1089 Newman, Somnium, 77 
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integrity seen in the writings of his classical predecessors, and that this deterioration was 

inseparable from a culture beset with irreversible decay.  

Kruger, responding directly to this characterization of Macrobius as a second-rate 

scholar, argues that, on the contrary, his work along with the writings of Calcidius stand 

on their own merits and broke new ground:  

Both Macrobius and Calcidius collected previous authoritative opinions, but not 
simply to work out a synthesis of traditional theories. Rather, they selected and 
synthesized earlier ideas in order to advance a particular view of the complex 
experience of dreaming and of how that experience fits into a coherent universe. 
Considered in the larger context of late-antique Neoplatonism, the dream theories 
of Macrobius and Calcidius promote a consistent set of ideas about human 
experience and its place in the universe.1090   
 

We can infer from this that the later Neoplatonist worldview, precisely because it lacked 

a direct connection to original texts and developed in a very different social and 

philosophical context than that which nourished the thinkers of classical antiquity, 

enjoyed a degree of autonomy that enabled it to become a firm foundation for medieval 

thought.  

Macrobius was able to use Cicero’s Dream of Scipio as a springboard for 

elaborating a theory of soul and for commenting on the nature of allegory, in addition to 

its many scientific contributions. As Miller observes: “Possessed of a finely tuned 

sensibility for the signifying value of Cicero’s dream text, Macrobius exploited the text’s 

cryptic images in order to display the philosophical erudition of the Neoplatonic tradition 

                                                 
1090 Kruger, Dreaming, 21-22 
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to which he belonged.”1091 Macrobius found a way, then, to recast Cicero’s ideas into his 

own quite different cultural context, much as later medieval writers inscribed Macrobius’ 

ideas within a Christian framework.  

Macrobius’ Commentary begins with observations on the distinct visions of the 

ideal commonwealth developed by Plato and Cicero. He explores the theme of literary 

genres and defends the use of the use of literary fiction to present these utopian fantasies. 

He then presents his classification of dreams and closes his introduction by interpreting 

the setting of Scipio’s dream. 

Macrobius’ views on dreams, developed in Chapter 3 of Book I, stem from his 

dogmatic but reverent adherence to the Neoplatonist view of the human being as 

possessing an immortal soul which is completely distinct from yet attached to the body. 

As Newman observes, this gives the dreamer a potential for transcending the limits of 

knowledge that the body normally imposes on the mind during waking consciousness:  

Macrobius’ fundamental notion is that dreams in which man is granted significant 
knowledge of important truths are possible because the soul has an independent 
noetic power, a power which derives from the radical dualism of soul and body. 
Macrobius echoes the old Orphic formula that the body is in a prison, and the 
soul’s descent into the body is truly a death and a forgetting. It is the soul -- not 
the body, nor the union of soul and body – which is the “true man,” because it is 
the soul which, although not visible to the eye, controls the motion of the 
body.1092  
 

                                                 
1091 Patricia Cox Miller, Dreams in Late Antiquity: Studies in the Imagination of a Culture (Princeton UP, 
1994), 98 
1092 Newman, Somnium, 73 
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Following this argument, in sleep the soul can come to grasp a wisdom emanating from 

the celestial realms, its true home, and impart the clear guidance that may lead to its own 

liberation from the confines of earthly, embodied life.  

Macrobius states of those who attain such a vision of their lives: “Philosophers 

whose views are correct do not hesitate to agree that souls originate in the sky; moreover, 

this is the perfect reason of the soul, while it occupies the body, that it recognizes from 

what source it came.”1093 The soul as it relates to bodily forms, moreover, is involved in 

cycles of birth and death, of forgetting and remembering this reality: “when we are 

learning the truth we are relearning those things that we naturally knew before the influx 

of matter intoxicated our souls as they approached their bodies.”1094  

Echoing the Platonic path to true knowledge, Macrobius emphasizes that this truth 

is remembered through a disciplined self-awareness that results in a form of detachment 

or symbolic “death” of the corporal life: 

The man dies when the soul leaves the body in accordance with the laws of 
nature; he is also said to die when the soul, still residing in his body, spurns all 
bodily allurements under the guidance of philosophy, and frees itself from the 
tempting devices of the lusts and all the other passions.1095  
 

Yet, at the same time, Macrobius acknowledges rather than condemns the deep, 

necessary attachment of the soul to the body it inhabits for a lifetime.1096 

                                                 
1093 Macrobius, Commentary, I:ix.1, p. 124 
1094 Macrobius, Commentary, I:xii.10, p. 135-36 
1095 Macrobius, Commentary, I:xiii.6, p. 138-39  
1096 Macrobius, Commentary, II:xvi.19, p. 242 
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Macrobius considered Cicero’s protagonist in his Dream of Scipio, and, by 

extension, Cicero himself, to be ideal representatives of these principles of the 

philosophically oriented human being. As he offers his interpretation of Cicero’s 

intentions in writing the Dream of Scipio, he also shows a sophisticated awareness the 

dream report as a literary genre: “Cicero, as if assured of the truth of this tale, deplored 

the ridicule it received at the hands of the ignorant critics and yet, fearful of the 

unwarranted censure that was heaped upon Plato, preferred to have his account given by 

a man aroused from sleep rather than by one returned from the dead.”1097 Accordingly, 

Cicero, conscious of his audience, deliberately chose a fictional dream form that could 

convey spiritual and philosophical truths while at the same time more closely reflecting 

common human experience than Plato’s extraordinary tale of the resurrected Er in Book 

10 of the Republic. 

Even as Macrobius offers a highly nuanced classification of dreams that would be 

considered by medieval readers as useful for the interpretation of real dream experience, 

it must be seen within the framework of his analysis of a literary text and an appreciation 

of a literary strategy. As Miller proposes, allegorical interpreters such as Macrobius:  

focused on the dream as a riddle. For them, however, the figurative play set in 
motion by oneiric images was not an obstacle to be overcome by an interpretive 
technique; on the contrary, figurative play was constitutive of the dream’s value 
as a vehicle for the discovery of complex insights about human life.1098   

 

                                                 
1097 Macrobius, Commentary, I.i.9, p. 83 
1098 Miller, Dreams, 91 
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As a literary theorist Macrobius carefully examines the precise genre of Cicero’s 

dream report. It is, as we learn, a fable designed not to “gratify” but to inspire “good 

works.”1099 As a fabulous narrative or narratio fabulosa it is not given an exotic setting 

and plot but instead is of the type that “rests on a solid foundation of truth, which is 

treated in a fictitious style.”1100  Furthermore, its author has avoided “base plots,” 

preferring instead “a decent and dignified conception of holy truths.”1101 Macrobius 

insists that because they are intermediary and not absolute, these spiritual truths cannot be 

treated directly but must be enshrouded in a protective literary covering: 

[…] in treating of the other [lesser] gods and the Soul, as I have said, philosophers 
make use of fabulous narratives; not without a purpose, however, nor merely to 
entertain, but because they realize that a frank, open discussion of herself is 
distasteful to Nature, who, just as she withheld an understanding of herself from 
the uncouth senses of men by enveloping herself in variegated garments, has also 
desired to have her handled by more provident individuals through fictional 
narrative.1102 
 

Macrobius is thus defining the allegorical dream report as a literary genre and setting 

proper limits for its use.  

By communicating the truths of the soul through shadowy, figurative language, 

the dream report is also better able to educate the soul of the reader. As Miller observes, 

Macrobius “took the allegorical language of sacred texts to be pertinent to the soul’s 

semiotic consciousness which, in contrast to the mind’s ability to receive direct flashes of 

awareness, needs such an allusive language of indirectness in order to investigate the 

                                                 
1099 Macrobius, Commentary, I.ii.7, p. 84  
1100 Macrobius, Commentary, I.ii.9, p. 85 
1101 Macrobius, Commentary, I.ii.11, p. 85 
1102 Macrobius, Commentary, I.ii.17, p. 86 
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meaning of things.”1103 The deeper levels of human nature, therefore, cannot be reached 

through straightforward, logical discourse. 

In the brief Chapter 3 of Book I, Macrobius presents his classification of dreams 

and, by applying it to the Dream of Scipio, shows how it can be used as an interpretative 

framework both of actual oneiric experiences and of dream texts. He begins with an 

overview of his five types of dreams: 

All dreams may be classified under five main types: there is the enigmatic dream, 
in Greek oneiros, in Latin somnium; second, there is the prophetic vision, in 
Greek horamus, in Latin visio; third, there is the oracular dream, in Greek 
chrematismos, in Latin oraculum; fourth, there is the nightmare, in Greek 
enysmion, in Latin insomnium; and last, the apparition, in Greek phantasma, 
which Cicero, when he has occasion to use the word, calls visum.1104 
 

These five dream types range from largely unconscious mental processes to experiences 

that grant the dreamer an extraordinary vision of future events or of hidden spiritual 

knowledge, embracing a gradation leading away from bodily corruption toward an ideal 

purity of soul and absolute truth. 

As he describes each dream type in some depth, Macrobius does not present his 

classification in a continuous, logical sequence from bodily- to soul-inspired dreams. He 

begins, rather, by describing what he considers to be lower dream experiences, 

dismissing the nightmare and the apparition for example as “not worth interpreting.”1105 

The first type results either from physical disturbances such as overeating and drinking or 

from psychological distress coming from the affairs of daily life. They are, in effect, little 

                                                 
1103 Miller, Dreams, 94-95 
1104 Macrobius, Commentary, I.iii.2, p. 87-88 
1105 Macrobius, Commentary, I.iii.3, p. 88 
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more than fleeting images, deserving of the name insomnium “because they are 

noteworthy only during their course and afterwards have no importance or meaning.”1106 

Finally, while asserting the ways in which these dreams are ensnared in bodily 

consciousness he also views them as messages being “sent by departed spirits to their 

sky,”1107 indicating the baser spirits who inhabit the infernal regions, for whom the earth 

or human realm represents a “sky” or place of unreachable freedom.  

The second type of dream, the apparition, or visum, is decidedly more complex 

than the nightmare and takes place in a state of half-sleep: “In this drowsy condition he 

thinks he is still fully awake and imagines he sees specters rushing at him or wandering 

vaguely about, differing from natural creatures in size and shape, and hosts of diverse 

things, either delightful or disturbing.”1108 As will be seen, the blurred distinction 

between wakefulness and sleep is important to the medieval allegorical dream vision, but 

here Macrobius is defining this as an unproductive mode of consciousness, one 

characterized by aimless movement and ineffability. He does not, however, explain the 

causes of this hypnagogic state. 

Macrobius curiously devotes less space to his descriptions of the only three types 

of dreams he feels are significant for the philosophically oriented person who wishes to 

follow the path of liberation of the soul. The first two have to do directly with a 

possibility for foresight into events to come. He begins with this account of the oraculum: 

                                                 
1106 Macrobius, Commentary, I.iii.5, p. 89 
1107 Macrobius, Commentary, I.iii.6, p. 89 
1108 Macrobius, Commentary, I.iii.7, p. 89 
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“We call a dream oracular in which a parent, or a pious or revered man, or a priest, or 

even a god clearly reveals what will or will not transpire, and what actions to take or to 

avoid.”1109 This kind of dream is thus an unambiguous communication through the 

medium of a higher spiritual being that allows a person to gain information about his life 

which would be otherwise inaccessible to his time-bound waking consciousness. The 

visio is, however, even more transcendent, allowing the dreamer a direct glimpse of the 

future: “We call a dream a prophetic vision if it actually comes true.”1110 The visio is also 

implicitly woven into a fabric of synchronistic occurrences, and Macrobius offers the 

example of a man who dreams of a friend who has been abroad and almost forgotten, 

only to meet him in his waking life.1111 

The final category of dream, called “enigmatic” or somnium, appears to have the 

central role in Macrobius’ classification and is the most relevant for the study of medieval 

dream allegory. In defining this form of oneiric experience, which he divides into five 

sub-categories, he explains: 

By an enigmatic dream we mean one that conceals with strange shapes and veils 
with ambiguity the true meaning of the information being offered, and requires an 
interpretation for its understanding. We need not explain further the nature of this 
dream since everyone knows it from experience what it is. There are five varieties 
of it: personal, alien, social, public and universal. It is called personal when one 
dreams that he himself is experiencing something; alien, when his dream involves 
others and himself; public, when he dreams that some misfortune or benefit has 
befallen the city, forum, theater, public walls, or other public enterprise; universal, 
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1110 Macrobius, Commentary, I.iii.9, p. 90 
1111 Macrobius, Commentary, I.iii.9, p. 90 
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when he dreams that some change has taken place in the sun, moon, planets, sky, 
or regions of the earth.1112 
 

Where the oracular and prophetic dreams give quite transparent messages from higher 

worlds, the enigmatic type communicates by means of the symbolic language of dream 

imagery. This recalls Macrobius’ discussion, mentioned above, of the need for certain 

types of spiritual truths to be communicated indirectly.  

This is a category that contributes much to an understanding of the literary dream 

vision. As Miller indicates: “Macrobius saw the enigmatic dream as formally analogous 

to what he called the narratio fabulosa, a ‘fabled narrative’ used by philosophers to 

convey the mysteries of nature by the means of allegory.”1113 The medieval dream vision 

takes these multilayered and obscured messages from sleep as their starting point and raw 

imaginary material.  

 Macrobius closes this chapter with a demonstration of how these five dream types 

can be used as tools for analysis, as he applies them to Scipio’s dream as both a literary 

text and example of human oneiric experience. Much of this discussion will be brought to 

bear on my analysis of Francisco Imperial’s dream texts in Chapter 4. 

To summarize Macrobius’ application of this theory to Cicero’s text, it is essential 

to appreciate that his categories were not mutually exclusive. He believed that a single 

dream could be seen through the lenses of more than one type of experience 

simultaneously, and he details how Scipio’s dream incorporates aspects of all three types 
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of relevant dreams. Moreover, Macrobius shows that his system is flexible and dynamic, 

which helps explain its value as an authoritative text throughout the Middle Ages.  

His description of the proper application of the universal enigmatic dream, for 

example, shows it to be a concept accounting for a much broader swath of dream 

experience than his initial brief classification would suggest. Where his list of dream 

types defines the universal enigmatic dream as a type of portent based on celestial signs, 

in his analysis he explains that Scipio’s dream was also universal in the sense that “by 

gazing up and down [Scipio] was initiated into the wonders of the heavens, the great 

celestial circles, and the harmony of the revolving spheres, things strange and unknown 

to mortals before this; in addition he witnessed the movements of the stars and planets 

and was able to survey the whole earth.”1114 This initiation of the dreamer into unseen 

realms of such transpersonal spiritual or cosmic truths is a cornerstone of the medieval 

literary dream vision. 

Equally important is Macrobius’ defense of the protagonist Scipio, who had not 

yet entered his illustrious career as a statesman, as a man worthy of having a dream that 

transcended the cares of his personal psyche to convey a message of public relevance.1115 

I will explore this theme this in greater depth in my brief discussion in Chapter 4 on the 

social construct of the dreamer in Francisco Imperial’s allegorical visions and its 

relationship to this literary genre.  

                                                 
1114 Macrobius, Commentary, I:iii.13, p. 91 
1115 Macrobius, Commentary, I.iii.14-16, p. 91 
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Macrobius’ Commentary was considered one of a small number of essential 

classical sources for the revival of philosophical inquiry taking place between the 8th and 

10th centuries in what is known as the Carolingian Renaissance of the Germanic 

kingdoms, a movement that fostered and spread the medieval passion for philosophy 

throughout Western Europe.1116 The intellectual seeds planted at this time would truly 

flourish in the 12th century, and much of this so-called “early Renaissance” came from 

the work of a group of outstanding scholars based in northern France, the School of 

Chartres. The Commentary would play a central role in the work of John of Salisbury, a 

philosopher who was deeply influenced by the Chartrian tradition. 

 

5. The Christianized Platonic Dream Theory of John of Salisbury 

Chartres was an established center of learning by the early 11th century,1117 but it 

was the teaching activity of Bernard of Chartres (fl. 1108-1130) at the city’s cathedral 

school that truly initiated a humanistic scholarly movement. His work is honored by John 

of Salisbury in his Metalogicon, written in the 1150s.1118 Wetherbee comments on how 

Bernard’s method of teaching and enthusiasm for the ideas and texts of classical 

Antiquity was transmitted to the next generation:  

The classic text is an ‘image of all the arts’, and the teacher assumes the role of 
the ancient expositor of Homer or Virgil, authorized to draw back the veil of 

                                                 
1116 Rosamond McKitterick and John Marenbon, “Philosophy and its background in the early Medieval 
West,” Medieval Philosophy, ed. John Marenbon  (New York: Routledge, 1998), 96-99 
1117 Winthrop Wetherbee, “Philosophy, Cosmology and the Twelfth-Century Renaissance,” A History of 
Twelfth-Century Western Philosophy, ed. Peter Dronke (Cambridge: Cambridge U.P., 1988), 37 
1118 Wetherbee, “Philosophy,” 37-38 
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poetic language and imagery, and reveal the hidden treasure of philosophical 
learning and religious knowledge. Such a teacher must himself be possessed of an 
encyclopedic learning and a clear vision of the scope and coherence of philosophy 
and the liberal arts.1119   
 

This knowledge, however, was not a mere recapitulation of ancient wisdom but, in the 

hands of Bernard, became a synthesis of Platonic cosmology, especially from the 

Timaeus, and the newest scientific discoveries.1120 Moreover, he advanced the practice of 

philology, as in his allegorical readings the ideas of Plato were appreciated in themselves 

rather than merely subsumed into a Christian framework.1121 This interest in both 

Platonic philosophy, in the limited form in which it was available during this time, and 

the natural sciences, would continue to be central to the work of the Chartrians.1122  

The influence of Macrobius on this so-called 12th century Renaissance is clear. 

Alison Peden, looking at inventories of manuscripts from across Western Europe for the 

late medieval period, indicates that interest in Macrobius in Western Europe reached a 

high point in the 11th and 12th centuries.1123 His Commentary was considered 

authoritative for any study of the natural sciences.1124 In the 12th century this coincided 

with the development of newer scientific and medical theories of dreaming that drew 

                                                 
1119 Wetherbee, “Philosophy,” 38 
1120 Wetherbee, “Philosophy,” 38 
1121 Wetherbee, “Philosophy,” 38 
1122 As Wetherbee, “Philosophy”, 38-43, details, two of the central figures of this revival of classical 
philosophy were William of Conches and Thierry of Chartres, who extended their teacher Bernard’s 
investigations into the natural world in the light of Platonic idealism. William’s scientific interests came 
from his readings of new translations of ancient astronomical and medical texts, whereas Thierry drew on 
the ideas of Boethius and studied the art of poetry. The third of the most significant Chartrians, Gilbert of 
Poitiers, circumscribed these free investigations of the natural world by emphasizing what he considered to 
be the proper theological context for any scientific endeavor. 
1123 Alison Peden, “Macrobius and Mediaeval Dream Literature,” Medium aevum 54 (1985): 59 
1124 McKitterick and Marenbon, “Philosophy and its background,” 110 
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much of their inspiration from Aristotle. William of Conches, an intimate of John of 

Salisbury, contributed an important gloss of the Commentary in which he created a 

synthesis of Macrobius’ dream classification and the physiology of sleep and 

dreaming.1125  In this sense his ideas were more progressive than John of Salisbury’s.  

Macrobius’ Commentary was also regarded during this period as a work that 

bridged philosophical explorations and the literary arts. Addressing this connection, Hugh 

of Saint Victor said of Macrobius: “Sunt namque poetae ad philosophiam intrductorii, 

unde volumnia eorum cunas nutricium vocat Macrobius.”1126 This is consistent with the 

centuries old practice of teaching in which the grammatical arts of the trivium were a 

necessary foundation for any of the scientific studies of the quadrivium.1127 

In 1156 John of Salisbury1128 began work on his Policraticus, an effort Nederman 

summarizes as a “a prose work that attempted to demonstrate the foundation of the good 

                                                 
1125 Peden, “Macrobius” 64. See also John Marenbon, “The Twelfth Century,” Medieval Philosophy, 172, 
who sees William as working within the “already well established medieval tradition of reading pagan texts 
as allegories of Christian truth.”  
1126 Ernst Robert Curtius, European Literature and the Latin Middle Ages, trans. Willard R. Trask 
(Princeton U.P., 1973), 482. “Poets are introductory to philosophy, whence Macrobius calls them the cradle 
food of his own works.” (My translation)    
1127 Gordon Leff, Medieval Thought: St. Augustine to Ockham (London: The Merlin Press, 1959), 50, 
explains that the division of seven liberal arts into groups of three and four dates back to the classical 
world. He credits Cassiodorus, a pupil of Boethius, with formally establishing the quadrivium and trivium 
in medieval monastic education. Boethius had given the name trivium to the three disciplines of grammar, 
rhetoric and logic, arts that “as their generic title suggests […] did not aim at the acquirement of knowledge 
so much as to the ordering of experience; and quadrivium “to those sciences which studied physical 
bodies,” which were arithmetic, astronomy, geometry and music. 
1128 According to Cary J. Nederman, John of Salisbury (Tempe, Arizona: Arizona Center for Medieval and 
Renaissance Studies. 2005), 1-39, John was born c.1115 in the English town of Old Sarum. He worked as a 
private tutor to a noble family and likely studied theology and canon law in Exeter and Paris. Beginning in 
1136 he studied under Peter Abelard for one year. Among his many other teachers, John at first greatly 
admired Gilbert of Poitiers. Later disheartened with teaching, John became an ecclesiastical administrator 
in Canterbury. In the 1150s, he represented Theobold, the Archbishop of Canterbury, in diplomatic 
missions to Pope Adrian IV in Italy. In the 1160s John worked clandestinely in France to help the soon-to-
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human life and to demystify the false images of happiness propounded by those of his 

contemporaries who unwittingly advocated the hedonistic doctrines of the 

Epicureans.”1129 His response to the Epicurean worldview was nourished by a 

commitment to a life of virtue and moderation inspired by his reading of Boethius’ 

Consolation of Philosophy.1130 The Policraticus is steeped in a familiarity with classical 

letters of unusual breadth and depth for his day, as he had found a wealth of sources, even 

if contained in second-hand florilegia, at Christ Church and St. Augustine’s Abbey in 

Canterbury.1131 Nederman believes that the Policraticus evolved parallel and 

symbiotically with John’s great treatise on Abelardian logic, his Metalogicon: “although 

always separate in composition, the two treatises evolved in organic relation with each 

other, the ideas of one helping to bolster the ideas of the other.”1132  

The Policraticus is today recognized as a groundbreaking work of political 

philosophy, yet, as Nederman observes, it is of much greater scope and profundity: “It 

equally contributes to the fields of moral theology, speculative philosophy, legal 

procedure and biblical commentary, yet it always remains a deeply personal meditation 

as well.”1133 In this sense the work, in the spirit of Macrobius’ Commentary on the Dream 

                                                                                                                                                 
be martyred Archbishop Thomas Becket. In 1170 John was able to return to Canterbury from exile, only to 
witness Becket’s murder. He authored a hagiographical account of Becket’s life and martyrdom and 
became an advocate for his beatification. He was unexpectedly appointed as Archbishop of Chartres in 
1176 and died in France in 1180.  
1129 Nederman, John, 22 
1130 Nederman, John, 22. See my Chapter 3 for a fuller discussion of this work of Boethius. 
1131 Nederman, John, 24 
1132 Nederman, John, 27 
1133 Nederman, John, 51 
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of Scipio, is an encyclopedic display of many branches of learning in which the 

subjective authorial voice is strongly developed. 

The second chapter of the Policraticus offers the most extensive contribution of 

the Chartrians to medieval dream theory. It is of value because it represents a mosaic of 

theories of signs, both visionary and literary, that were circulating in John’s age, as well 

as analytical and moral approaches to dreams representing many points of view. 

It is almost impossible, however, to sort out John’s own opinions on the 

significance of dreams, because the principle of apparent contradiction is inherent to the 

structure of the work itself. After presenting many arguments, illustrated with exempla 

that validate the place of dreams in human life, he concludes with a harsh denunciation of 

the practice of dream interpretations. Newman, who devotes several pages to tracing how 

John sets up and demolishes his own arguments, is left puzzled by the treatise:  

Whatever the key may be to these curious chapters (and perhaps there is none), 
the passage on dreams in the Policraticus is clear evidence of the familiarity of 
the Chartrians with the traditional analysis of the higher dream, though it is of 
limited help in assessing their attitude toward it. John of Salisbury certainly knew 
the sources, but it is difficult to be sure what he made of them.1134   
 

Indeed, if we read John’s dream theory in the Policraticus with modern eyes and the 

expectation of an argument leading to a clear conclusion, we will inevitably be 

confounded and disappointed. 

To fully appreciate John’s work, it is helpful to consider the use of exempla as a 

literary practice. Peter Von Moss argues that John, in weaving the complex discourse of 
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the Policraticus, was motivated to put his classical erudition to a practical, worldly 

application through the frequent use of exempla – brief, anecdotal tales drawn from 

classical sources and from Scripture.1135 The reader of John’s exempla would encounter 

literary enactments of human behavior that both reinforced the practice of virtues and 

warned against indulgence in vices in the course of daily life.1136  

 It is through the unique web of relationships John creates by juxtaposing and 

narrating exempla embodying conflicting principles that the Policraticus takes on its true 

pedagogical function. His presentation of apparently contradictory propositions recalls 

the mode of inquiry John’s teacher Peter Abelard developed in his treatise Sic et Non: 

“His method was to take significant topics of theology and ethics and to collect from the 

Fathers their opinions pro and con, sharpening perhaps the contrast and being careful not 

to solve the real or seeming contradiction.”1137 The reader of such a tract was challenged 

in this way to make “the utmost effort in seeking out the truth,” so that his reasoning 

would become “more acute as a result of such inquiry.”1138 The writer would stir up 

doubt, which would stimulate the reader to ponder and question his beliefs, bringing him 

to see the truth.1139  

                                                 
1135 Peter Von Moos, “The Use of Exempla in the Policraticus of John of Salisbury,” The World of John of 
Salisbury, ed. Michael Wilks (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1984), 209.  
1136 Von Moos, “The Use,” 218-19 See also Nederman, John, 79 
1137 Charles Homer Haskins, The Renaissance of the Twelfth Century. (Cambridge: Harvard U.P., 1955), 
354 
1138 Haskins, Renaissance, 354 
1139 Haskins, Renaissance, 354 
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 It is helpful to situate John’s classification of dreams in the context of his views 

on credence in signs and the practice of divination, with which his Book 2 opens. In 

Chapter 1 John begins with what sounds like a learned skeptic’s denunciation of the use 

of omens to predict events in human life:  

Of what significance is the sequence of events whether one sneeze once or several 
times, or that he yawn, or in fine give vent to any sound? Such manifestations, for 
reasons which physicians are acquainted, do pertain to some extent to him who is 
subject to them. We grant this provided that they be not supposed to impede or 
promote the activities of others any more than do silly charms or certain amulets 
by the superstitious, practices condemned by the whole medical profession 
despite the fact that some people give them the high sounding name of 
supernatural phenomena.1140 
 

This rejection of omens here is based on both their irrationality and their misuse in the 

material sphere of human life, such as turning to unsanctified methods to regain the 

health of the body. However, after warning that “only those things should be accepted 

which are the product of faith,”1141 he proceeds to offer a series of examples of people 

who were successful in invoking divine intervention in their affairs. One, drawn from 

Saint Augustine’s City of God, tells of the resurrection of a dead man after a cloak of St. 

Stephen had been placed upon his body.1142 He explains that these are proper ways of 

working with the supernatural, but that other practices must be avoided.1143 In this way he 

creates sharp contrast between the Christian and “superstitious” or pagan uses of signs, 

symbols and omens.  

                                                 
1140 John of Salisbury, Frivolities of Courtiers and Footprints of Philosophers, trans. Joseph B. Pike 
(Minneapolis: Univ. of Minnesota Press, 1938), II:i.65-66, p. 55 
1141 Salisbury, Frivolities, II:i.66, p. 56 
1142 Salisbury, Frivolities, II:i.66, p. 56 
1143 Salisbury, Frivolities, II:i.67, p. 56 
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 In Chapter 2 John considers omens positively, from a Christian point of view, 

stating his belief that signs of future events are placed before men by a providential God, 

waiting to be properly interpreted by the faithful: “In manifold ways God instructs his 

creatures; now, by the sound of the elements, now by signs of animate and inanimate 

nature he makes manifest what is to come in accordance with what he knows to be 

expedient for the elect.”1144 For example, both animal behavior and meteorological 

phenomena, such as the appearance of the double sun that often foretells a flood, were 

readily used as signs by both sailors and farmers.1145 However, John tempers the reader’s 

faith in such signs, warning that they may have material or demonic causes and that 

discerning their origins is often a very difficult task.1146 In this way he contrasts a widely 

accepted and potentially valid cultural practice of reading natural signs with the need for 

Christian prudence. 

 After a chapter devoted to many historical and literary examples of people or 

communities who received signs, John finally arrives at what is perhaps a cursory 

definition for a sign, yet one that logically forms the basis for his discussion on dreams: 

“A sign is something that makes an impression on the senses and in addition has some 

significance.”1147 He states that some signs, however, work without touching the bodily 

senses and his introductory description of sleep and dreams would seem to indicate that 

such signs are natural for this state of consciousness.  
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He explains that while in the dreaming body the “animal properties” (senses) are 

quieted, the “natural properties” are intensified.1148 These “natural processes” seem to 

correspond to what Macrobius’ description of the life of the soul. John describes these 

higher forms of sleep and dream experience: “It sometimes happens that the mind, 

refreshed by physical exercise, returns to its own sphere with freer sweep and 

contemplates truth with greater intuition; now figuratively or allegorically, now face to 

face.”1149 Here the mind, less bound to the interference of the senses, can receive more 

accurate signs. This view shows an admiration for the Neoplatonism of Macrobius, but is 

perhaps more scientific and less disdainful of the corruption of the body. John does, 

however, embrace the classical tradition by stating that dreams can have varying degrees 

of truthfulness, even making reference to the ancient metaphorical distinction between 

dreams originating from the gates of ivory and horn.1150 

 In Chapter 15 John sets forth his dream classification. While he closely follows 

the continuum of Macrobius, he recasts it within the frameworks of Christian faith and 

12th century science. A keen attention to enumerating the natural causes of dreaming, for 

example, informs his examination of the nightmare (insomnium): “Troubled dreams are 

in general the result of insobriety or drunkenness, different emotions, turmoil of feeling, 
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or vestiges of thought.”1151 Just as in the definition of Macrobius, the process of digestion 

is seen to bring forth disturbing dreams. The mind can also contribute as it churns in 

sleep with the cares of the day, and as John indicates, both positive and negative 

emotions, “love, grief, joy, anxiety and fear, and the flame of uncontrolled desire” can 

form these disturbing psychic experiences.1152  

He then speaks of the hallucination (phantasma), where the sleeper believes 

himself to be awake: “Hallucination gives rise to strange kinds of forms, contradicting 

nature with respect to their substance, quantity or arrangement, or number of their 

members.”1153 John thus places more emphasis on the essential irrationality of this dream 

type than did Macrobius in his description of the visum. He is, however, in agreement 

with Macrobius’ assertion that these dreams are meaningless and, relating them to his 

central interest in signs, speaks of the futility of submitting them to “verbal 

treatment.”1154 In consonance with the dawning scientific spirit of his day, he feels they 

merit medical attention rather than such an interpretive effort.1155  

 John describes the most common of the meaningful dream types in a way that 

closely follows Macrobius’ definition. The dream or somnium, he tells us, “contains 

images of events wrapped up as it were in a cloak of disguise, and it is with this disguise 

                                                 
1151 Salisbury, Frivolities, II.xv.88, p. 76 
1152 Salisbury, Frivolities, II.vx.88-89, p. 76 
1153 Salisbury, Frivolities, II.xv.89, p. 77 
1154 Salisbury, Frivolities, II.xv.89, p. 76 
1155 Salisbury, Frivolities, II.xv.89, p. 76 



301 

that the art of interpreting deals.”1156 Once again, John underscores the importance of 

dream signs. Here, however, the act of interpretation must move beyond the symbolic 

contents of the dream itself to include the external conditions in the waking world that 

were prevailing at the time of the dream: “In all cases, however, careful attention is given 

to the actors, to the facts and the circumstances.”1157 His example of the greater 

importance that should be given to a king’s dream recalls Macrobius’ discussion of 

Scipio’s worthiness as a recipient of a divinely inspired dream.1158  

John tells us that the season of the year and physical location of the dreamer can 

influence the quality of dreams. Citing Virgil, he states that in mid to late autumn the 

meaningful somnia give way to increasing occurrences of insomnia, or nightmares.1159 

Many of the literary dream visions, by contrast, take place in the springtime. 

He then proceeds to establish a contrast between the vision or visio and the 

somnium. The visio is “imparted directly in a flood of light” and “presented to the eye in 

a complete and concrete form.”1160 These descriptions emphasize the transparency and 

lack of ambiguity of this type of dream as well as its divine origin. These are to be 

contrasted with dreams that must be given “deeper consideration” because an “admixture 

of allegory clouds the meaning.”1161 At its core, the somnium is allegorical, where 

complex real world situations and concepts are transmuted into the abbreviated form of 
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potent symbolic images. John adds that the vision, however, can likewise partake in 

allegory. When Cesar was about to invade Rome, John tells us, the captain of the 

opposing army was shown “a mighty figure of his quaking land,” where “the figure of the 

state was a personification of public fear and of the crushing of Rome by the terror of 

Cesar’s name.”1162 In this case the dreamer averted disaster by his ability to see through 

to the image’s meaning as it applied to his specific situation.  

John’s description of the oracular dream or oraculum is a Christianized reworking 

of Macrobius’ definition. Where Macrobius saw this clearer form of message as always 

being given to the dreamer by a “venerable” figure, John seems to accept the truth of the 

message while warning that the moral condition of the messenger often cannot be trusted 

and can corrupt the faith of the dreamer: “in respect to the art of interpreting dreams, 

individuals not merely lacking in honor but even accursed are included in the class 

worthy of reverence.” The dream interpreter, he explains, is correct in honoring those 

dream figures in consonance with the Christian faith, but condemns the laxity of blindly 

accepting other dream guides: “we see heretics and devotees of superstitious cults 

displaying not due reverence but base servitude to false gods – nay, rather to real demons 

and their abominable rites.”1163 Keeping in mind that John was recognized as a classicist 

even in his day, this advice seems mostly applicable to the reading of dream accounts 

passed down from antiquity. These texts may have great historical and literary value but 

are part of a spiritual context that must, he believes, be wholly rejected. Among his 
                                                 
1162 Salisbury, Frivolities, II.xv.91, p.78-79 
1163 Salisbury, Frivolities, II:xv.92, p. 79 
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examples of people receiving oracles from irreputable source is Aeneas, who received 

dream guidance for his mythic historical mission from his father Anchises and the gods 

Apollo and Jupiter.1164 

John gives examples showing how the oraculum, just as the visio, is often mixed 

with allegory, much like in Macrobius’ nuanced classification of Scipio’s dream. John 

recounts Peter’s dream as told in the Acts of the Apostles, where he was shown a “vessel 

of creeping creatures” that symbolized the time when all the peoples of the world would 

be gathered together. Speaking of Christ as a divine source of dreams, John tells us that 

“As the first two classes of dreams are absolutely without significance and the last two 

present truths to the understanding as it were in visible form, He generally employs the 

intermediate class, which stretches before the body of truth a curtain, as it were, of 

allegory.”1165 As we shall see, in the complex and sometimes baffling dialectical world of 

the Policraticus, this will be only one point of view on spiritually inspired dreams.  

Continuing with his exploration of allegorical dreams, John then comments on a 

burning issue in 12th century philosophy, namely the relation of signs to things signified, 

a theme that would be of importance to the development of the allegorical dream vision. 

Dream interpretation, he insists, must been seen as a skill requiring careful cultivation: 

“As the work of artists who imitate nature is surpassed by the works of nature itself, so 

the significance of events, which is much more intricate then meaning portrayed by 

words, requires much shrewdness for the interpretation of dreams and the elucidation of 
                                                 
1164 Salisbury, Frivolities, II:xv.92, p. 80 
1165 Salisbury, Frivolities, II:xv.94, p. 81 
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riddles and signs.”1166 Dream signs, however, are superior to things symbolized in the 

sense that each sign can represent many things.1167 Because of this polysemic character of 

the sign, the reader is warned that extra care must be taken where an identical symbol is 

encountered by many people in their dreams.1168 At the same time, each thing can be 

represented by many signs, based on the principle of likeness. For example the concept 

“man,” as seen in the example of Peter’s dream vision of the “creeping creatures,” can be 

represented by any sign, “since he possesses something in common with all things.”1169  

There is a subjective quality to signs, he stresses, whereby the unique character of 

the person receiving them must be taken into account in the act of interpretation: “the 

meaning of signs has a more sinister or kindlier aspect corresponding to the status of the 

individual involved. For some, the handling of money is an omen of death, for others, of 

mischance.”1170 This concern for the psychological makeup and condition of the dream 

subject is more nuanced and elaborate than Macrobius’ staid observations on the fitness 

of Scipio to receive oracular messages. It suggests that the truths contained in a dream, 

while emanating from a numinous sphere, must pass through the mediation of an 

individual consciousness bound to an earthly personality and the always changing 

processes of the body.  

                                                 
1166 Salisbury, Frivolities, II:xvi.94, p, 81 
1167 Salisbury, Frivolities, II:xvi.94, p. 81 
1168 Salisbury, Frivolities, II:xvi.94, p. 81 
1169 Salisbury, Frivolities, II:xvi.94, p. 81 
1170 Salisbury, Frivolities, II:xvi.95, p. 82 
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 John next explores cases in which dream signs can signify truths by relation of 

opposites rather than by likeness. One of his examples is taken, perhaps anecdotally, from 

the life of Cesar:  

A fact which at first sight seems foul and obscene at times may conceal the germ 
of that which is in reality honor and truth. Julius Cesar in his early life dreamed 
that he had defiled the couch of his own mother. Shocked by the abhorrent dream, 
he related the incident to the astrologers. Their interpretation was that the whole 
world was destined to come under his sway. It was thus that the aspiration of 
securing dominion of the world was implanted in that noble soul.1171 
 

The enigmatic nature of such a dream message would seem to reinforce John’s 

admonition of the need for an expert’s handling of the act of reading such signs.  

Nevertheless, following his frequent practice of juxtaposing contrary points of 

view, John proceeds to abruptly qualify his observations by telling us that: “The usual 

and as it were regular rule is for interpretation to proceed from like to like.”1172 He takes 

this argument one step further by narrowing in on the sort of hybrid dream that he says 

“Africanus” or Scipio experienced. Following the example of Macrobius, he relates how 

elements belonging to three of his dream types can sometimes come together: “It is 

however certain that this class of visions which appear during sleep does not go by 

opposites since they are partly vision and partly oracle and since they can be grouped 

with ordinary dreams on account of the figurative element in them.”1173  

                                                 
1171 Salisbury, Frivolities, II:xvi.95, p. 82 
1172 Salisbury, Frivolities, II:xvi.96, p. 83 
1173 Salisbury, Frivolities, II:xvi.96, p. 83. His wording “this class of dreams” is a quite unstable choice of 
syntax because it leaves open the possibility that he is logically negating his previous description of 
allegorical dreams that work by opposition. A workable solution would be to see this as forming a sub-class 
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Up to this point in the text John has presented his ideas with relative detachment. 

In Chapter 17, however, he rails against the practice of dream interpretation, leading his 

arguments into a seemingly chaotic cycle of twists and turns:1174 

[…] whomever involves himself in the deception of dreams is not sufficiently 
awake to the law of God, suffers a loss of faith, and drowses to his own ruin. 
Truth is indeed far removed from him, nor can he grasp it any more effectively 
than he who with blinded eyes gropes his way in broad daylight can lance a boil 
or treat a cancer.1175 
 

According to this view, dreams can never lead to clarity of understanding or reveal the 

hidden truths of the soul.  

Although this might seem to be the only proper Christian view, John just as 

suddenly reverses himself, insisting that “the Holy Spirit can impart truth for ‘obedient 

souls’, this is granted.”1176 Even here, however, one must proceed with great caution 

because of the inherent ambiguity of the signs communicated: “Careful discrimination is 

to be made amid the multiplicity of meanings, lest by following one line too 

enthusiastically there be a tendency to fall into error.”1177 The interpreter must strive to 

look beyond the personal and consider dreams as objectively s possible.  

John warns, furthermore, that those who are not touched by God’s grace cannot 

properly rely on the guidance of dreams: “But for him whom the spirit of truth has not 

                                                                                                                                                 
of the somnium, into which he groups “the vision of Africanus, the Apocalypse of Saint John the Apostle, 
the oracles of Daniel and Ezekiel, the dreams of Pharaoh and Joseph.” 
1174 John’s arguments here seem to follow a pattern common in medieval dialectical treatises, such as 
Andreas Capellanus’s De amore libri tres which follows the Ovidian tradition of presenting an ars amandi 
followed by a reproval of erotic love.  
1175 Salisbury, Frivolities, II.xvii.97, p. 84 
1176 Salisbury, Frivolities, II.xvii.97, p. 84 
1177 Salisbury, Frivolities, II:xvii.97, p. 84 
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illumined it is vain to place trust in the art, since every art has its source in nature and in 

reason.”1178 Dreams may be inherent to human nature, but John feels that the light of 

reason necessary for discerning their meaning is, in most cases, lacking: “But reason is so 

undependable in the case of interpreters of dreams that for the most part it knows not 

where to turn or what decision to make.”1179 In concluding his treatise on dream theory, 

John brings in an element that was absent in Macrobius, namely, that forces of evil are 

just as able to use dreams as a way to derail the salvation of human souls as are the forces 

of the Good to inspire a dreamer in the Christian path.1180  

Book 2 of the Policraticus presents views both promoting and advising against 

the practice of dream interpretation. In his often disjunctive argumentation, John 

encapsulates a wide range of conflicting viewpoints on dreaming, synthesizing the 

contributions of natural science and Macrobius’ Neoplatonic views on the soul as well as 

Christian Scripture and theology. At the same time, he comments on the psychology and 

physiology of the dream subject, opening up a new direction in the development and 

evolution of dream theory. 

Beyond the 12th century Renaissance, the influence of Macrobian philosophy on 

the world of ideas, the development of dream theory and allegorical dream texts, is an 

open question. Peden explores Macrobius’ possible contributions to the development of 

medieval dream poetry, as well as examining Chaucer’s 14th century references to 

                                                 
1178 Salisbury, Frivolities, II:xvii.99, p. 86 
1179 Salisbury, Frivolities, II:xvii.99, p. 86 
1180 Salisbury, Frivolities, II.xvii.100-1, p. 87 
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Macrobius, arriving at the conclusion that “By the later Middle Ages, Macrobius had less 

to offer, and is cited more in token deference to the ancients than out of any genuine 

engagement with his work.”1181 She urges caution in the attempt to apply his dream 

classifications directly to late medieval literary dream texts.1182  

More might be seen by looking at the development of philosophy and literature as 

a diachronic and cumulative progression moving through the entire Middle Ages to the 

dawn of Renaissance humanism. Ángel Gómez Moreno, describing the cultural 

framework that any educated person from the late medieval period would have inhabited, 

makes a strong case for the continuity of classical and early Christian learning and the 

centrality of canonical texts from late Antiquity to the beginnings of humanism in parts of 

Western Europe in the 14th century. He sees a process through which, over the course of 

many centuries and in many parts of the West, a deeper and broader relationship with 

classical letters and philosophies developed gradually, rather than a situation in which 

these texts and perspectives were suddenly rediscovered in Italy in the 1300s after 

centuries of ignorance.1183 According to this view, each period of cultural flourishing 

built upon on the results of the most fortunate and productive periods that preceded it: 

El esplendor cultural de los siglos XII y XIII no se comprende sin Aquisgarán y 
Carlomagno; del mismo modo, el temprano Renacimiento italiano ha de 
observarse a la luz que arroja el ‘Siglo de las Universidades’ y sin perder de vista 

                                                 
1181 Peden, “Macrobius,” 70 
1182 Peden, “Macrobius,” 70 
1183 Ángel Gómez Moreno, “Los clásicos en el umbral del siglo XIV allende y aquende los Pirineos,” 
Príncipe de Viana: Anejo 18 (2000): 154  
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en ningún momento ese siglo IX al que acude, sin saberlo, en busca de textos 
clásicos.1184 
 

Gómez Moreno argues that a literary and philosophical culture highly indebted to the 

work of the “tranmisores del mundo clásico” was clearly still the norm throughout 

Europe during the 13th and early 14th centuries, when Alfonso X, his son Sancho IV and 

grandson Fernando IV were reigning in Castile.1185 Macrobius continued to figure among 

a relatively small and stable group of trusted gatekeepers of Antique learning.1186 Citing 

the work of Lisardo Rubio, which shows a dramatic increase in manuscript copies of 

Latin classics in 14th-century Spain, Gómez Moreno challenges the accepted notion of the 

1300s as a period barren in culture in comparison to the 13th and the 15th centuries.1187  

 

6. Medieval Medical Theories of Dreaming 

6.a. The Faculty Psychology of Avicenna 

The classical world gave birth to several medical theories of dreaming based on 

elaborate and often insightful models of the human being as an integrated system of body 

and soul. In the 5th century BCE, Hippocrates classified dream imagery as an aid to 

medical diagnosis. The 2nd-century CE Roman physician Galen saw dreams as signposts 

to the function of the four bodily humors.1188 Both physicians connected dreams to the 

                                                 
1184 Gómez Moreno, “Los clásicos,” 155 
1185 Gómez Moreno, “Los clásicos,” 155 
1186 Gómez Moreno, “Los clásicos,” 155 
1187 Gómez Moreno, “Los clásicos,” 156 
1188 Newman, Somnium, 46 
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process of digestion, 1189 a central concern found in Aristotle’s 4th-century BCE dream 

theories.1190  

Such medical considerations of dreaming developed concurrently with others that 

took human senses into account. As previously discussed, Plato considered most dreams 

to be dim reflections of perceptions processed during waking consciousness.1191 The 

Roman philosopher Lucretius, writing in the 1st century BCE, believed that dreams were 

produced by the ceaseless movement of the eidola, the images that he believed streamed 

physically from all objects in the world into the mind, forming the basis of thought.1192  

Wisdom from both the medical and psychological traditions was passed down to 

the medieval world through the mediation of brilliant Arab and Persian theorists and 

doctors who not only translated Greek works but, by learning from physicians who 

represented the last of Greece’s living links to a centuries-old medical past, put their 

ideas to practical use. The Arabo-Greek tradition began to have a great impact on the 

development of Western European medicine in the 12th century as Latin translations were 

made of Arab medical texts that had been inspired by this tradition and further developed 

its wisdom.  

The theorists and practitioners of this tradition struggled to reconcile the nature of 

body and soul. Physicians by this time tended to focus their attention on treating the 

physical aspects of the human being, relegating the soul to the musings of the 

                                                 
1189 Newman, Somnium, 47 
1190 Newman, Somnium, 47-48, cites Aristotle’s “On Sleep and Dreaming” 
1191 Newman, Somnium, 50. Plato develops this theme most fully in his Timaeus. 
1192 Newman, Somnium, 51-52, cites Lucretius’ work De Rerum Natura. 
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philosophers who, in turn, recognized the limits of what doctors could offer their patients: 

“the doctors were led to the treatment of disordered reason almost as if it were a purely 

physical function; whereas the philosophers insisted that reason as such fell outside 

medical control.”1193 In the Arab tradition, however, the roles of physician and 

philosopher became conjoined. These medical scientists were also devout monotheists 

and dedicated a significant part of their writings to developing a parallel philosophy that 

honored the presence and activity of what they believed to be an immortal human soul. 

Harvey traces three distinct streams of medical thought and practice that were 

brought into the early, expanding Arab empire. The ancient Alexandrian medical school 

had developed a sophisticated knowledge of human anatomy, gained through the 

dissection of human cadavers, and had managed to resolve the sharp differences between 

the Aristotelian and Platonic worldviews concerning the bodily organs of human 

intelligence.1194 When the Muslims conquered Alexandria in 640, the last representative 

of this school was Paul of Aegina, and his writings were influential for later Arab 

thinkers.1195  

In the 5th century, physicians from the renown medical school of Nisibis, which 

had already been relocated to Edessa, were charged with heresy and forced to take refuge 

                                                 
1193 Harvey, E. Ruth, The Inward Wits: Psychological Theory in the Middle Ages and the Renaissance 
(London: Warburg Institute, University of London, 1975), 7 
1194 Harvey, Inward Wits, 6-7, explains that where Aristotle believed the heart to the center of intelligence, 
Plato and the Hippocratic physicians recognized the brain as the primary site of human reason. The 
Alexandrian physicians recognized that both heart and brain are integrally involved in human mental 
operations.  
1195 Harvey, Inward Wits, 8 
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in the great Persian cultural crossroads of Jundī-Shāpūr.1196 Finally, with the permanent 

closure of the Academy of Athens by the Romans in 529,1197 many Neo-Platonists also 

found a welcome home in Jundī-Shāpūr and brought their medical knowledge with 

them.1198 These two wisdom traditions gained a foothold in this cosmopolitan city and 

came to have a significant influence on the development of Arab medicine through the 

foundation of the House of Wisdom in Baghdad in 830 A.D.1199  

The Persian physician-philosopher Avicenna,1200 whose life bridged the 10th and 

11th centuries,\ was both an heir to this Arab medical tradition1201 and greatly responsible 

                                                 
1196 Harvey, Inward Wits, 8 
1197 A future project could involve looking at the work of Aegina and other leading figures still connected 
with this school and their contributions to the physiology and psychology of dreaming. One source is Alan 
Cameron, “The last days of the Academy at Athens,” Proceedings of the Cambridge Philological Society 
195 (1969): 7-29. 
1198 Harvey, Inward Wits, 8 
1199 Harvey, Inward Wits, 9. Hugh Kennedy, When Baghdad Ruled the Muslim World: the Rise and Fall of 
Islam’s Greatest Dynasty (Cambridge, MA: Da Capo Press, 2005), 246, warns that little is known of this 
institution, which has been romanticized by Western historians: “It appears that it was an institution 
inherited from the Sasanian monarchs and was basically a library. Pahlavi (middle Persian) manuscripts 
were kept there and some were translated into Arabic in the early Abbasid period. There is some (late) 
evidence that astronomers were employed there in Ma’mūn’s reign. However, it was far from being a real 
university and the most important and original scholars of the period seem to have had no connection with 
it.”  
1200 According to Cyril Elgood, A Medical History of Persia and the Eastern Caliphate (Amsterdam: APA-
Philo Press, 1979), 184-91, Abū ‘Alī al-Ḥusayn ibn ‘Abd Allāh ibn Sīnā, known as Abū Alī Sīnā or Ibn 
Sīnā, and Avicenna in the West, was born to a humble family c. 980 in the province of Balkh, a central 
Asián desert region. His family moved to Bukhara when he was about five, and he began an education in 
the Qur’ān along with studies in rhetoric, mathematics, and astronomy, theology and logic. He began his 
medical studies at the age of 16 with Abú Mansúr Hassan bin Núh al-Quamarí, court physician to Mansúr 
Samáni. Early in his career Avicenna cured Mansúr Samáni of a severe illness, for which he was granted 
privileged access to the royal library. In a later appointment at the court of Quabás, he met Abú ‘Ubayd, 
‘Abd-ul-Wáhid ibn Mudhammad al-Júzjání, who urged him to put his growing knowledge into writing. 
Many years later his friend Abú ‘Ubayd inspired him many years later this time to begin work on the 
enormous work entitled al-Shifā, “The Healing”. In his final appointment, enjoying the generous support of 
the ruler Álá-ul-Doula, who gave him a palace with gardens, he dedicated the rest of his life to a rigorous 
scholarly discipline, participation in statecraft, and the nightly pursuit of wine and women. From the 
excesses of both his studies and his pleasure-seeking he developed severe gastrointestinal ailments and 
possibly cancer of the stomach, ultimately leading to his death c. 1036.  
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for its further development, both as a scholar of ancient Greek medical texts and an 

actively practicing physician with an enormous curiosity who made many original 

contributions to his field. Among his works are philosophical, scientific and literary 

writings. The greatest of these, al-Shifā, “The Healing,” was conceived of as a refutation 

to certain aspects of Aristotle’s writings,1202 but grew to become an encyclopedic 

philosophical treatise that included discourses on astronomy, the medical properties of 

stones and chemistry.1203 This work is the source of the psychological theories discussed 

in the following section and the brief overview of faculty psychology presented here will 

facilitate this chapter’s review of 14th and 15th century Scholastic theories of dreaming 

expressed by two Castilian theologians.1204   

Avicenna is best known today for his medical writings, and his magnum opus is 

the al-Qánun, the “Cannon, or Laws of Medicine.” Including sections on physiology, 

pathology, pharmacology and practice, it was recognized as having eclipsed all previous 

medical works and came to be the standard medical text in the Arab world.1205  

                                                                                                                                                 
1201 Elgood, A Medical History, 185-86, states that Avicenna was urged to go into the medical profession by 
his mentor Abú Sahl `Isā bin Yahyā al-Masíhí, a Baghdad trained physician. As a young doctor at the 
library of Mansúr Samání, Avicenna gained access to a wealth of medical texts, many obscure, dating back 
to ancient Greece.  
1202 Donald Campbell, Arabian Medicine and its Influence on the Middle Ages (London: Kegan Paul, 
Trench, Trubner & Co., 1926), 78, gives this anecdote about Avicenna’s connection to Aristotle: that the 
Arab doctor read the philosopher’s Metaphysics forty times yet was unable to understand it until he bought 
a copy of al-Fārābī’s commentary on the work. Al-Fārābī’ is the first known Eastern scholar to comment on 
Aristotle’s logic. 
1203 Elgood, A Medical History, 190 
1204 Harvey, Inward Wits, 40 
1205 Elgood, A Medical History, 195-96. In Donald Campbell’s estimation, Arab Medicine, 78: “Avicenna 
surpassed both Aristotle and Galen in dialectical subtlety and showed a fondness for metaphysical 
speculations; and like all the Arabian writers of the East, he presents us with the doctrines of Galen and 
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As a physiologist, Avicenna contributed to the advancement of what is known 

today as “faculty psychology,”1206 and his work in this area was highly influential in the 

development of Scholastic studies of the human psyche and of dreaming. Much of his 

theory, which is primarily materialist in its outlook, starts with Aristotle’s conception of 

the mind.1207 In Avicenna’s categorization of psychological faculties, the powers of soul, 

thought of as both an embodied being and a kind of physiological activity,1208 form a 

continuum. The vis vegetabilis is common to all living things and encompasses processes 

related to nutrition, growth and generation.1209 Animals and humans, living at a higher 

level of organization, also possess what he calls the sensitive powers.1210 These 

capacities, which are foundational to human psychology, include the power of 

commanding and carrying out movements through the medium of the nervous system1211 

as well as the apprehendens, the faculty necessary for taking in, processing and storing 

sense impressions. In its external aspect the apprehendens encompasses the interaction of 

the five bodily senses with the world, while internally it comprises the four basic brain-

                                                                                                                                                 
Hippocrates modified by the system of Aristotle together with illustrative material from the later medical 
writers.” 
1206 See note 190. A source for future study will be George Sidney Brett, The History of Psychology 
(London: Allen and Unwin, 1912-1921) 
1207 Harvey, Inward Wits, 40 
1208 Harvey, Inward Wits, 40 
1209 Harvey, Inward Wits, 41 
1210 Harvey, Inward Wits, 41 
1211 Harvey, Inward Wits, 41 
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based activities of the sensitive soul, which work in a series: sensus comunis, 

imaginativa, extimativa and memorialis.1212 

The first stage in the process of perception takes place as the sensibilia, the bodily 

spirits connected to the blood and active in the nervous system, empower each sense 

faculty in its unique way to take in raw impressions. These impressions are given 

coherence and unity by the sensus comunis, which was said to be located in what was 

then considered to be the “front ventricle” of the brain:  

As each sense can distinguish only the range of its own sensibilia, there must be 
some general power which grasps all the sensibilia in order to compare and relate 
them, for animals must know how to recognize the food which tastes good by 
sight and smell, and to associate the shape of the stick with the sensation of pain; 
this can only come about if there is a common organ for all sensations. Sensus 
comunis is the common center: the general power of sensation proceeds from it by 
means of the spirit in the sensory nerves, and it is then diversified in the various 
sensory organs.1213   
 

All sense impressions, then, must be processed within the clearinghouse of the sensus 

comunis.  

                                                 
1212 Although Harvey notes that the sensus comunis is also known as the fantasia, to avoid confusion in the 
subsequent discussion I will use the former term. 
1213 Harvey, Inwards Wits, 43-44.  In most of this section I have chosen to use Harvey’s descriptions of 
Avicenna’s theories, which are more clearly phrased than the few direct quotations she makes from an 
English translation of Avicenna. In the future I will take a careful look at an English translation of 
Avicenna’s works to make sure I am accurately rendering his ideas. Although within a slightly different 
framework, on which I will comment below, Lope de Barrientos also provides an overview of these mental 
faculties that are essential to the medical conception of dreaming. Because it will aid the later discussion of 
his theories, I will include his definitions here for most of these faculties, beginning with the sensus 
comunis from his) “Tratado del dormir,” vol. 1, Vida y obras de Fray Lope de Barrientos, ed. Fray Luis 
G.A. Getino (Salamanca, Spain: Establecimiento Tipográfico de Calatrava, 1927, 19-20: “el oficio del seso 
común es rescibir de todos los cinco sentidos exteriores las figuras que cada uno dellos representa, ansi 
como de la vista los colores, e de la auditiva los sones, e de la odorativa los olores, e del gusto los sabores, 
e del tacto el palpable.” As discussed above (my pages 261-62), Aristotle also recognized a master sensory 
organ, a central gathering place for all sense impressions; however, he believed this to be located within the 
heart rather than in the brain.  
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 The sensus comunis, which has no capacity for long-term memory, passes along 

the data it receives to the faculty called imaginatio, thought to be located directly behind 

the brain’s front ventricle: “Sensus comunis cannot retain a form without perceiving it; 

therefore when it has finished with a perception it hands it over by means of the cerebral 

spirit to imaginatio, where it is stored up.”1214 Sensus comunis and imaginatio were thus 

seen as inseparably linked and working together as a single unit involved in taking in and 

remembering sense impressions. 

 Two faculties were believed to be at work in the “central ventricle” of the brain. 

The first, imaginativa, known as cogitativa in human beings, begins to transform 

received impressions and create new ones: “This power which relates the sensible forms 

in imaginatio to each other is called imaginativa in beasts, cogitativa when controlled by 

the rational soul. It works on the material stored up in imaginatio, joining and dividing 

forms to make new ones, which may then be put back into the storehouse.”1215 The 

imaginativa / cogitativa is subservient to the extimativa, the highest soul power possessed 

by animals and, in Avicenna’s opinion, the limit of intelligence used by many human 

beings.1216 The extimativa brings a capacity for discernment to what has been taken in 

                                                 
1214 Harvey, Inward Wits, 44. Lope de Barrientos, “Tratado,” 20, offers a definition of what he calls the 
imaginativa that almost directly corresponds to Avicenna’s imaginatio: “El oficio de la imaginativa es 
rescibir del seso comun las imágenes e figuras de las cosas, según quel seso común las rescibe ansí de la 
imaginativa, conservarlas e retenerlas.”  
1215 Harvey, Inward Wits, 45. For clarity and to facilitate comparisons with Lope de Barrientos’ model, I 
have used the Latin terminology imaginativa and cogitativa rather than the English translations Harvey 
provides.  
1216 Harvey, Inward Wits, 45 
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coherently by the sensing functions and organized and elaborated upon by the 

imaginativa: 

The chief importance of extimativa is to perceive intentiones in the sensations 
brought to us by the previous powers. It is a kind of judgment: by it the creature 
decides whether the object before it is good or harmful, dangerous or useful, and 
can thus direct its movements. For the sheep, the meaning or intentio of the wolf 
is danger, and the sheep is warned to run.1217  
 

The intentio, “a kind of judgment based on sensory experience,” and brought into focus 

by the extimativa, is stored in the memorialis, a faculty located in the dorsal ventricle: 

“Memorialis stands in the same relation to extimativa as imaginatio to sensus comunis; it 

stores up the intentiones just as imaginatio stores up the sensible forms.”1218  

 These basic motors of the psyche are centrally involved in the medieval medical 

tradition’s psychology of dreaming, although Harvey’s discussion here of Avicenna’s 

dream theory is brief. The Persian doctor starts with the material suppositions of 

Aristotle’s natural science and then allows space for his deep faith to shine forth. 

According to Avicenna’s psychology, dreaming comes about when the action of the 

imaginativa is freed free from the yoke of reason and affects the sense organs from 

within:  

[…] when the control of reason is lifted, imaginativa can make new shapes and 
forms by combining and separating the images, and it may then submit them to 

                                                 
1217 Harvey, Inward Wits, 45. Lope de Barrientos, “Tratado,” 20-21, states of the extimativa: “El oficio de 
la estimativa no es rescibir las figuras e imágenes de las cosas según las rescibe la imaginativa, más 
solamente las intenciones dellas, ansí como rescibir e conoscer el amor que es entre el cordero e la oveja, e 
la enemistad que es entre el pollo e el milano, e entre el lobo e el carnero.” 
1218 Harvey, Inward Wits, 46. About the memorialis Lope de Barrientos, “Tratado,” 21, tells us: “Ca ansi 
como la imaginativa rescibe e conserva las especies y figuras que rescibe del seso común, ansi la 
memorativa rescibe e retiene las intenciones que rescibe de la estimativa, salvo que las rescibe más 
espiritualmente que no la imaginativa.”  
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the sensus comunis which ‘sees’ them. This is what takes place in dreams: sensus 
comunis is not occupied with images and impressions coming from the senses 
outside, and hence it perceives these internal creations as real.1219 
 

In its positive sense, this is a creative activity of the soul, even if it is involuntary, yet it 

also involves delusion. 

Avicenna is, despite his spiritual and philosophical interests, first and foremost a 

physician. In his view, most dreaming comes about from natural physiological and 

psychological processes rather than from supernatural influences or from an enlightened 

soul. One basic category of oneiric experience, the “natural dream,” results from the state 

of the body and condition of the bodily humors, both of which affect the action of the 

bodily spirits. A hungry person, for example, could very likely dream of feasts.1220 A 

second type, known as “voluntary” comes about as the sleeping mind continues to mull 

about the “cares of the day.”1221  

Avicenna’s psychology has one foot firmly planted in the tradition of Aristotle, 

yet departs from it in its spiritual tenets. Like Macrobius and John of Salisbury, Avicenna 

allows for the possibility of a higher form of dream that connects a sleeping person to a 

spiritual or cosmic level of being: “Now when the body is asleep, the intellect may 

contemplate celestial things, and imaginatio may retain some impressions of these 

contemplations; however, it will retain accurate likenesses only when it is quiet and 

                                                 
1219 Harvey, Inward Wits, 49 
1220 Harvey, Inward Wits, 50 
1221 Harvey, Inward Wits, 50 
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receptive and obedient to intellect alone.”1222 One sees once again a view of the higher or 

true dream that depends upon the disciplined, flexible and strong mind and temperance of 

moral character of men who are “accustomed to true imaginations.” Such true dreams, 

Avicenna asserts, are most likely to take place early in the morning, when “the 

movements of the humors are finished, and the cogitations are quiet; imaginativa is at its 

best, and imaginatio and memorialis preserve the forms with stability.”1223  

Spiritual truths can, still, however, filter down to dreamers who are less inwardly 

developed. Avicenna’s conception of such a dream is close to Macrobius’ description of 

the enigmatic dream or somnium, as an experience in need of interpretation: “Otherwise, 

if the power of imaginativa is strong, imaginatio will retain images which are the 

processes of association; such dreams will need interpretation to uncover these 

processes.”1224 These associations will bring about a less direct, more symbolic imagery 

pointing at truths which a more spiritually advanced dreamer would be capable of 

perceiving directly. 

Avicenna also developed a detailed psychology of prophetic dreams that move 

beyond the limits of the true dream mentioned above. At the lowest level, spiritual truths 

begin to approach the intellectus agens1225 of the dreamer. In this case, the dreamer’s 

                                                 
1222 Harvey, Inward Wits, 49 
1223 Harvey, Inward Wits, 50 
1224 Harvey, Inward Wits, 49 
1225 The intellectus agens in Avicenna’s psychology is also called the intellectus accomodatus. Harvey, 
Inward Wits, 41-42, states that: “The whole of Avicenna’s scheme is directed upwards: it is part of an 
elaborate ladder of being. He carefully subordinates all the soul’s powers one to another, with highest of all 
the intellectus accomodatus, which is itself turned into active intellect [intellectus agens], which in turn 
takes its place as the lowest of a Neo-Platonic hierarchy of celestial intelligences,” or the level of angels.  
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consciousness is believed to have left the boundaries of the earth, partaking in awareness 

at the level of the celestial sphere of the moon. At this spiritual height it is possible for 

the dreamer to have knowledge of future events, although they will be limited to “what is 

relevant to his own concerns, his country, or state, or region.”1226  

Beyond this, a dreamer reaches a place where, through the faculty of his 

imaginativa, he can see while he is awake what is normally only possible to see in 

dreams. Accounts of this kind of waking dream are sometimes observed in the medieval 

literary dream vision.1227 Finally, there is a dream reserved only for true saints, in whom 

the very rare soul faculty of the virtus sancta is active. With this power, the dreamer 

receives the grace of “a direct insight by the strong and pure soul into intellectus agens. 

The soul then perceives the causes of things directly.”1228 Seeing the causal relationships 

between events in this way is a form of prophecy far above the mere knowledge that such 

events are to happen. 

Avicenna’s psychology of dreaming is based on his understanding of mental 

faculties, following in the atheistic tradition of Aristotle’s natural science and physiology 

and yet grants a place for dreaming as a form of spiritual inspiration or communication 

that can be an important part of the life of a serious person trying to live a life in 

accordance with a living God. In this reverential interweaving of nature and divinity, he 

anticipates the fundamental spirit of the age of the Scholastic philosophers.  

                                                 
1226 Harvey, Inward Wits, 50 
1227 Harvey, Inward Wits, 50 
1228 Harvey, Inward Wits, 50 
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The Western Caliphate in the Iberian Peninsula was the point of contact with 

Western Europe for the medicine and philosophy of Avicenna and other great Arab 

physicians and scholars. During its golden age, Córdoba became the world’s center of 

Islamic learning.1229 The Jewish community of the Caliphate actively participated in this 

intellectual activity as its brightest scholars had full command of the Arabic language 

which was preferred for learned discourse.1230 Jewish linguists would become the skilled 

translators who made this knowledge available in the West.1231  

As Donald Campbell observes, this world of high culture held a special attraction 

for the comparatively regressive Western Europeans and Toledo became the place to 

glean its wisdom: 

Medieval Europe regarded Arabian Medicine with superstitious awe, and Cordova 
was looked upon with admiration by the educated European. This tendency led to 
Moslem Spain and Toledo, its intellectual outpost, being considered the source of 
‘Saraceni studies’ which represented at that time the main source of the ancient 
Greek tradition.1232 
 

In 1130, 45 years after the Christian reconquest of the city, Archbishop Raymond 

established a society of translators, most of whom came from the converso population 

and had the skills needed to work with Arabic medical and philosophical texts.1233 The 

word-for-word approach to translation they used, however, was far from ideal and in 

                                                 
1229 Campbell, Arabian Medicine, 138 
1230 Campbell, Arabian Medicine, 138 
1231 Campbell, Arabian Medicine, 137 
1232 Campbell, Arabian Medicine, 143 
1233 Campbell, Arabian Medicine, 139 
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many cases the Arabic texts were misconstrued.1234 Gerard of Cremona (1114-87), 

among the early churchmen to avail himself of the talent gathered in Toledo, translated 

the greater part of Avicenna’s Canon.1235 

When the Almohad caliphs gained control of Córdoba in the mid-12th century1236 

and began their repressive reign, Jewish learning was at its height. The best and brightest 

scholars left the city, and Jewish and Arabic medicine and philosophy found a home in 

the West in places as distant as Venice and Montpellier.1237 Frederick II (1212-50) of 

Sicily fostered a circle of translators at his court, addressing the lack of Church support 

for these endeavors.1238 Michael Scot, the first translator of Averröes, Avicenna and 

Aristotle was active there as well as in Toledo.1239 

As this body of Arabic and classical knowledge continued to accumulate, it 

became one of the main sources of inspiration for Western European philosophical 

writing of the 13th century: “The thirteenth century was an age of Arabo-Scholastic 

revival, and one of the greatest epochs of human history; the impulse to this intellectual 

activity was derived in the main from the Arabic writers among whom the most 

                                                 
1234 Campbell, Arabian Medicine, 139 
1235 Campbell, Arabian Medicine, 144 
1236 Chris Lowney, A Vanished World: Medieval Spain’s Golden Age of Enlightenment (New York: Free 
Press, 2005), 145-46, explains that warriors from the fundamentalist Almohad Islamic sect (from the Arabic 
al-Muwahiddun: “those who affirm the Oneness of God,” originating in Morocco’s Atlas Mountains, had 
already conquered most of Northern Africa, when in 1148 they captured Córdoba, initiating a period of 
brutal repression and forced conversion of Jews and Christians.  
1237 Campbell, Arabian Medicine, 140 
1238 Campbell, Arabian Medicine, 142 
1239 Campbell, Arabian Medicine, 142 
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prominent were Avicenna, Avenzorar, Averröes, and Albucasis.”1240 This happened 

despite an increasing availability of Greek texts that followed the conquest of 

Constantinople in 1204. Scholars were more accustomed to working with Latin 

translations from the Arabic,1241 even if the chains of transmission and sloppy linguistic 

work yielded texts with significant errors that were often not corrected by later Scholastic 

writers.1242 

The role of the Scholastic philosophers was one of organizing and systematizing 

the medicine and philosophy they inherited from the Arabic tradition,1243 and the most 

significant contributions in this effort were made by Alexander of Halle (d. 1245), Robert 

Grosseteste (c. 1175-1253), St. Thomas Aquinas (1225-74) and Albertus Magnus (1193-

1280).1244 Also active during this period were the encyclopedists such as Alexander of 

Neckham (1157-1217), Vicent de Beauvais (1190-1264) and Bartholomew Glanville (c. 

1260), whose compendia of knowledge were derived mostly from Averröes’ 

commentaries on Aristotle.1245  

The thirteenth century absorption of the Arab medical tradition was aided by the 

1236 Christian reconquest of Córdoba and the 1258 fall of the ‘Abbāsid Caliphate in 

Baghdad to the Mongols.1246 The growing body of scholarly texts contributed greatly to 

                                                 
1240 Campbell, Arabian Medicine, 143 
1241 Campbell, Arabian Medicine, 147 
1242 Campbell, Arabian Medicine, 137 
1243 Campbell, Arabian Medicine, 153 
1244 Campbell, Arabian Medicine, 153 
1245 Campbell, Arabian Medicine, 154 
1246 Campbell, Arabian Medicine, 154 
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the growth of universities in 13th-century Western Europe, whose curricula initially was 

centered on the works of Aristotle, at first filtered through the texts of Avicenna, Algazel 

and Averröes and later through more direct contact with early manuscripts.1247  

Important centers of medical learning included Bologna, where Thaddeus of 

Florence developed Avicenna’s ideas;1248 Montpellier, where both the Arabist medical 

missionary and mystic philosopher Raymond Llull (1235-1312) and fellow Catalan 

Arnold de Villanova1249 (c. 1240-1311), who studied Arabic writings on medicine, 

chemistry and astrology in Spain, were trained;1250 and Padua, where Peter of Abano 

(1253-1316) worked to demystify medical science of concepts such as Divine Providence 

and belief in the Devil, and whose Conciliator differentiarum found common ground 

between the Greek and Arab traditions;1251 

As Steven Kruger indicates, in developing their dream theory the Scholastics were 

not blind followers of all Aristotelian doctrine:  

Most often, late-medieval dream theorists did not accept Aristotle uncritically; 
neither did they reject “older” dream authorities out of hand. Thirteenth- and 
fourteenth-century writers – even those strongly influenced by the “new learning” 
– continued to cite and expound late-antique theory. Albertus Magnus, Jean de 
Rochelle, Vincent de Beauvais, all ‘Aristotelians’, each refer at some length to the 
ideas of dreaming expressed by Macrobius, Augustine and Gregory [the 
Great].1252 

                                                 
1247 Campbell, Arabian Medicine, 157 
1248 Campbell, Arabian Medicine, 159 
1249 A future area of research will be to look at the writings of Ramon Llull and Arnold de Villanova with 
reference to dream theory as it existed in the 13th and 14th century Iberian kingdoms. 
1250 Campbell, Arabian Medicine, 160 
1251 Campbell, Arabian Medicine, 163 
1252 Kruger, Dreaming, 89. The literature on the Scholastic synthesizers of Aristotelian dream theory is 
vast. An area of future research will be to briefly highlight contributions of writers such as Albertus 
Magnus and Vincent de Beauvais. 
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Despite the important advances taking place in the transmission of learning to 

Western Europe, the almost exclusive reliance on translated texts from Arab authors led 

to distortions of classical learning,1253 and the rigidity of the Scholastic system, which 

always deferred to the speculative truths of authorities, provoked a new spirit of 

skepticism in the 14th century that sought to develop a practical science based on the 

direct observation of nature.1254    

 

 

6.b. Alfonsus Vargas and 14th-century Cognitive Dream Theory 

The theologian Alfonsus Vargas was writing during this time of great challenges 

to the Scholastic worldview. While the work of Alfonsus Vargas has to this day not been 

critically edited or broadly studied,1255 his expansive efforts to bolster traditional 

Scholasticism against the ever more insistent currents of philosophical doubt make him a 

worthy representative of conservative 14th-century theological writing.  

Although Vargas’ treatises draw heavily on the writings of great Church thinkers, 

both patristic as well as Scholastic authors from the 12th to 14th centuries, they are in fact 

                                                 
1253 Campbell, Arabian Medicine, 166 
1254 Campbell, Arabian Medicine, 168 
1255 The most detailed study in English to this point of the life and work of Alfonsus Vargas is the excellent 
Master’s Thesis of Frederic J. Baumgartner, Augustinianism in the Fourteenth Century – Aspects of the 
Thought of Alphonsus Vargas Toletanus, M.A. diss. (University of Wisconsin Madison, 1969). The only 
monograph written on Alfonsus Vargas is J Kürzginer, Alfonsus Vargas Toletanus und seine teologische 
Einleitungslehrer (Münster: Aschendorff, 1930). 
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elaborate tapestries of argumentation that use the principle of synthesis to arrive at 

original contributions to the major debates of his day. 

In his scholarly career Vargas1256 followed in the footsteps of Gregory of Rimini, 

who is regarded today as the best student of Augustine during the entire Middle Ages,1257 

at an historical moment of renewed scholarly and spiritual interest in the life and work of 

the North African Saint. Vargas was, like Rimini, an Augustinian1258 at a time when this 

order dominated the Parisian university environment, yet he came to develop an 

independent intellectual posture.1259 An essential element of Vargas’ philosophical vision 

is a defense of the Augustinian doctrine of predestination. Like Rimini and Thomas 

Bradwardine, he saw the love of God as a surer path to divinity than the way of 

intellectual knowledge.1260  

Although Vargas’ life and work remain quite obscure to modern scholars, his 

writings were enjoyed by a wide audience in 14th- and 15th-century theological circles.1261 

Only two of his works are known to survive today and remain unedited: a commentary on 

                                                 
1256 Little is known of the life of Alfonsus Vargas. Baumgartner, Augustinianism, 17-18, believes he was 
born c. 1300 to a noble family in Toledo. He was educated in Paris and entered the university there in 1340. 
In 1344-1345 he was the baccalareus Sententiarum, succeeding Gregory of Rimini. He earned his Masters 
of Theology in 1348 and is believed to have served as Regent Master for the Parisian Augustinian friars 
from 1348-1353. He returned to Spain in 1353, serving first as Bishop of Badajoz and, the following year, 
was appointed Bishop of Osma. In 1361 he received his highest office, the Archbishopric of Seville, which 
he held until his death on December 27, 1366.  
1257 Eric Leland Saak, “The Reception of Augustine in the Later Middle Ages,” The Reception of the 
Church Fathers in the West: From the Carolingians to the Maurists, ed. Irena Backus (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 
1997), 372 
1258 Baumgartner, Augustinianism, 12 explains that the mendicant Augustinian order was formed in 1256 
when Pope Alexander IV unified all of the hermit congregations of Italy and Southern Europe under the 
rule of Augustine.   
1259 Baumgartner, Augustinianism, 1  
1260 Baumgartner, Augustinianism, 16 
1261 Saak, “The Reception”, 384 
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Aristotle’s De Anima,1262 and a work entitled In primum sententiarum (Commentary on 

the First Book of Sentences). This latter work was part of a long tradition of writing in 

response to the 12th-century magnum opus of Peter Lombard, Quatuor libri sententiarum, 

which became the fundamental theological textbook of the Scholastic period.1263 As 

baccalareus Sententiarum, or Lecturer on the Sentences, Vargas was regarded as an 

authority on this text.  

There are several known 14th- and 15th-century manuscripts and a 1490 incunable 

edition1264 of In Primum Sententiarum. Baumgartner has commented on the reasons for 

its comparatively wide distribution: “The number of manuscripts and the printed edition, 

unusual for a master at Paris of this era, is explained by the many and accurate quotations 

of his noted predecessors and his contemporaries.”1265 Vargas’ work was, therefore, a 

repository of patristic and Scholastic thought, of value to scholars as a reliable guide to 

both the theology of his era and from the more distant past.1266  

                                                 
1262 It should be noted that this treatise offers no commentary on dream theory. 
1263 According to Joseph de Ghellinck, “Peter Lombard,” The Catholic Encyclopedia, vol. 11, Web, 13 Jul. 
2009, Peter Lombard, born about 1100 in Novara, Italy, is best known for his Quatuor libri Sententiarum, 
for which he has become known to history as the Magister Sententiarum. It is a book structured around 
answers to a series of questions and is encyclopedic in scope in its treatment of theological doctrines. It 
established the Scholastic tradition of taking arguments from Church authorities and responding with 
complex, dialectical arguments. At his death he was considered a highly controversial writer, but by the 
1215 Lateran Council his works were accepted as canonical. 
1264 This is the edition published by Paganius de Paganiis in 1490 in Venice. A modern photostatic reprint 
was published in 1952, and I have used this edition for my quotations from Vargas. 
1265 Baumgartner, Augustinianism, 20 
1266 Baumgartner, Augustinianism, 20-21 
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The place of honor in this gathering of Church thinkers was given to 

Augustine.1267 The Saint’s writings became the impetus for developing dialectical 

arguments in which Vargas would place the ideas of Thomas Aquinas and Giles of Rome 

in support of his conservative interpretations and Peter Aureole and John Duns Scotus as 

voices of opposition.1268  

The primary concern of Vargas’ In Primum Sententiarum is the exposition of a 

theory of human knowledge that takes into account a topic hotly debated in the 14th 

century, notitia intiuitiva, or intuitive knowledge. Thomas Aquinas had established the 

epistemology of realism, based on an abstractive knowledge, always one step removed 

from objects in the world. Fourteenth-century theology, by contrast, was dominated by 

the philosophical school of Nominalism that reacted against the position of Aquinas. 

William of Ockham1269 was the foremost proponent of this new epistemology. As 

Baumgartner explains: “The basic premise of Ockham’s theory was the notitia intiuitiva, 

intuitive cognition, by which man has direct and immediate knowledge of the external 

object. The mind has the power to go out to the object without the intermediary 

                                                 
1267 Baumgartner, Augustinianism, 21 
1268 Baumgartner, Augustinianism, 21. Saak, “The Reception,” 384, credits Vargas with inventing the 
practice of inset quotation in this work. 
1269 William Turner, “William of Ockham,” The Catholic Encyclopedia, vol. 15, Web, 14 Jul. 2009, states 
that William was born about 1280 in Ockham, near Surrey in England. Tradition holds that he studied 
under Duns Scotus at Merton College in Oxford. Around 1310 he went to Paris, where he may have 
continued his studies with Scotus, becoming a Magister there c.1320. He resigned from teaching soon 
thereafter and became embroiled in Church politics. He called for a radical simplification of 
Scholasticism’s basic categorical distinctions, convinced that the core tenets of the Christian faith could 
never be proven by human reason and their understanding depended instead on divine revelation. Ockham 
grounded his worldview, called by some “Terminist,” in the concept of intuitive knowledge.   
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species.”1270 As Master of the Sentences, this theory of Vargas’ had found a welcome and 

receptive home among the academic body at the University of Paris. Vargas sought to re-

contextualize the concept of notitia intuitiva with the aim of guiding the debate back to a 

theological orthodoxy grounded in the Thomist, or realist position. At the same, time, his 

efforts at synthesis yielded a wholly original theory of knowledge. 

In developing his epistemology, Vargas posits four ways of human knowing: 

abstractive knowledge, based on a mental representation of an object in its absence; 

deductive knowledge, which uses discursive reason to arrive at knowledge of a new 

object from an already known object; intuitive knowledge, which will be defined in a 

moment, and superintuitive knowledge, which is a more perfect form of eternal 

knowledge grounded in the Word of God.1271 

Vargas defines notitia intuitiva as: “cognition of the thing in itself actually and 

presently existing, such as the cognition face to face about which the Apostle speaks in I 

Corinthians.”1272 By this he means that intuitive knowledge allows a person to know an 

object in the world directly. This direct knowledge is analogous to, but a pale reflection 

                                                 
1270 Baumgartner, Augustinianism, 28 
1271 Baumgartner, Augustinianism, 30, explains that Vargas relates all of these facets of human knowledge 
to the concept of notitia enigmatica, drawing on the words of St. Paul from I Corinthians, 12 and 13: “We 
see now through a mirror in an obscure manner but then face to face.”1271 Vargas’ four modes of 
knowledge are earthbound and incomplete, whereas the blessed in heaven enjoy the face-to-face, direct and 
full knowledge of God. 
1272 Baumgartner, Augustinianism, 30. The translation is his. 
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of the beatific vision, and his reference here to St. Paul, which he borrowed from Peter 

Aureole, should not be seen as literal.1273  

Vargas departs from Ockhamist nominalism in his belief that people can have 

intuitive knowledge only in the actual presence of an object. This leads him to a quite 

original conclusion. He opposes the nominalist Peter Aureole with an idea that forms a 

kernel of his entire work: namely, that God did not have intuitive knowledge of created 

things from eternity. He believes, as a consequence, that intuitive knowledge is imperfect 

and that God’s knowledge of His creatures requires the superintuitive mode of cognition, 

a way of knowing grounded in the active presence of the Word of God.1274 

Vargas begins the Prologue to his In Primum Sententiarum by quoting at length 

from the work of Aureole1275 to create an argument counter to his own, in order to lay the 

groundwork for a complete dialectical sequence. It is here that one finds a reference to a 

theory of dreams. Aureole argues that there are situations in which people can have a 

direct, intuitive knowledge of things that are absent. His first example begins with a quote 

                                                 
1273 Saak, “Reception”, 388. This point was clarified for me in an email reply sent by Frederic Baumgartner 
on October 16, 2009: “It seems to me […] that intuitive knowledge for Vargas was notitia enigmatica 
because ‘face to face’ knowledge is only for the beatified in heaven, but it is like ‘face to face’ because it is 
of the object truly present, just as face to face would be of God actually present to the saints.” 
1274 Baumgartner, Augustinianism, 32 
1275 According to Edward Pace, “Petrus Aureoli,” The Catholic Encyclopedia, vol. 2, Web., 18 Feb. 2010, 
Peter Aureole, a Franciscan theologian, was born in Toulouse in 1280, taught in Paris, and is known for his 
defense of the Immaculate Conception, his sermons, a commentary on the works of St. Bernard, his 
commentaries on Lombard’s Sentences, a work entitled “Quodlibeta” and a “Brevarium Bibliorum,” which 
offered a literal commentary of Scripture. He was a philosophical Conceptualist, paving the way for 
William of Ockham. He favored the views of Duns Scotus over those of Thomas Aquinas. He died in 1322 
in Denifle, France. 
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from St. Augustine, with a description of the after-images that were believed to remain in 

the eye after looking at the sun or other bright light: 

The first proof is in visions having been withdrawn from a strong presence, 
concerning which St. Augustine in De Trinitate Book 11 says: “Frequently, when 
we direct our attention toward the sun or whatever source of light for a long time 
and then close our eyes, it is as if certain bright colors are turned in our sight, 
varyingly following each other, and less and less resplendent until they entirely 
cease. We understand these [colors] to be remnants of that form that had been 
made within sensation.” And [Augustine] concludes that this form was the same 
when we were seeing [the object], although it was clearer and brighter then, but it 
was so closely connected with the appearance of the thing which was perceived 
that it could not entirely be distinguished [from this object]. And this was vision. 
And thus wrote Augustine.1276 

 
The mind, then, is able to perpetuate images of things in the faculty of vision even after 

our eyes have turned away from the original object that was seen and had created the 

sense perception in the eyes. According to Aureole, this proves that intuitive knowledge 

of the thing persists even though the original object is no longer present before our eyes.  

 Aureole’s second example, as quoted by Vargas, extends this same reasoning to 

the phenomenon of dreaming, when during sleep the inner faculty of vision continues to 

produce images and, as Aureole posits, to offer a form of direct, intuitive knowledge of 
                                                 
1276 Alfonsus Vargas, In Primum Sententiarum, ed. Thomas de Spilimbergo, O.E.S.A. (Meriden, CT: The 
Meriden Gravure Co., 1952, Reprint of Venice: Paganius de Paganiis, 1490), 6:46-56: “Prima est in 
visionibus derelictis ex forti visibili: quam beatus Augustinus Liber 11 De Trinitate, Capitulo Primo., ubi 
ait: quod plerumque cum diu solem attenderimus, vel quecumque luminaria, et deinde oculos clauserimus 
quasi versant in aspectu quidam colores lucidi varie sese concomitantes et minus minusque fulgentes donec 
omnino desistant. Quas intelligimus reliquias esse illius forme que facta erat in sensu. Et concludit: quod 
erat idem cum illa cum videremus sed illa clarior et expressior sed multum coniuncta cum specie rei eius 
que cernebant ut discerni omnino non posset. Et ipsa erat visio. Haec Augustinus.” The English  
translations are mine, with very helpful assistance I received from Bob Anderson and Dr. Cynthia White. 
Cf. Peter Aureoli: “Prooemium Sect. 2:82,” Scriptum super primum sententiarum, ed. Eligius M. Buytaert, 
O.F.M., S.T.D. (St. Bonaventure, NY: The Franciscan Institute, 1952) I: 198-9, lin. 48-59. Cf. Aristotle 
“On Dreams,” 459b13-19, pp. 87-89: “And again, if we close our eyes after looking toward the sun or some 
other shining object, then if we watch carefully, it appears directly in line with our original vision, first in 
its own color; then it changes to crimson, next to purple, until finally it turns black and disappears.” 
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things, even in the absence of real objects external to the dreamer. Here Aureole is 

drawing on the work of Averröes1277 as Commentator on Aristotle’s De Somno et Vigilia, 

On Sleep and Waking:   

And the second proof is in dreams, concerning which the Commentator writes in 
his treatise De somno et vigilia about the manner in which man generally sees in a 
dream: “He perceives through the five senses without anything external being 
perceptible. This happens, moreover, through a movement opposite to that which 
takes place in wakefulness. During wakefulness, that is to say, the external 
sensibilia moves the senses, and the sensus comunis moves the virtus 
imaginativa.” 1278  
 

The Latin terminology used here is within the tradition of Avicenna and common for 

medieval writing on faculty psychology. Averröes is stating that in the waking state, 

impressions that have been received by each bodily sense faculty, known collectively as 

the sensibilia, flow to the clearinghouse for all sense life known as the sensus comunis, 

and are finally sent to the higher cognitive center known as imaginativa, which processes 

                                                 
1277 According to William Turner, “Averröes,” The Catholic Encyclopedia, vol. 2, Web, 18 Feb. 2010, the 
Arabian philosopher Abul Walid Mahommed Ibn Achmed, Ibn Mahommed Ibn Roschd (1126-1198), 
known in Western Europe at Averröes, was born in Córdoba in 1126. Averröes studied jurisprudence, 
medicine, mathematics, philosophy and theology in his native city. He was actively involved in civil 
service in Morocco, Seville and Córdoba. Along with other scholars, he fell out of favor with the Calif and 
was banished, and many of his works on logic and metaphysics were destroyed. With the waning of 
Moorish control of southern Spain his influence flowed in the direction of Hebrew and Latin culture in 
Western Europe, influencing Christian thought through to the beginning of the modernity. He his best 
known for his “Commentaries” on Aristotle. In Scholastic culture he was therefore given the title of the 
“Commentator,” although his ideas were later considered heretical.   
1278 Vargas, In Primum, 6: 58-64: “Et experientia secunda est in somnis, qua ponit comentator in tractatu 
suo De somno et vigilia fere circa medium de quod in somno videt homo: ‘et sentit per quinque sensus 
absque eo quod sit aliquod sensibile extrinsecum. Hoc aut accidit per motum contrarium ei qui est in 
vigilia. In vigilia enim sensibilia extrinseca movet sensus, et sensus comunis movet virtutem imaginativam. 
Cf. Aureole, “Prooemium Sect. 2:83,” Scriptum, Buytaert I: 199, lin. 61-77. Cf. Michael Scot’s 13th century 
Latin translation of Averröes. See Emily Ledyard Shields, Compendia librorum Aristotelis qui Parva 
naturalia vocantur. Recensuit Aemilia Ledyard Shields, adiuvante Henrico Blumberg (Cambridge, MA: 
Mediaeval Academy of America, 1949), 98 
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impressions and creates new ones. This flow, he continues, is reversed in the dreaming 

mind:  

“In a dream, however, the intentio imaginativa will turn back and move the 
sensus communes, and the sensus comunis will move the virtus particularis. And 
thus it happens that a man takes hold of things knowable by the senses. It is 
granted that they are not coming from without.” And thus wrote the 
Commentator.1279  

 
The virtus particularis as defined by Thomas Aquinas is also known as the 

appetitus sensitivus or appetitive power.1280 This was considered to be a non-rational part 

of the mind that always reacts with desire or antipathy to sense impression. In the waking 

state, it was believed this would help the mind to organize the movement of the limbs. 

Aquinas, giving special attention to the human capacity for free will, posits that during 

waking moments this power is subject to the uniquely human faculty of reason he called 

the ratio particularis.1281    

Averröes, quoted by Aureole, is thus describing how, during a dream, ideas and 

judgments the mind has abstracted from previous sensory experience stream from the 

memory banks of the intentio imaginativa, or imaginative faculty, back to the sensory 

relay station of the sensus comunis. Here the powers of the soul connect with the body, as 

these impulses then stimulate the appetitive power. This view of dreaming is almost 

                                                 
1279 Vargas, In Primum, 6:64-68: “In somno autem revertet intentio imaginativa et movebit sensus 
comunes, et sensus comunis movebit virtutem imaginativam. Cf. Averröes, 98-99, and Aureole 
“Prooemium Sect. 2:83,” Scriptum, Buytaert I: 199, lin. 61-70. Cf. Aristotle  
1280 St. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae: Psychology of Human Acts, vol. 17, ed. Thomas Gilby, O.P. 
(Cambridge: Cambridge U.P., 2006), 66 (Aquinas I82æ. 9, 2): “Praeterea, nulla virtus particularis potest 
facere effectum universalem. Sed appetitus sensitivus est virtus particularis; consequitur enim particularem 
sensus apprehensionem. Ergo non potest causare motus voluntatis, qui est universalis, velut consequens 
apprehensionem universalem intellectus.”   
1281 See also Harvey, The Inward Wits, 55-56.  
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entirely mechanistic and allows a meager place for the soul -- only in its faculties that are 

intimately shared by embodied, daytime, sense-filled existence. It is noteworthy that the 

psychological movement of the dream state here is “downward,” from the more human, 

freer parts of the mind to the more primitive functions shared with animals that are 

furthest removed from voluntary action. Nowhere is the possibility addressed of 

dreaming as a gateway to higher spiritual revelation. Neither is there any distinction made 

about the different types of dreams experienced by people of different temperaments and 

qualities of mind, topics which are in fact superficially addressed in Aristotle’s De somno 

et vigilia. This raises an important question about the nature of the intuitive cognition 

Aureole is defending: Does he see this as a mental activity that sometimes happens 

automatically in the absence of willfully directed rational thinking?  

The path out of this dense textual forest is quite simple to follow, as Vargas closes 

the discussion with his own summary of Aureole’s quotation of Averröes’ commentary 

on Aristotle: “From this it is clear that vision is seeing within the eyes of the dreamer, 

hearing is within his sense of hearing and touch is within his sense of touch in the actual 

absence of objects.”1282 It is clear that Averröes believes that the senses continue to be 

active even while the mind is withdrawn from the external world into the sleep state. 

Vargas believes that Aureole has implied that a sense impression created within the 

sleeping brain is essentially the same as one received from without during waking life. 

This view would imply that the knowledge one has of dream impressions is therefore 
                                                 
1282 Vargas, In Primum, 6:68-7:1: “Ex quo patet: quod visio est in ocuilis somniantis se videre, et auditio in 
auditu , et tactus in tactu in absentia reali obiectorum.” Cf. passage from Aristotle. See my pages 267-68. 
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equivalent to the intuitive cognition one has in relation to real objects in the outer world, 

bolstering Aureole’s belief in a form of intuitive cognition independent of real objects. 

This is a position Vargas will systematically set out to unravel over the course of his 

enormous commentary. 

The example of Alfonsus Vargas shows that a consistent body of medical dream 

theories linked the late medieval world to the classical scholarship of Aristotle. Knowing 

in detail how this tradition came to see the human mind as a system of functional 

operations of body and soul helps one to form a more complete picture of the late 

medieval world’s understanding of the dreaming mind. Philosophical and theological 

speculation was closely integrated with and grounded in an appreciation of the 

magnificent complexities of human physiology. As will be discussed below, 

contemporary cognitive neuroscience has begun to develop a new perspective based on 

physical evidence that in many ways complements what the ancients and medieval 

philosophers and physicians already grasped with their limited science and powers of 

intuitive deduction. 

 

 

6.c. Lope de Barrientos and 15th-century Castilian Dream Theory 

Castile tended to be culturally conservative in relation to other parts of Western 

Europe, and so it is not surprising to find that, 100 years following the writings of 

Alfonsus Vargas, the Scholastic tradition continued to be a source of primary inspiration 
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for its philosophical and even scientific explorations. By this time, however, a formal 

treatise could be written entirely in a polished, literary vernacular, and a single text could 

embrace both philosophical speculation and current scientific theories.  

The 15th century Castilian Dominican bishop and precursor of Spanish 

Renaissance humanism, Lope de Barrientos, was a teacher of theology who lived a life 

intimately connected to the courts of Juan II and Enrique IV.1283 He is known for his 

patronage of the arts,1284 but much more so for his copious writings. Among these are a 

passionate defense of the conversos, written in October 1449 at a time of great tension 

between the Christian and Jewish communities of Toledo, entitled Contra algunos 

cizañadores de la nación de los convertidos de Israel; another significant work, his 

Clavis Sapientiae (1460), is an encyclopedia of philosophical terms.1285 He wrote 

numerous synodal books for his Order as well as pastoral letters, which survive to the 

present day.1286 

                                                 
1283 Ángel Martínez Casado, O.P., Lope de Barrientos: Un intelectual de la corte de Juan II (Salamanca, 
Spain: Editorial San Esteban, 1994), 19-96, believes that Lope was born in Medina del Campo in 1382 to a 
noble family proud of its converso heritage. Lope tutored Prince Enrique beginning in 1429. He studied in 
Salamanca, was a teacher at the convent of San Estebán and most likely held a doctorate in theology. In 
1434 he was ordered to censure the extensive library of the defunct Enrique de Villena, a nobleman linked 
with occult practices. Martínez- Casado asserts that as a lover of knowledge Lope wished to avoid this task 
but was ultimately faithful to King Juan II, suffering the severe criticism of the scholarly community. 
Around this time he began work on his treatise De caso e fortuna, which included his treatise on sleep and 
dreaming.  He died May 30, 1469 and was buried in the main chapel of the Cathedral of Cuenca. He was 
survived by a son, Pedro de Águila, who would later be known, like his nephew of the same time, as Pedro 
Barrientos. 
1284 Martínez Casado, Lope de Barrientos, 102-4, believes that Lope was a friend of the Belgian sculptor 
Hanequín de Bruselas, who settled in Toledo and whose works appear in the Cathedral of Cuenca. He 
attributes to Hanequín the sculpture done of Barrientos himself, which survives today in the Hospital 
Simón Ruiz in Medina. 
1285 Martínez Casado, Lope de Barrientos, 108 
1286 Martínez Casado, Lope de Barrientos, 113 
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Lope was also a highly capable commentator on philosophical issues. He penned 

three treatises forming a series commissioned by Juan II: the Tractado de caso e fortuna, 

the Tractado del dormir e despertar e soñar e profecía e agüeros e adivinanzas and the 

Tractado de la diuinança e sus espeçies.1287 Martínez Casado considers these to be his 

masterpieces:  

Si por algo ha entrado Lope de Barrientos con todos los honores en las historias 
de la literatura española, ha sido por los tratados escritos por encargo del rey Juan 
II. Son éstos unos libros breves en los que explica con gracejo extraordinario los 
planteamientos filosóficos que daban sentido a una cuestión del máximo interés 
para las gentes de todos los sectores de la sociedad en aquellos años, la 
adivinación del porvenir.1288 

 
Martínez Casado believes that this emphasis on the theme of predicting future events is 

key to understanding this moment in the king’s life. He dates them to the years 1451-53, 

when Lope was away from the court and had time to write, and when Juan II’s two 

children from his second marriage, Isabel and Alfonso, were born. At the time of these 

births the king was inundated with astrological consultations and reports, and Lope’s 

works offered him a sane perspective from which to consider them.1289 

 These works were intended in part for the edification of the king, as Lope 

believed that philosophical knowledge was fitting and necessary for the ruler of a 

nation.1290 He also wished to pull him away from the culture of poets such as Juan de 

                                                 
1287 Luis G.A. Getino, “Escritos de Barrientos,” Vida y obras de Fray Lope de Barrientos, lxxxvii, sees this 
latter work as grouped together with the Tractado de caso e fortuna. 
1288 Martínez Casado, Lope de Barrientos, 125 
1289 Martínez Casado, Lope de Barrientos, 125 
1290 Martínez Casado, Lope de Barrientos, 127 
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Mena.1291 His basic view in his Tractado de caso e fortuna is that no prudent man should 

trust or find consolation in chance and fortune because they have merely accidental 

causes.1292 Good fortune, moreover, is sent from Heaven, by an angel or Divinity and not 

subject to the intention of the fortunate person.1293 The wise man in full command of his 

reason, in fact, will often be less fortunate, because his thinking will interfere with his 

receiving the goods of fortune.1294 He expresses the belief that in our world good fortune 

is always mixed with bad things and therefore is never complete.1295 Finally, he 

emphasizes that the good coming from personal effort is of greater virtue than the good 

coming from fortune.1296 

 His Tractado del dormir e despertar e soñar was written next, in response to Juan 

II’s desire to know more about astrology and predicting the future. It treats the 

overarching themes of the physical causes of dreaming, the nature of how dreams are 

produced, the difference between true and false dreams, and the four ways of predicting 

the future: dreams, prophecy, omens and divination.1297 

Lope de Barrientos opens this work with a series of six physiological 

presuppositions drawn from Aristotle.1298 The first of these makes a distinction between 

                                                 
1291 Martínez Casado, Lope de Barrientos, 126 
1292 Martínez Casado, Lope de Barrientos, 128 
1293 Martínez Casado, Lope de Barrientos, 129 
1294 Martínez Casado, Lope de Barrientos, 130 
1295 Martínez Casado, Lope de Barrientos, 130 
1296 Martínez Casado, Lope de Barrientos, 130 
1297 Martínez Casado, Lope de Barrientos, 131-32 
1298 Barrientos, “Tratado del dormir,” Vida y obras, 3. As Lope himself mentions later in the work, his 
source for Aristotle’s ideas is the commentary of St. Albertus Magnus on De somno et vigilia. The only 
edition available in print for this commentary is a copy of the most reliable 13th-century manuscript 
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the work of the brain and the activity Lope calls the “calor natural,”1299 whose seat, as 

already discussed, is located by the Aristotelian tradition in the heart. The next two 

statements affirm that all animals have brains and that these organs reflect the unique 

natural constitution of each species. He next touches on the theory of “vapors”1300 and 

their relation to the properties of heat and cold, a concept taken from the natural world 

and believed to apply to the human body. He states that contact with cold matter tends to 

thicken and coagulate warm and damp vapors and that the qualities of heat and dampness 

are essential for vapors to rise upwards. Lope’s final postulation is that digestion of food 

in animal bodies takes place through the action of heat. 

Lope next gives a definition of sleep that builds on the theory of bodily vapors: 

“Decimos que dormir es atamiento o encogimiento de las virtudes sensitivas, por causa 

de los vapores engrosados e cuajados por la frialdad del celebro.”1301 The stomach digests 

food and sends warm, damp vapors to the brain, which, because of its coolness, causes 

them to grow thick and coagulate. In the waking state the bodily vapors can enter the 

brain through certain pores and passageways, but in the presence of thickened vapors 

                                                                                                                                                 
version: Parva naturalia, vol. 9 of Opera omnia, ed. Auguste Borgnet (Paris, 1890). In the future, I plan to 
analyze the relation between Barrientos’ treatise and this text. 
1299 Barrientos, “Tratado,” 3. The calor natural is the generator of the bodily spirits carried by the blood, as 
discussed above in connection to Avicenna, my page 315, Aristotle’s theory of natural heat as it relates to 
human psychology is an area that needs to be more closely examined. A good source for this particular 
aspect is Gad Freudenthal, Aristotle’s Theory of Material Substance: Heat and Pneuma, Form and Soul 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1995). 
1300 Barrientos’ description of these “vapors” corresponds closely to Greek and Arab medical theory 
concerning the bodily spirits. 
1301 Barrientos, “Tratado,” 7  
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these points of entry are closed off.1302 The vapors and bodily heat, which are essential 

for the activity of the seso común,1303 return to their place of origin, the heart, bringing on 

the state of sleep: “dormir es recogimiento del seso común a su principio e morada, que 

es el calor natural.”1304 This causes certain internal “chords” to contract, and the person 

who is falling asleep begins to yawn. When the vapors are able to rise up again, these 

chords are released, allowing the person to awaken.1305 This theory recalls Aristotle’s 

belief that sleep was caused by the return movement of bodily heat to the heart.1306 

Barrientos also draws upon Aristotle’s analogy of heat flowing through the 

sleeping body and brain as analogous to processes active in weather. In nature heat rises, 

reaches a cooler region of the atmosphere and condenses into snow or hail. Barrientos 

believed the condensation of vapors in the body produces sleep in a similar fashion: “E 

ansi en nuestro propósito, el celebro es semejante a la región fría del aire, e cuando allí 

suben los vapores necesario es que con la frialdad del celebro aquellos vapores se espesen 

e cuajen; e por consiguiente se siga luego el dormir.”1307 

The phenomenon of awakening is shown to be a reversal of this process: “como el 

dormir se causa de la espesura e levantamiento de los vapores, conviene quel despertar se 

cause de la disolución o derramamiento de aquellos mesmos vapores, por cuanto las 

                                                 
1302 Barrientos, “Tratado,” 8 
1303 For this section, I will defer to Barrientos’ Spanish terminology for the psychological faculties. For 
Lope’s definition of seso común, see footnote 1213. 
1304 Barrientos, “Tratado,” 8 
1305 Barrientos, “Tratado,” 9 
1306 See my pages 262-64. 
1307 Barrientos, “Tratado,” 12  
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cosas contrarias tienen las causas contrarias.”1308 This can happen either naturally or 

through violence. Lope depicts natural awakening as an almost mechanistic result of 

physiological processes. Our stomach digests food, separating the pure from the impure 

elements. The pure byproducts of digestion are sent to the liver, which uses them to 

produce the four humors: blood, phlegm, bile and black bile.1309 The sleeper is gradually 

led back to wakefulness, as the blood is sent out to all parts of the body and the heat 

generated by this activity gradually dissipates the cool, thick vapors that have closed off 

the mind’s external sense powers.1310 A more “violent” cause of awakening would be 

through touching or calling out to a sleeping person. Either of these produce a movement 

within the body of the sleeper that instantly dispels the brain’s thickened vapors, 

providing that the person is neither extremely lethargic nor comatose.1311 

Lope de Barrientos devotes his second chapter to an examination of the properties 

of dreams themselves and the process of dreaming. To provide a proper context, he opens 

with a definition of the outer and inner senses of human beings. In addition to the 

external senses of vision, hearing, touch, smell, and taste, the human mind interacts with 

the body through el seso común, la imaginativa, la estimativa, la memorativa and la 

                                                 
1308 Barrientos, “Tratado,” 14  
1309 The phenomenologist Owen Barfield, Saving the Appearances (New York: Harcourt, Brace & World 
1965), 77, posits this vision of how a person living in the Middle Ages would probably have experienced 
the elements and humors: “We turn our eyes to the sea – and at once we are aware that we are looking at 
one of the four elements, of which all things on earth are composed, including our own bodies. We take it 
for granted that these elements have invisible constituents, for, as to that part of them which is incorporated 
in our own bodies, we experience them inwardly as the four ‘humors’ which go to make up our 
temperament.” 
1310 Barrientos, “Tratado,” 14-15 
1311 Barrientos, “Tratado,” 17 
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fantasia.1312 I have included Lope’s definitions of these above as footnotes to my 

overview of Avicenna’s description of the psychological faculties, which are only slightly 

different. Lope next offers two further presuppositions: first, that where the five outer 

senses can lose the shapes and likenesses of things in their absence, the memorativa is 

able to retain them; and second, that these likenesses are images. 

With these preliminaries in mind, Lope arrives at the following definition of 

dreams: “Sueño es aparición que se face dormiendo por causa de las imágenes de las 

cosas conservadas en la memoria o retentiva. Quiere decir, que sueño es visión 

aparecimiento, el cual dormiendo se causa de las imágenes, de las que sentimos cuando 

velamos.”1313 This happens, moreover, according to a functioning of the physiology of 

sense perception that is slightly different from the version offered by Avicenna: “la 

fantasia ofresce a los sesos las figuras e imágenes de las cosas conservadas e retenidas en 

la memoria, por tal manera que sensiblemente paresce que ve e siente propiamente las 

cosas cuyas son aquellas imágenes e figuras.”1314 In other words, the sleeper’s senses are 

deceived and the dreamer takes mere images and shapes for the reality of things in the 

world.1315 

 According to Lope’s theory, dreams can have both internal and external causes. 

He begins by defining two types of dreams that begin internally: “la una es un 

                                                 
1312 Barrientos, “Tratado,” 19-21. These correspond to sensus comunis, imaginatio, extimativa, memorialis 
and imaginativa discussed above in the section on Avicenna.  
1313 Barrientos, “Tratado,” 24 
1314 Barrientos, “Tratado,” 24 
1315 See my pages 238 and 240-43 for correspondences to this theme in Plato’s Dialogues. 



343 

conoscimiento intelectual o espiritual, cuando durmiendo ocurre o se representa a la 

fantasía del hombre algunas cosas en que se ocupó su entendimiento, cuando estaba 

despierto.”1316 Dreams can be a by-product of everyday thinking, yet they can also come 

about by a disturbance within the body: “La otra causa, de parte de dentro, procede de la 

disposición del cuerpo, según claramente paresce en los enfermos; lo cual los físicos 

discretos juzgan en las dolencias e se guían en sus curas por algunos sueños de los 

enfermos.”1317 As one example, Lope explains that a person dreaming of things that fly, 

evoking the quality of lightness, would lead such a doctor to see an imbalance of the 

choleric humor that would suggest the person suffered from tertian fever.1318 This recalls 

what John of Salisbury had to say about the hallucinatory dream (phantasma) as an 

indicator of bodily disease.1319 

 The first external cause of dreams, through which the moon, sun, planets and stars 

affect the sleeping body, reflects medieval medicine’s view of an inherent, physical 

interconnection between human form and cosmos: “La una es corporal, ansi como 

cuando durmiendo se mueve la fantasía de la impresión de los cuerpos celestiales.”1320 

                                                 
1316 Barrientos, “Tratado,” 25 
1317 Barrientos, “Tratado,” 25-26 
1318 Barrientos, “Tratado,” 25. The National Organization for Rare Disorders, NORD Guide to Rare 
Disorders (Philadelphia: Lippincott Williams & Wilkins, 2003), 291, states that this is a form of malaria in 
which fevers, diarrhea, vomiting and other symptoms recur at regular 72 hour intervals.  
1319 See my page 300. 
1320 Barrientos, “Tratado,” 26. That the planets were intricately linked to the activity of the four bodily 
humors was a central belief in medieval medicine. Daniel Jacquart, “Medical Scholasticsm,” Western 
Medical Thought From Antiquity to the Middle Ages, ed. Mirko D. Grmek (Cambridge, MA: Harvard U.P., 
1999), 233, offers this overview: “Aristotelian cosmology – which described a hierarchy of movements 
transmitted from the primum mobile down to the sphere of Earth – offered a unitary vision of the world in 
which the human microcosm mirrored the macrocosm. Moreover, respectable authors in the field of 
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Celestial influences were natural occurrences, but Lope explains that divine will and 

communication can also intervene in the phenomenon of dreaming from without, an 

experience he validates referring to the Biblical tradition of prophetic dreams.1321 

However, he warns that not all spiritually inspired dreams are wholesome: “Ansi mesmo 

por operación de los malos espíritus; algunas veces aparescen algunas fantasías a los 

hombres durmiendo que con los dichos espíritus tienen connivencias e trato ilícitos; en 

las cuales fantasías les revelan algunas cosas advenideras.”1322 In such cases, evil spirits 

either take control of the images and shapes stored in the dreamer’s memory, feeding 

them to the senses and mimicking reality, or are able to alter the physical organs of 

sensing so that the sleeper is left vulnerable to false perceptions.1323 These warnings carry 

the same attitude of precaution John of Salisbury urges for accepting spiritually inspired 

dreams.1324  

In the next sub-section Lope explores that ways in which dreams occur, appealing 

to Valerio Máximo as a scientific authority while Christianizing his message. For the 

Christian, we are told, there are just two possibilities for how dreams take form. The first 

corresponds well with the Macrobian definition of the somnium or enigmatic dream:1325 

                                                                                                                                                 
astronomy, such as Ptolemy, considered medical astrology worthy of a place of its own. The Arabo-Latin 
translations of the twelfth century had yielded a great deal of information in this field. A corresponding 
explicative system buttressed both disciplines: much of astrological theory was based on the interaction of 
the first qualities. To each planet and to each sign of the zodiac a twofold characteristic was assigned, 
indicating heat and cold, dryness and moisture. 
1321 Barrientos, “Tratado,” 26-7 
1322 Barrientos, “Tratado,” 27  
1323 Barrientos, “Tratado,” 28 
1324 See my pages 302-3 and 306-7. 
1325 See my pages 288-289. 
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La Primera es cuando, durmiendo, se representa a la fantasía las imágenes e 
figuras de las cosas informadas, [in]distintas e confusas por tal manera que no se 
puede discernir e determinar las imágenes e figuras de tales cosas. E aquesto se 
hace por el gran movimiento de los grandes vapores subientes.1326 
 

Lope offers as an analogy to the distorted reflections we see when we look into a basin of 

water which has been disturbed, a metaphor used by Aristotle, as mentioned above.1327 

However, where Macrobius saw the possibility of a rich, allegorical interpretation of such 

dreams, for Lope, as a Christian, they are problematic because no sure judgments can be 

made about them.1328  

 The second type of dream is, by contrast, extraordinary:  

La segunda manera de soñar es cuando la luz con que se representan las imágenes 
e figuras de las cosas es clara e distinta, tanto que con ella se ven clara y 
distintamente las imágenes e semejanzas de las cosas advenideras abiertamente, 
ansi como si las viésemos cuando velando. E por esta tal manera de soñar se facen 
ciertos e verdaderos juicios de las cosas secretas e advenideras; e tales sueños se 
dicen propiamente profecía divina.1329 
 

This description is reminiscent of John of Salisbury’s dream category of the visio, 

heralded by the “flood of light.”1330 As a theologian, Lope places special value on dreams 

such as these which are a form of supernatural grace. In his opinion they are more likely 

to come about when the sleeper is free from the natural interference of bodily processes, a 

clear condition of the mind that was, as explored above, equally prized in the Macrobian, 

Neoplatonic conception of dreaming. 

                                                 
1326 Barrientos, “Tratado,” 29 
1327 See my page 269. 
1328 Barrientos, “Tratado,” 30 
1329 Barrientos, “Tratado,” 30 
1330 See my page 301. 
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 Lope devotes the rest of his treatise to carefully answering sixteen questions he 

poses about many physical, psychological and spiritual aspects of dreaming. The answer 

to his first question, concerning why during sleep we dream sometimes but not always, is 

particularly important because it reinforces his view of dreaming as first and foremost an 

embodied experience: “los vapores que suben a la cabeza están en tan gran movimiento 

que no se pueden por ellos multiplicar las semejanzas e figuras de las cosas sensibles, 

según por experiencia vemos algunas veces, despiertos o velando, que algunos vapores o 

nieblas se interponen entre la vista e cosas sensibles.”1331 Once again, dreaming is seen as 

closely analogous to meteorological phenomena.  

In Question #2, after observing that those who harbor strong emotions such as 

rage, sorrow or desire for vengeance are not in control of their waking consciousness and 

at night are bothered in dreams by the same haphazard worries that plague them during 

the day,1332 Lope offers a contrasting condition that is of interest to the theme of the 

natural temperament of the protagonist of medieval dream visions. His views resonate 

well with those found in Macrobian dream theory, namely, that people who attain to 

greater moral character have a different quality of dreams than those who do not actively 

strive to govern their emotional lives through the use of human reason and the practice of 

virtue: “Por el contrario, los varones nobles e prudentes, como no están atados ni 

turbados con ira ni con saña, están libres para entender en sus virtudes e virtuosas 

                                                 
1331 Barrientos, “Tratado,” 35 
1332 Barrientos, “Tratado,” 37 
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operaciones, conviene a saber, en ciencia e en virtudes e otras cosas honestas.”1333 Such 

disciplined noblemen, be asserts, dream little. One can extract from this that these 

dreamers do not suffer from baffling images and instead enjoy the clarity of the divinely 

inspired prophetic dream.  

 Question #5 explores the functioning of the psychological faculties and 

dreaming’s tendency to produce bizarre imagery: we are prone to dream of things we 

have never seen nor heard because of the tendency of the fantasía to incorrectly put 

together fragmentary images of true things we have seen in waking life. He offers the 

example of dreaming of a chimera, a creature having a human head and a body half-lion, 

half-horse.1334 Moreover, our dream imagination, as is examined Question #6, is 

inherently unstable due to the movement of bodily vapors, causing us to dream of things 

that are dissonant and cut off from one another. Lope offers the example of having a 

dream of people that suddenly transforms into a dream about horses.1335 

 Question #7 brings up an issue that is central to an appreciation of the 

philosophical dream vision, as it responds to the question of whether the ideas and 

insights we sometimes form during sleep are, in fact, dreams. His conclusion again refers 

us to the concept of the ideal, morally evolved dreamer:  

[…] en los varones discretos e bien regidos, no son sueños, mas verdaderos 
entendimientos; por cuanto a las veces el entendimiento humano mejor discurre e 
mayores cosas falla e entiende cuando el hombre duerme que cuando vela. E ansi 
mesmo la potencia e virtud estimativa e fantasía entonce mejor face e produce sus 

                                                 
1333 Barrientos, “Tratado,” 38 
1334 Barrientos, “Tratado,” 39-40 
1335 Barrientos, “Tratado,” 40 
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actos e operaciones cuando los sesos o sentidos exteriores están encogidos que no 
cuando están sueltos.1336 
 

During truly healthy sleep, then, the influence of the body is held in check and the mind’s 

estimative and imaginative powers can work more effectively, leading the dreamer with 

an already well-ordered mind to a state of consciousness that is beyond dreaming, where 

it is possible to gain greater understanding. This is a view of dreaming that allows for two 

paths of communication: one downward from the fantasía to the senses and the body, 

such as is seen in Alfonsus Vargas’ quotation on dreams from Averröes,1337 and the other 

upward, as described here, from fantasía to the higher intellect.  

In Question #9, Lope explores the possibility that the mind’s sensing faculties can 

receive stored up images from the imaginativa or the memorativa. He concludes that, 

although the sensing powers are cut off from receiving external impressions, they are 

most definitely open to receive impulses from within: “Por este encogimiento e atamiento 

se entiende para que no puedan rescibir imágenes ni figuras de parte de fuera; pero 

también las pueden rescibir de parte de dentro, conviene a saber, las imágenes e figuras 

que están conservadas en la memoria, e en la imaginativa.”1338 As the external senses are 

bound and closed, the internal senses continue to communicate with the memory 

faculties. 

 Question #11 is also relevant to developing a theoretical framework for the 

philosophical dream vision as it examines whether or not dreams come from divine 

                                                 
1336 Barrientos, “Tratado,” 41-42 
1337 See my pages 331-34. 
1338 Barrientos, “Tratado,” 44 
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revelation and whether such dreams are exceptional. Lope’s answer is that it is clear that 

not all dreams have this spiritual impulse. Animals, for example, dream without divine 

inspiration;1339 some prophetic dreams, he states, have natural rather than supernatural 

causes;1340 evil men, it is emphasized, have dreams that are untouched by divine 

grace;1341 finally, due to the temperamental factors such as rage, many people are too 

plagued by chaotic dream imagery to receive God’s guidance in dreams. He concludes 

that while certain dreams are spiritually influenced, the majority of dreams in human life 

have natural causes.1342   

 Question #13 examines whether dreams can cause or predict future events. In his 

answer, Lope refers to Aristotle’s views on the matter as he attempts to show that most 

dream prophecy in fact has natural causes linked to chains of cause and effect in the 

material world.1343 Continuing to draw on Aristotle’s work, Lope concedes that in the 

case of prophecy, some dreams can give information about future illnesses.1344 In other 

cases, however, dream content will match a future event merely by coincidence or 

chance.1345  

Lope is, however, primarily a theologian, not a scientific thinker. Diverging from 

Aristotle’s natural philosophy, he grants in his answer to Question #14 the possibility of 

                                                 
1339 Barrientos, “Tratado,” 46 
1340 Barrientos, “Tratado,” 47 
1341 Barrientos, “Tratado,” 47 
1342 Barrientos, “Tratado,” 47 
1343 Barrientos, “Tratado,” 51. See my page 274. 
1344 Barrientos, “Tratado,” 52 
1345 Barrientos, “Tratado,” 53 
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divine prophecy in dreams, basing his answer on Albertus Magnus’ commentary on 

Aristotle’s De sensu et sensato, which brings in the Scriptural context of the experiences 

in the Old Testament prophets.1346 Where earlier he had stated that most dreams have a 

natural cause, here he implies that these revelatory dreams are not altogether uncommon:  

[…] e los tales sueños como estos no proceden de la naturaleza del hombre, según 
que vienen los sueños sobredichos, mas antes proceden por revelación de alguna 
inteligencia, según que lo dice e determina el Comentador en el dicho libro. Por 
cuanto Nuestro Señor muchas veces, mediante la inteligencia agente, revela a los 
buenos e a los malos aquellas cosas que les han de acaescer.1347 

 
The presence of a mediating intelligence, whether a divine presence or other venerable 

figure, such as from the literary tradition, is key to the poetic dream vision. These 

dreams, he advises, are in need of careful interpretation by men who have natural gifts for 

this kind of work.1348 

 Question #16 concerns the difference between true and false dreams, and Lope’s 

descriptions of both make up the most extensive of all his answers. His definition of true 

dreams connects well with the clear, extraordinary early morning dream that is an 

essential element of the literary medieval dream vision genre:  

[…] primeramente es a saber quel sueño verdadero se podrá conoscer en esta 
manera: que comunmente viene cerca de la mañana, después de celebrada la 

                                                 
1346 Barrientos, “Tratado,” 54. The work in question, however, is certainly not a commentary on Aristotle’s 
De sensu et sensato, but refers instead to De somno et vigilia. Both of these works were placed by 
Scholastic scholars into a larger collection they called Parva Naturalia, and since De sensu is the first book 
of this work, it was often used in the medieval period to refer to the entire grouping. Shlomo Pines, “The 
Arabic Recension of Parva Naturalia and the Philosophical Doctrine Concerning Veridical Dreams 
According to the Al-Risāla and Al-Manāmiyya and Other Sources,” Collected Works, vol. 2 (Jerusalem: 
Magnes Press, 1979), 122, confirms that this was the case for Averröes’ commentary.   
1347 Barrientos, “Tratado,” 54 
1348 Barrientos, “Tratado,” 51 



351 

digestión, cuando los vapores della están ya delgados e sotiles en tal manera que 
no empachan tanto a las potencias de facer sus operaciones.1349 
  

Since the mind is it freest from the confusion of the digestive vapors in the early 

morning, it is in a more receptive and restful condition.  

The true dream which may come at this time is, Lope tells us, set apart, in that it 

does not deal with the concerns of our waking mind. Moreover, it is a special class of 

dream, reserved for temperate men: “el sueño verdadero no viene a los hombres bobos, 

salvo a los hombres de buen juicio e bien regidos, e no gargantones ni borrachos.”1350 As 

will be made clear in Chapter 4, this description of the candidate for a true dream 

coincides well with the cultural ideal of a philosophically minded poet who rightly used 

his leisure hours to cultivate cancionero verse. In service to a king whose court was 

steeped in this fashionable outlook and cultivated literature, Lope de Barrientos must 

have known this tradition well.  

 Surprisingly, however, Barrientos then qualifies that the true dream is not a bearer 

of primarily peaceful thoughts: “Otro si, en el sueño verdadero, el que le sueña queda 

muy penoso e espantado de tal sueño; de lo cual no acaesce cosa en el sueño 

mentiroso.”1351 This statement confirms another characteristic of poetic dream visions, 

namely, that while they may begin in a state of supernatural grace in a paradisiacal 

natural setting, they often embody a great inner struggle and an encounter with unknown, 

disturbing and frightening spiritual heights and depths of soul.  

                                                 
1349 Barrientos, “Tratado,” 57  
1350 Barrientos, “Tratado,” 57  
1351 Barrientos, “Tratado,” 57 
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 Lope also explores the many ways in which dreams can leave us deceived. He 

begins with a description of the basic cause of this deception:  

[…] la causa del engaño que acaesce en los sueños una es, conviene a saber, 
tomando la semejanza de la cosa por la cosa propia; e esto se causa por cuando el 
anima no juzga con una mesma potencia la realidad de la cosa juzgada con la 
razón, e la semejanza de la cosa juzgada con la fantasía o con la imaginativa.”1352 

 
While we dream, then, the faculties of reason, fantasía and imaginativa, do not have the 

strong coherence in their mutual operations that is an integral part of the normal waking 

state. Lope also insists that the dreamer often mistakes appearances for reality. To 

strengthen his argument, Lope offers three examples taken from Aristotle1353 that show 

that even in daytime consciousness the senses, in the absence of an educated reason, can 

be deceived: our eyes would tell us that the sun is no larger than a dog; while we 

contemplate a moving stream, we might be led to sense the ground itself moving, and this 

same phenomenon may happen as we travel along the shore in a boat.1354  

Barrientos provides four causes of deception in dreams. The first recapitulates 

what he has already said: that the fantasía has been cut loose and the dreamer, lacking the 

guidance of reason, whose pores in the brain have been blocked by the action of the 

rising, damp vapors, takes the likenesses of things for the things themselves.1355 In the 

second situation, a strong emotion such as love or fear brings to the dreaming mind an 

                                                 
1352 Barrientos, “Tratado,” 58 
1353 See my page 268. 
1354 Barrientos, “Tratado,” 58 
1355 Barrientos, “Tratado,” 60 
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image of the thing one loves or fears.1356 Thirdly, a dreamer’s dominant bodily humor 

will produce corresponding dream imagery. A person with a choleric personality centered 

upon anger, for example, will be prone to dream of fire images.1357 Finally, whenever the 

bodily vapors move about rapidly, the dreamer cannot distinguish the shapes and figures 

before him.1358 

Lope concludes his dream treatise by giving credit to his primary source, Albertus 

Magnus’s Commentary on Aristotle’s De somno et vigilia. In his closing remarks, before 

addressing the question of waking visions, the Spanish doctor echoes the medieval 

mistrust of dreams we have already seen in John of Salisbury, dismissing those who try to 

find serious meaning in them: “ningún varón discreto puede dar fé, ni poner esperanza en 

las visiones que parescen durmiendo por ensueños, ni tampoco en las que parescen 

velando.”1359 This conception of the “prudent” man, who gives no credit to his dreams, 

clashes with the construct of the philosophically nurtured, ideal dreamer who, as will be 

discussed in Chapter 3, features as protagonist in dream vision poetry. The hero of the 

dream vision is so struck by a dream bearing many non-rational characteristics that he is 

compelled to give it literary expression.  

Lope’s conclusion helps to underscore a basic, inflexible distinction of types of 

dreaming that runs throughout his treatise. According to this view, most dreams would 

appear to be capricious, physiologically induced phenomena of little value beyond their 

                                                 
1356 Barrientos, “Tratado,” 60-61 
1357 Barrientos, “Tratado,” 61 
1358 Barrientos, “Tratado,” 62 
1359 Barrientos, “Tratado,” 62 
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use in medical diagnosis. On the other hand, on not so rare occasions a spiritually 

developed man may receive the grace of true dreams or even divinely inspired prophecy, 

especially in the early morning when the condition of the body is least likely to disturb 

the subtle dynamics of the soul.  

These views reflect a profound shift taking place in dream theory. Where the 

Neoplatonist vision of dreaming saw dreams as either a portal of essential communication 

between a cosmic level of intelligence or as a source of delusion, both interacting with a 

soul existing quite independently of the body and the embodied mind of the sleeper, the 

Scholastic-Aristotelian worldview stressed the connection between dreaming and the 

psychological faculties, always under the influence of physiologically generated “vapors” 

connected to the four humors and inseparable from the dreamer’s body.  

This change in dream theory reflects both the development of a sophisticated 

natural science based on careful observation of the material world as well as the rise of a 

Western culture that had been chastened by the terrible events of the 14th century 

affecting all parts of Europe. Before the flowering of Renaissance culture, and under the 

influence of a conservative Church culture, the late medieval dream vision would 

sometimes take on the colorings of a more pessimistic appraisal of humankind and its 

possibilities. This was especially true in Castilian letters, which would lag decades behind 

the evolution of dream literature in the rest of Western Europe.  
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7. Contemporary Cognitive Dream Theories 

7.a. Contemporary Cognitive Neuroscience and Dreaming 

J. Allan Hobson and his colleagues offer a succinct yet detailed definition of 

oneiric phenomena considered from the perspective of contemporary, cognitive 

neuroscience. For this team of researchers, dreaming is:  

Mental activity occurring in sleep characterized by vivid sensorimotor imagery 
that is experienced as waking reality despite such distinctive cognitive features as 
impossibility or improbability of time, place, person and actions; emotions, 
especially fear, elation, and anger, predominate over sadness, shame and guilt and 
sometimes reach sufficient strength to cause awakening; memory for even very 
vivid dreams is evanescent and tends to fade quickly upon awakening unless 
special steps are taken to retain it.1360 

 
This describes a subjective, psychological experience which this science is striving to 

ground with ever greater precision in a sophisticated study of neuroanatomy and 

neurochemistry. This definition also coincides with the classical and medieval medical 

theories of dreaming already surveyed where Aristotle details the phantastikon’s role in 

generating an imagined dream reality;1361 Avicenna speaks of dreaming’s simulation of 

waking life, as the sensus comunis receives internally generated images and accepts them 

as real;1362 and Lope de Barrientos describes dreams as appearances of images retained in 

the memory from waking life impressions, deceiving our sleeping senses.1363 This 

contemporary definition of dreaming also fits with the spiritually oriented worldview of 

                                                 
1360 J. Allan Hobson, et al., “Dreaming and the Brain: Toward a Cognitive Neuroscience of Conscious 
States,” Behavioral and Brain Sciences 23 (2000): 795. 
1361 See my pages 266-67. 
1362 See my pages 315-16. 
1363 See my page 342. 



356 

Plato’s Republic with its insistence that the essence of dreaming is the mistaking of false 

appearance for reality,1364 and with John of Salisbury’s Neoplatonic devaluation of the 

insomnium as a random churning of the mind with the cares of the day and with core 

emotions such as love, joy, anxiety and fear.1365 

The modern science of sleep and dreaming made its first great advances in 1953 

with the discovery of rapid-eye-movement or REM sleep and sleep stages by Eugene 

Aserinsky and Nathaniel Kleitman of the University of Chicago.1366 REM sleep is 

distinguished in EEG1367 by regular periods of high frequency, low amplitude, 

desynchronized brainwaves that resemble those seen in waking consciousness, 

accompanied by rapid eye movements, known as ocular saccades, and very low muscle 

tone. REM cycles are, in general, periods of more intense dream activity.1368All other 

sleep is known as non-REM or NREM sleep. NREM can be divided into four stages of 

increasing depth. The EEG in this stage shows high-voltage, low frequency, synchronized 

                                                 
1364 See my pages 224, 228 and 230. 
1365 See my pages 299-300. 
1366 Their article “Regularly Occurring Periods of Eye Motility and Concomitant Phenomena During Sleep 
Science 118 (1953): 273-74, published their preliminary findings on rapid eye movements during sleep and 
initiated studies on this subject.  
1367 According to Allan H. Ropper and Robert H. Brown, “Electroencephalography,” Adams and Victor’s 
Principles of Neurology, 8th ed. (New York: McGraw Hill. 2005), 23-24: “The electroencephalograph 
records spontaneous electrical activity generated in the cerebral cortex. This activity reflects the electrical 
currents that flow in the extracellular spaces of the brain that are the summated effects of innumerable 
excitatory and inhibitory synaptic potentials upon cortical neurons.” The EEG also accounts for activity 
taking place in subcortical, deeper brain structures such as the thalamus and the brainstem. Amplified 
signals taken from electrodes attached to the scalp are then transmitted to an ink pen or, as is the more 
current practice, recorded digitally on a computer screen. “The resulting electroencephalogram (EEG), 
essentially a voltage-versus-time graph, is recorded as a number of parallel wavy lines, or ‘channels.’ Each 
channel represents the electrical potential between two electrodes.” Today use of this test is primarily 
limited to evaluating patients suffering seizures and metabolic diseases and as an aid to both 
anesthesiologists and sleep study researchers. 
1368 Pierre Maquet and Georges Franck, “REM sleep and amygdala,” Molecular Psychiatry 2 (1997): 195. 
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waves. The lowest frequency waves are seen in stages three and four of NREM sleep, 

also known as “slow wave” or “delta” sleep.1369 

REM and NREM sleep are both conducive to dreams but generate substantially 

different types of inner experience. Hobson and his colleagues have enumerated some of 

the basic differences: when sleep study subjects are awakened from REM sleep, they are 

much more likely to report dreams; the later a dreamer is awakened after a REM sleep 

period, the less likely he is to report dreaming; the length of a REM cycle preceding an 

awakening correlates with the length of dream reports and subjective estimation of dream 

duration; researchers reading written dream reports are able to distinguish between REM 

and NREM dreams; dream reports from REM sleep are generally longer, with more 

intense sensory and emotional experiences, a greater sense of movement, and with 

content often, but not always, further removed from waking life concerns and themes 

than NREM dreams.1370 They are characterized by rapidly shifting, hallucinatory 

perceptions and are more likely to feature bizarre imagery.1371 NREM dream reports, in 

contrast, show a more “thought-like mentation” that is connected to waking life 

concerns1372 and are “far more likely than REM reports to be short, dull and 

undreamlike.”1373  

                                                 
1369 Hobson et al., “Dreaming,” 795 
1370 Hobson et al., “Dreaming,” 795 
1371 Hobson et al., “Dreaming,” 799 
1372 Hobson et al., “Dreaming,” 795 
1373 Hobson et al., “Dreaming,” 805  
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REM dreams tend to be delusional, in the sense that in most cases the dreamer 

accepts at face value that he is awake and suffers a corresponding loss of self-reflection. 

While the dreamer usually loses the sense of “orientational stability,” the dream 

experience has a capacity for generating psychological order, through its tendency to 

integrate a wealth of impressions into a coherent narrative structure.”1374  

Emotions appear to play a unique role in the REM state oneiric experience. In 

these dreams the sleeper feels more intensely, especially the emotions of fear and anxiety. 

Hobson and his colleagues speculate that these strong emotions may, in fact, be largely 

responsible for shaping the storylines of REM dreams. At the same time, these 

researchers emphasize that dream consciousness is more prone than our waking mind to 

be governed by “instinctual programs.” The dreamer, in fact, loses much of his usual 

“volitional control.”1375 In general, REM sleep activates wide regions of the brain with an 

internal stimulation that lacks the level of coherent cognitive organization the waking 

brain normally generates in response to a continual barrage of external stimulation.1376 

This modern understanding of sleep cycles would seem to affirm the speculative 

science of the ancient and the medieval world. Aristotle, as already discussed, speaks of 

the downward movement of the blood, which allows its purest elements to separate off, 

helping the chaotic inner movement of sense perceptions to become gradually more 

                                                 
1374 Hobson et al., “Dreaming,” 799 
1375 Hobson et al., “Dreaming,” 799 
1376 Hobson et al., “Dreaming,” 835 
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coherent, even if still lacking the participation of critical reasoning.1377 The contemporary 

understanding that as sleeping progresses into the early morning hours, periods of REM 

sleep become more extended, with the longest usually preceding awakening,1378 also 

corresponds well with Avicenna1379 and Barrientos’1380 observations concerning the early 

morning dreams, a time when it was believed the digestive process had finished so that 

the humoral vapors were clearest and movements of impressions within the mind were 

quiet, so that the powers of the soul could function at their strongest.   

7.b. Neurocognitive Models of Normal Dreaming 

Maquet and Brown propose a bottom-up model for dream production, in which 

impulses originating in the brainstem1381 at the base of the brain travel through the 

thalamus to the higher intellectual centers in the cortex. The thalamus serves as a kind of 

relay station, connecting the sensory parts of the brain with centers of emotion and 

intellect.1382 This corresponds remarkably well with the role of the sensus comunis, as 

                                                 
1377 See my pages 269-70. 
1378 Suzanne Stevens and Wayne A. Hening, “Sleep and Wakefulness,” Textbook of Clinical Neurology, ed. 
Christopher G. Goetz (Philadelphia: Saunders Elsevier, 2007), 21 
1379 See my page 318-19. 
1380 See my pages 350-51. 
1381 According to John Nolte, The Human Brain: an Introduction to its Functional Anatomy, 6th ed. 
(Philadelphia: Mosby / Elsevier, 2009), 575, the brainstem structures are involved in the reticular activating 
system, which is central to regulating levels of wakefulness and sleep in the human body. In addition he 
states, 267, that: “a number of integrative functions are organized at the level of the brainstem, such as 
complex motor patterns, multiple aspects of respiratory and cardiovascular activity, and even some 
regulation of the level of consciousness itself. Much of this is accomplished by the reticular formation, 
which forms the central core of the brainstem.” 
1382 Nolte, The Human Brain, 394  
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proposed in the faculty psychology of Avicenna,1383 and incorporated into the dream 

theories of Alfonsus Vargas and Lope de Barrientos. 

Maquet and Franck offer the following observations about a specific pattern of 

activation seen in REM sleep, in which the emotional centers of the limbic system are 

highly stimulated while the cortices remain partially deactivated:  

One can speculate that the activation of the amygdala and anterior cingulate 
cortex1384 could account for the emotional aspects of dreaming. The relative 
deactivation of some prefrontal areas could explain some of the aspects of dreams 
related to the loss of executive prefrontal functions: absence of strategy, poor 
critical introspection, distortion of temporal scale, amnesia upon awakening. The 
perceptual aspects of dreams would be brought about by the activation of various 
posterior cortices.1385 

 
This proposed model is affirmed and expanded upon by Maquet, who states of dreams 

that: 

Their perceptual character, essentially visual and auditory, might rely on the 
activity of temporal-occiptal areas. […] The emotional load in dreams might be 
related to high limbic activity, especially to amygdalar activation. The peculiar 
functional connectivity between amygdala complexes and temporal-occipital 
cortices would also contribute to the affective aspect of dreaming. The relative 
hypoactivity of the prefrontal cortex would explain the characteristic lack of 
insight, the alteration of time perception or even the delusion belief of being 
awake.1386 
 
The amygdala is considered to be one of the core structures of the brain’s limbic 

system, which is key to our emotional life.1387 It is receives all types of sensory input and 

                                                 
1383 See my pages 315 and 332. 
1384 See footnote 1401. 
1385 Maquet and Franck, “REM Sleep,” 195 
1386 Maquet, “Functional Neuroimaging of Normal Human Sleep by Positron Emission Tomography,” 
Journal of Sleep Research 9 (2000): 224-25 
1387 Nolte, The Human Brain, 596 
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registers information about general “levels of physical and emotional comfort and 

discomfort.”1388 Because of its ties to other emotional centers and the cerebral cortex, it 

plays a key role in “linking the perception of objects and situations with appropriate 

emotional responses, particularly but not solely in times of danger.”1389  

Finally, the amygdala is involved in the creation of emotional memories:  

Throughout life we develop associations between stimuli that are intrinsically 
neutral […] and good or bad outcomes. […] These emotional “tags” develop 
patterns of strengthened synapses in the basolateral amydgala, in turn initiating 
autonomic and behavioral responses through the central nuclei of the amygdala. 
Information about sights, sounds, and other stimuli reaches the basolateral 
amygdala rapidly through the thalamus and more slowly from cortical association 
areas. Information about painful and rewarding stimuli reaches the same 
neurons.1390  

 
These are functions involving critical judgment that in many ways fit within the scope of 

medieval faculty psychology’s definition of the extimativa, which similarly makes use of 

units of memory known as the intentiones.1391 

This model also gives a much firmer scientific basis to Aristotle’s assertion that 

our faculties for critical judgment are held in check during sleep, so that we mistake the 

imaginary dream world to be real.1392 In developing his somewhat different cognitive 

theory of dream generation Solms provides further evidence that can be seen to support 

Aristotle’s speculations. He emphasizes that during waking life the perceptual centers of 

the brain are restrained by the frontal-limbic attentional mechanisms that orient them 

                                                 
1388 Nolte, The Human Brain, 602 
1389 Nolte, The Human Brain, 602 
1390 Nolte, The Human Brain, 626-27 
1391 See my page 317. 
1392 Se my pages 265-66. 
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toward external sensory information. As a result, we are not bombarded by internally 

generated sensory experiences. In dreams, however: “A pattern of perceptual-mnestic 

activity that is primed under the influence of nocturnal appetitive interest […] reaches 

hallucinatory intensity, and it is mistaken for a real perception by the weakened frontal 

perceptive systems.”1393 As found in both Platonic and Aristotelian considerations of 

dreams, a hallmark of dreaming is just this acceptance of false appearances for reality. 

Domhoff (2003) proposes the following model of dreaming: First, the dreaming 

mind is isolated both from external inputs that normally travel through the primary 

sensory cortices1394 and also from the prefrontal cortices1395 that inform the waking mind 

about the external world and “integrate incoming sensory information with memory and 

emotion in the process of decision making.”1396 In this brain activation pattern, which is 

unique to the dreaming mind, a threshold of brain activation is reached and sets an 

“unconstrained and freewheeling conceptual system into motion.”1397 At the same time, 

because it appears to operate as a self-enclosed system, dreams often have a characteristic 

                                                 
1393 Mark Solms, Neuropsychology (Mahway, NJ: L. Erlbaum Associates, 1997), 246 
1394 As Nolte, The Human Brain, 552, describes, the so-called “primary sensory areas” receive sensory 
input directly from the outside world.  
1395 Nolte, The Human Brain, 567, explains that the prefrontal cortex: “is centrally involved in the 
controlling the activities of other cortical areas – to such an extent that it is seen as underlying the executive 
functions of the brain: planning, insight, foresight, and many off the most basic aspects of personality.” 
Nolte also states that the dorsolateral prefrontal cortex “have massive interconnections with parietal 
multimodal cortex and somatosensory, visual and auditory association areas” and appears to play “a critical 
role in working memory, the ability to keep ‘in mind’ recent events or the moment-to-moment results of 
mental processing.”  
1396 G. William Domhoff, “Toward a Neurocognitive Model of Dreams,” The Scientific Study of Dreams: 
Neural Networks, Cognitive Development, and Content Analysis (Washington, D.C.: American 
Psychological Association), 16 
1397 Domhoff, “Neurocognitive Model,” 16 
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“single-mindedness.”1398 Finally, through activation of the medial frontal cortex,1399 

anterior cingulate cortex1400 and, possibly, the orbital frontal cortex,1401 the dream process 

generates “coherent dramatizations that often portray the dreamer’s conceptions and 

concerns in waking life.”1402 This provides a probable anatomical model for the 

observations of Avicenna,1403 Alfonsus Vargas1404 and Lope de Barrientos,1405 who all 

stated that as the mind of the sleeping dreamer is closed off to the outside world, the flow 

of impressions is reversed during sleep, so that the sensus comunis receives impressions 

generated from within. As both Aristotle1406 and Barrientos underscore, dreaming in this 

way generates an imagined inner world based on appearances that the dreamer accepts as 

real.1407  

                                                 
1398 Domhoff, “Neurocognitive Model,” 16 
1399 Parashkev Nachev, “Cognition and medial frontal cortex in health and disease,” Current Opinion in 
Neurology 19 (2006): 586, states that evidence supports the belief that the medial frontal is involved in a 
great variety of cognitive functions, ranging from “volitional movements”  to “goal-oriented decision 
making” and even “the ability to take another person’s perspective on events.” 
1400 Nolte, The Human Brain, 663, defines the cingulate gyrus as a “broad belt of cortex partially encircling 
the corpus callosum. The cingulate gyrus forms the upper part of the limbic lobe […] and has extensive 
limbic connections. Anterior cingluate cortex is closely related to the amygdala, posterior cingulate cortex 
to the hippocampus.” Belinda Lennox “Neurocognition of Depression,” Cognitive Neurology: a Clinical 
Textbook, ed. Stefano F. Cappa et al. (Oxford: Oxford U.P., 2008), 449, highlights the significant role this 
brain region plays in emotional processing, as its activity is found to be significantly decreased in brain 
scans of depressed patients. 
1401 Stefano Cappa and Lisa Cipolotti, “Cognitive and behavioural disorders associated with space-
occupying lesions,” Cognitive Neurology, 170, explain that “The orbit-frontal cortex is a paralimbic region, 
with extensive connections to sensory areas, lateral prefrontal cortex, amygdala and other limbic structures. 
Its postulated function is the integration of cognitive and emotional information about external stimuli and 
the computation of their motivational value on the basis of potential reward.” 
1402 Domhoff, “Neurocognitive Model” 16-17 
1403 See my pages 317-18. 
1404 See my page 332. 
1405 See my page 348. 
1406 See my pages 265-66. 
1407 See my pages 352-53. 
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Mark Solms sees a critical role for the inferior parietal zones1408 in visual 

cognition in dreams. Speaking of the visual faculties most affected by brain trauma, he 

states that “In cases of right parietal lesions the specific factor appeared to be concrete 

spatial cognition; in left parietal cases it was symbolic (quasispatial) cognition. Both of 

these factors were evidently essential for the subjective experience of dreams.”1409 

Developing this further into a theoretical model he proposes that: “dreams involve an 

abstract (symbolic) synthesis of stored representations, which are grounded in 

heteromodal (spatial) perception1410 before they are projected to a visual buffer. In this 

way, in dreams, abstract thinking is converted into concrete perception.”1411 This is 

precisely the role that Avicenna reserved for the imaginativa, which is considered to 

transform impressions stored in the memory banks of the imaginatio.1412 

Solms also proposes that inactivity of the dorsolateral frontal cortex1413 brings a 

dynamic of unbounded association to dreaming: “The lack of a substantial contributor by 

                                                 
1408 The parietal lobe, according to Nolte The Human Brain, 678, is a “cerebral lobe bounded by the frontal, 
temporal, and occipital lobes on the lateral surface of each hemisphere, and by the frontal, limbic, and 
occipital lobes on the medial surface. The parietal lobe contains primary somatosensory cortex in the post-
central gyrus, areas involved in language comprehension (in the inferior parietal lobule, usually on the left), 
and regions involved in complex aspects of spatial orientation and perception. For a brief description of the 
heteromodal sensory functions, see footnote 1411. 
1409 Solms, Neuropsychology, 240 
1410 Nolte, The Human Brain, 552, states that neurons in the inferior parietal lobule and wide regions of the 
frontal and temporal lobes “typically respond to multiple sensory modalities and may change their response 
properties under difference circumstances. For example, a neuron in the inferior parietal lobule might 
respond to a visual stimulus, but only if it is something interesting, such as a cue or a piece of food. These 
multimodal or heteromodal association areas are therefore thought to be concerned with high-level 
intellectual functions.” 
1411 Solms, Neuropsychology, 241 
1412 See my page 316. 
1413 Katherine P. Rankin ,“Social Cognition in Frontal Injury,” Human Frontal Lobes: Functions and 
Disorders, ed. Bruce L. Miller and Jeffrey L. Cummings, 2nd ed. (New York: Guilford Press, 2006), 355, 
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this brain region to the dream process greatly undermines adaptive thinking in dreams, it 

releases perceptual imagery from knowledge-based constraints, and it blocks the passage 

from intentions to motor actions.”1414 This can be compared to Avicenna’s model of 

dreaming, in which the imaginativa is freed to create new impressions and stimulate the 

sensory regions of the mind from within.1415  

It must be noted that all attempts to localize aspects of human dreaming life to 

specific brain regions have significant limitations. Solms, for example, felt it necessary to 

develop alternative hypotheses for each of the dream disorders for which he reviewed 

scientific literature, essentially recognizing that dreaming is a phenomenon involving 

widely distributed brain systems working as a whole.1416  

Kelly Bulkeley, a theologian a dream researcher interested in the spiritual aspects 

of dreaming, draws the following important conclusion from Solms’ qualification of his 

own work: 

Putting his findings in a broader context, Solms provides neuropsychological 
evidence that the human brain-mind system has evolved with the capacity to 
generate autonomous visionary experiences whose visceral and sensory intensity 
do not depend on external stimuli or volitional self-control. This discovery has 

                                                                                                                                                 
focuses on the capacity for critical judgment located in a specific center within the dorsolateral frontal 
region, the dorsolateral prefrontal cortex, which is “known to be involved in classical executive functions, 
including working memory, set shifting, sequencing, planning, inhibition, and abstract reasoning” and may 
contribute “to social contexts by facilitating complex social reasoning and logical, deliberate regulation of 
social behavior. Recent experimental research suggests that the DLPFC may also be involved in the 
development and storage of complex social behavior schemas that provide a shorthand guide when 
conducting familiar social exchanges.”  
1414 Solms, Neuropsychology, 243 
1415 See my page 316. 
1416 Solms, Neuropsychology, 59-60  
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surprisingly religious-sounding implications – it would seem we are all natural 
visionaries.1417 

In this aspect, dreaming appears to be a powerful process that allows deeper parts of the 

human mind to bring their contents into their dreamer’s fuller consciousness, with the 

dreamer as a sort of captive audience, recalling Plato1418 and Macrobius,1419 who saw 

dreaming as ideally linking the sleeper with truths of the soul or messages from beings in 

higher spiritual realms; and to John of Salisbury,1420 Avicenna1421 and Lope de 

Barrientos,1422 who saw dreaming as a mode of consciousness that could sometimes 

allow a dreamer to receive direct or mediated inspiration from God. 

 

 

7.c. Cognitive Psychological Approaches to Extraordinary Dreams 

This quick review of brain science could lead, as many researchers believe, to a 

consideration of dreaming as a more primitive form of mental functioning, in which the 

limbic emotional centers and parietal spatial imagination systems, for example, are 

pushed into intense activity by random impulses originating in the brainstem and are cut 

loose from the thoughtful, ordering influence of the partially dormant prefrontal cortices. 

Bulkeley, however, challenges this notion of dreaming as a lesser form of consciousness:  

                                                 
1417 Kelly Bulkeley, “Dreams and Visions,” The Wondering Brain: Thinking about Religion with and 
beyond Cognitive Neuroscience (New York: Routledge, Taylor and Francis Group, 2005), 33 
1418 See my pages 217-222. 
1419 See my pages 287-88. 
1420 See my pages 300-303. 
1421 See my page 319. 
1422 See my page 350. 
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dream cognition is not deficient or impoverished […] but rather is operating in a 
different but no less sophisticated mode, under different conditions of neural 
organization. The strong and varied emotions in some dreams may be signs of 
novel functional complexity, not diminished mental capacity.1423  

 
Dreaming may engage the brain, then, as fully as waking consciousness and may even 

reflect a deep, as yet poorly understood, underlying purpose. 

One step toward moving beyond the material brain, or at least of finding a deeper, 

holistic order within a mind rooted in matter, can begin with an appreciation of the 

transformative imaginative and affective power that characterize a small percentage of 

dreams that seem to shake the mind from the limits of its pedestrian, day to day 

functioning. The cognitive psychologist Harry T. Hunt has called these dreams 

“archetypal,” which he sees as full of “uncanny-numinous” emotion, geometric and 

mandala-like patterns, flying, mythological / metaphysical thinking, encounters with 

mythical beings, monsters, or strange animals.1424 Equally important, the archetypal 

dream is imbued with a powerful sense of felt meaning and portent that appears to be an 

end in itself.1425 The dreamer is left with the sense of having had a powerful, nonverbal 

and relatively ineffable experience that ‘presents’ major existential life themes.”1426]  

Macrobius and John of Salisbury, as has been discussed, both observe that a fuller 

vision of life is often communicated in dreams indirectly through the obscuring power of 

                                                 
1423 Bulkeley, “Sacred Sleep: Scientific Contributions to the Study of Religiously Significant Dreaming,” 
The New Science of Dreaming: Cultural and Theoretical Perspectives, ed. Deirdre Barrett and Patrick 
McNamara, vol. 3 (Santa Barbara, CA: Praeger Publishers, 2007), 76 
1424 Hunt, Harry T. “Archetypal and Titanic Dreams: Abstract Imageries of Formal Self-Reference,” The 
Multiplicity of Dreams: Memory, Imagination, and Consciousness (New Haven: Yale U.P., 1989), 128.   
1425 Hunt, “Archetypal,” 129 
1426 Hunt, “Archetypal,” 129 
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symbolic or allegorical imagery, as a natural process or ordained by divine powers,1427 

and, in the case of Macrobius, view this practice in a positive light when it is extended to 

writing about dreams in literature.1428 The contemporary dream researcher and theologian 

Bulkeley has developed a related idea of a “root metaphor”, or a central symbolic nexus 

that guides a person’s life at its deepest levels and is fundamental to the dream 

experience. He identifies a root metaphor as one which will: 

help us understand the fundamental questions of human existence – questions 
such as, why are we born, why do we suffer, and why do we die? Is the cosmos 
governed by some kind of order and harmony, or is it essentially chaotic and 
aimless? Is there a God? What makes for a meaningful and fulfilling life?1429  

 
Root metaphors are “uniquely alive, vital, and powerful” and a balanced, full life may be 

based on a multitude of them.1430  

The unique power of metaphors for human life, Bulkeley reminds us, is rooted in 

several basic characteristics: they are never arbitrary; they are tightly interwoven with our 

personality and culture; they are partial, as they bring one aspect of a thing or idea into 

focus while leaving other features in shadow, attempting to come to grips with the 

unknown in terms of the known;1431 and their truth value is not based on “inherent, 

permanent qualities,” but rather is related to our individual circumstances and 

                                                 
1427 See my pages 288-89, 300-301 and 303. 
1428 See my pages 284-86. 
1429 Bulkeley, “Root Metaphor Dreams,” Visions Of The Night: Dreams, Religion, And Psychology 
(Albany: SUNY Press, 1999), 7-14. Print. 
1430 Bulkeley, “Root,” 8 
1431 Bulkeley, “The Concept of Root Metaphors,” The Wilderness of Dreams: Exploring the Religious 
Meanings of Dreams in Modern Western culture (Albany: SUNY Press, 1994), 135-36 and 148 
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intentions.1432 This is in agreement with John of Salisbury’s praise for the polysemic 

nature of dream signs1433 and also his recognition of their highly subjective and 

individual character.1434   

Bulkeley believes that root metaphors, because they are born of symbolic images, 

are a key to the psyche’s generation of meaning: “root metaphors are concrete images 

that metaphorically express our ultimate existential concerns, that are powerful and 

challenging, and have deep and transformative effects in our lives.”1435 They generate a 

form of creative tension in life, “demanding that we work to make sense of how they both 

are and are not adequate visions of ultimate meaning and value.”1436 Macrobius, as has 

been shown, revels in this tension,1437 while John of Salisbury comments at length on the 

complexities involved in interpreting multivalent dream symbols by appealing to a theory 

of signs and figurative language.1438 

Bulkeley lists three basic patterns in which root metaphors can manifest 

themselves in dreams. They can appear in dreams of remarkable intensity: “dreams of 

divine or mythological beings, nightmares of heart-stopping terror, especially vivid lucid 

dreams, and dreams so numinous that we remember them our whole lives.”1439 They can 

also take the form of recurring themes, characters and situations that embody 

                                                 
1432 Bulkeley, “Concept,” 136 
1433 See my page 304. 
1434 See my page 304. 
1435 Bulkeley, “Root,”10 
1436 Bulkeley, “Concept,” 147 
1437 See my pages 285-86 and 288-89. 
1438 See my pages 303-5. 
1439 Bulkeley, “Root,” 12 
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“fundamental patterns of meaning.”1440 Finally, they can appear in dreams in which they 

are “much more subtle, speaking to us in soft whispers.” These tranquil dreams, which 

one might be tempted to disregard as ordinary, may in fact be a source of deep spiritual 

meaning.1441 

This description of the way a root metaphor dream works in the sleeping mind 

shares much in common with the value placed on certain spiritually inspired dreams seen 

in Plato’s Dialogues, such as Socrates’ confessions in the Apology about the oracular 

dream guidance he received throughout his life, the repeated dream he mentions in the 

Phaedo urging him to write poetry and Critias’ dream of his departed grandfather in the 

Timaeus. They are certainly in alignment with Macrobius’ definition of the enigmatic 

dream in all its possible manifestations, as it converts spiritual insights into symbolic 

imagery. Finally, in their disturbing aspects root metaphor dreams are also like the “true 

dreams” that Lope de Barrientos indicates are often painful and terrifying to the dreamer. 

As will be explored in Chapter 3, all of these characteristics Bulkeley sees as essential to 

the root metaphor dream are reflected to varying degrees in narrative form in the literary 

genre of the dream vision.  

Bulkeley, however, makes a careful distinction between symbol and metaphor, 

one that is useful in the interpretation of dream texts. It allows a less totalizing approach 

to dreams and a more humble sense of the openness, flexibility and free play that can be 

derived from seeing dream life as a narrative process. Speaking of the limitations of 
                                                 
1440 Bulkeley, “Root,” 13 
1441 Bulkeley ,“Root,” 13 
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structuralist approaches to dreams that rigidly attempt to decode symbols as fixed 

patterns and disregard this more dynamic story-making potential in dream life, he states 

that:  

by breaking a dream into little pieces, we can obscure the dream’s overall 
narrative movement; and yet it is precisely this narrative movement that so often 
discloses powerful, profound meanings. We avoid this problem if we speak of 
dreams as metaphors, for metaphors are themselves tiny narratives. At the heart of 
a metaphor is a verb – an action, a movement, a change.1442 

 
This constructive view of the dynamic nature of dream metaphor is in consonance with 

the reverent spirit with which Macrobius1443 and John of Salisbury1444 addressed the 

enigmatic somnium and the act of interpretation required to untangle its allegorical 

imagery. At the same time, this encouragement for seeing dreaming as a kind of narrative 

process provides a contemporary philosophical reinforcement to the great admiration 

Macrobius expresses for the curtain of allegory created by Cicero in the Dream of Scipio, 

a level of intentional obfuscation that he believed to be appropriate to the profundity of 

the truths conveyed by this dream text. 

 This power of metaphoric communication is clearly reflected in the results of a 

recent study in which Bulkeley gathered a total of 316 reports of dreams remembered 

from childhood through young adulthood from 42 female college undergraduates1445 in 

an effort to gain a more exact and scientific appreciation of the content of extraordinary 

                                                 
1442 Bulkeley, “Concept,” 148 
1443 See my page 289. 
1444 See my page 304.  
1445 Bulkeley, “Sacred Sleep,” 75 
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dreams. A few of his findings provide helpful context to the discussion of the literary 

dream genre in Chapter 3. 

Bulkeley found that the “highly memorable dreams” stand out from ordinary 

dream experience in their settings, as they “tend in the direction of locations that are 

outdoors and unfamiliar” and “markedly farther removed from the sphere of known 

human habitation. The highly memorable dreams are less homey, they are wilder.”1446 

This aspect of real life dream experience is reflected repeatedly in dream vision literature, 

in descriptions of remarkable natural spaces, supernatural landscapes and extraordinary 

architectural structures. 

Bulkeley’s article also addresses the inner, psychological dimension of the 

dreamer. In his article, Bulkeley focuses considerable attention on form of an 

extraordinary dream he calls the “dream of great fear.” These dreams taken from real life 

provide substance for the many literary dream visions that incorporate episodes built 

around a terrifying visionary aspect. The most common dream reports of this type 

involved “threats of abandonment and social isolation” and of “physical aggression and 

deadly violence,” while a few had themes of violence and disaster on a larger scale, such 

as concentration camps, earthquakes, attacks on humanity and of the Apocalypse.1447 

These dreams featured a “diversity of settings and abundance of energetic movements.” 

Bulkeley observes that these dreams, in which fear is the driving emotion, reveal a strong 

                                                 
1446 Bulkeley, “Sacred Sleep,” 78-79 
1447 Bulkeley, “Sacred Sleep,” 80 
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limbic (emotional) system activation and “heightened activation of the neural systems 

supporting spatial representation.”1448  

From his reading of the literature, Bulkeley sees nightmares as a purposeful 

experience, proposing that:  

such a nightmare is the expression of a neurally structured and evolutionarily 
adaptive capacity to generate highly memorable and intensely frightening dreams, 
making the individual more aware of, and thus better prepared for, likely threats 
in the waking world. From the perspective of contemporary science, nightmares 
are a beneficial, survival-enhancing feature of human nature.1449 

 
They are, in this way, a form of involuntary nightly rehearsal for challenging daytime 

situations. 

 Frightening dreams, which are universal across cultures, may have, in addition, a 

transpersonal function, in which the dreamer receives a vivid and terrifying spiritual 

warning: “The evolutionary account of nightmares as threat simulations aimed at 

improving waking adaptation is remarkably consistent with the religious view that 

nightmares function as spiritual alarms alerting people to dangers in their waking 

lives.”1450 This message of warning, moreover, takes the dreamer far beyond the daily 

concerns of his body-bound personality:  

in religious contexts what is threatened in nightmares isn’t simply one’s physical 
body, but one’s spirit or soul. The focus of concern is no longer just individual 
survival, but one’s relationship to a broader faith community that usually includes a 
variety of nonhuman agencies (deities, spirits, natural forces).1451 

 

                                                 
1448 Bulkeley, “Sacred Sleep,” 82-3 
1449 Bulkeley, “Sacred Sleep,” 83 
1450 Bulkeley, “Sacred Sleep,” 83-84 
1451 Bulkeley, “Sacred Sleep,” 85 
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Of the dream theorists studied in this chapter, Lope de Barrientos is the only writer who 

directly addresses the connection between numinous dreams and the emotion of fear, 

stating that the dreamer of a true dream undergoes suffering and is frightened by his 

experience.1452 

In Bulkeley’s study, nearly every participant reported having at least one dream 

with “mystical, religious and/or spiritual” elements.1453 These dreams were characterized 

by “an abundance of friendly social interaction, happy emotions and good fortune.” 

Common characters included the dead, imaginary beings and friendly but nonexistent 

presences, who acted in caring, helpful ways.1454 While dreams from adolescence showed 

many personages and symbols associated with traditional religion, adult dreams were 

found to reach greater depths, with a more open spirituality less tied to these culturally 

limited faith traditions.1455  

In a later study with 100 adult participants of varying faith backgrounds, Bulkeley 

recorded 42 dreamers who could report having had at least one “mystical” dream. Twenty 

involved the theme of death, often in the form of a comforting visitation of a deceased 

loved one.1456 Reflecting the predominance of participants of Christian faith, 17 dreams 

had direct references to Christianity, including “the figures of God, Mary and the 

                                                 
1452 See my page 351. 
1453 Bulkeley, “Sacred Sleep,” 85 
1454 Bulkeley, “Sacred Sleep,” 86 
1455 Bulkeley, “Sacred Sleep,” 86-87 
1456 Bulkeley, “Mystical Dreaming: Patterns in form, content and meaning,” Dreaming 19 (2009): 35 
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angels.”1457 Fourteen dreamers reported experiencing a brilliant light, “often in a positive, 

aesthetically pleasing fashion.”1458 These reports share much in common with the types 

of dreams that are especially valued in Plato’s Dialogues1459 and also with the 

classifications of the spiritual dream proposed by Macrobius1460 and John of 

Salisbury.1461 These characteristics also give reference point for the exploration of the 

literary dream vision genre in Chapter 3, demonstrating that what are often fictionalized 

accounts of spiritual dreams reflect the actual range of human dream experience. 

Eight of the dreamers in Bulkeley’s second study believed they underwent 

precognitive experiences in which events occurring later in life were revealed to them in 

dreams. Bulkeley comments that “Setting aside the question of whether precognitive 

dreams can be explained in conventional psychological terms, the point here is that a 

good number of the mystical dream reports are embedded in a very personal, emotionally 

charged, and religiously inflected narratives.”1462 This emphasis on the predictive value 

of dreams is embedded, as discussed above, within John of Salisbury’s classifications of 

the somnium, visio and the oraculum,1463 and is legitimized through Lope de Barrientos’ 

reference to biblical accounts of such dreams.1464 

                                                 
1457 Bulkeley, “Mystical Dreaming,” 35 
1458 Bulkeley, “Mystical Dreaming,” 36 
1459 See my pages 217-22 and 246-47. 
1460 See my pages 288-89. 
1461 See my pages 301-302. 
1462 Bulkeley, “Mystical Dreaming,” 36 
1463 See my pages 300-301. 
1464 See my pages 349-50. 
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Bulkeley’s comments about the interconnection between precognition and the dreamer’s 

subjectivity also provides a helpful framework for approaching the precognitive 

references commonly found in dream vision literature. 

Ten participants reported experiencing confusion between reality and dreaming, 

especially in the presence of a visitation. Bulkeley comments that “This blurring of the 

boundary between dreaming and waking is partly the result of the extraordinary 

intensification of feeling and perception found in the dream types being discussed.” This 

type of disorientation was not, however, a source of fear or discomfort.1465 Nevertheless, 

it does connect with the ageless question raised by Socrates in the Theaetetus concerning 

whether it is possible at any given moment to know with certainty whether we are awake 

or dreaming.1466 It also recalls Barrientos’ comments concerning the true dream, which he 

believes to occupy a sort of intermediary space between dreaming and waking 

consciousness.1467 

Bulkeley comments on his findings in a way that recalls Barrientos’ discussion of 

the spiritual morning dream:1468  

The mystical dreams reported by these participants were filled with strange, 
supernatural, counterfactual phenomena. By any measure, they are quite bizarre 
dreams. They are not, however, disjointed, vague, fragmented, or jumbled. On the 
contrary, they display remarkable coherence, vividness, and realism, more it 
seems than is found in ordinary dreams. Furthermore, mystical dreams are 
surprisingly consistent with the individual’s waking-life experiences.1469 

                                                 
1465 Bulkeley, “Mystical Dreaming,” 37 
1466 See my pages 237-38. 
1467 See my pages 347-48. 
1468 See my pages 350-51. 
1469 Bulkeley, “Mystical Dreaming,” 37 
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While they are extraordinary dreams, they most commonly have strong connections to 

the deepest emotional and spiritual concerns of the dreamer’s waking life.1470 For 

Bulkeley, this is evidence in support of dreaming’s deep meaningfulness and purpose in 

human life. This meaning appears to be communicated in dreams, however, in ways that 

draw on the dreamer’s individual relationship to their larger culture.1471  

 A pertinent point of synthesis and closure for this discussion of cognition, 

dreaming and metaphor can be found in the cogent, penetrating and inspiring view of 

dreaming offered by the 20th-century medievalist and Christian philosopher Owen 

Barfield. Drawing on the spiritual teachings of the Mandukya Upanishad, Barfield 

presents a continuum of consciousness with four primary states of being: “(1) ordinary 

waking consciousness, (2) dream consciousness, (3) the consciousness of dreamless 

sleep, and (4) an even less conscious than (3) – a degree that may be predicated even of 

inanimate objects such as rocks.” He proposes that the latter be called “a-consciousness” 

rather than “unconscious” and reminds us that levels two through four should properly be 

considered “extraordinary” states of consciousness.1472 

 Dreaming consciousness, according to this model, should be understood as a 

transitional state, moving the dreamer from the depths of a-consciousness and sleep 

                                                 
1470 Bulkeley, “Mystical Dreaming,” 37-38 
1471 Bulkeley, “Mystical Dreaming,” 38 
1472 Barfield, “Dream, Myth, and Philosophical Double Vision,” The Rediscovery of Meaning, and Other 
Essays (Middletown, CT: Wesleyan U.P., 1977), 24 
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toward waking consciousness.1473 Barfield brings to the foreground a logical consequence 

flowing from this that challenges most Western understanding of dreaming, even the 

psychoanalytic and archetypal movements that would point to a personal or collective 

“unconscious” as a final source of dream life. Instead, he locates dreaming’s fountain in a 

creative power that existed before, and even created the human body and its psyche:  

Since, then, both sleep consciousness and a-consciousness are superindividual, the 
ultimate source of a dream may be traceable to tensions, or conditions or events, 
antecedent not only to the dream itself, but also to the physical organism that 
occasioned the dream and was its medium – primordial tensions and events which 
were not produced by, but which produced, the physical organism itself as well as 
producing the consciousness that is correlative to a physical organism.1474 

 
Where this creative impulse brings dreams into the personal lives of individual human 

beings, this same force, he asserts, generates myth in the course of collective human 

history, also moving downwards from a-consciousness into the nexus of the ordinary 

waking mind.1475 This view is close to that found in the Neoplatonist theory of soul in 

Macrobius above, in which the philosophically oriented man will seek knowledge of a 

life of the soul that precedes the body through a disciplined practice of “dying” to 

corporal life.1476 

 Barfield explains that the moment of final morning awakening from dream sleep 

represents a particularly powerful metamorphosis in consciousness, one which has a 

                                                 
1473 Barfield, “Dream,” 25 
1474 Barfield, “Dream,” 26 
1475 Barfield, “Dream,” 26 
1476 See my page 283. 
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direct bearing on Bulkeley’s idea of the “root metaphor” and the knot of human 

existential concerns: 

Though [the sleeper] may not often attend to the moment as it passes, the first 
thing he has to do on waking in the morning is to answer the question: Who, or 
what am I? And what if the vanishing dream, at whose skirts we sometimes 
clutch, sometimes proves to have as much to do with this question, and the answer 
to it, as with our more immediate personal anxieties and tension.1477 

 
The person who can be awake to this transition is moving in the direction of a form of 

spiritual liberation. He would be like Plato’s ideal dreamer, as we saw imagined in Book 

9 of the Republic, who attentively strives to master his passions and can enjoy a dream 

life offering glimpses of truth of the soul.1478 

 Barfield carefully distinguishes between Eastern and Western understandings of 

this path to ultimate inner freedom. The Eastern path, he contends, produces a kind of 

tunnel vision, in which all energies are directed toward the endpoint, or “a-

consciousness,” into which the ordinary eventually becomes dissolved, and in which 

intermediate, luminal states of consciousness such as dreaming are not fully appreciated. 

In the Western way, “a-consciousness” is sought in the presence of ordinary 

consciousness, and never at the expense of the ordinary: “the impulse of the West is 

toward liberation by “vision” rather than liberation by absorption, but it is a special sort 

of vision – one not incompatible with an experienced identity between the seer and what 

he sees.”1479 

                                                 
1477 Barfield, “Dream,” 27 
1478 See my pages 230-31. 
1479 Barfield, “Dream,” 29 
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 There is a quality of imagination involved in this vision that Barfield links to both 

the art of poetry and to dreaming. He mentions in particular the kind of extraordinary 

dream recognized by contemporary dream researchers as lucid dreaming:  

in which we dream with one part of ourselves, and yet at the same time we know 
with another part that we are dreaming. The dream continues, and is a real dream 
(that is, it is not just a waking reverie). And yet we know that we are dreaming; we 
are there outside the dream, as well as there within it.1480 

 
True imagination in poetry, he tells us: 
 

 is very close to the dreaming of such dreams, and has little to do with reverie. In 
reverie we lose ourselves […] we are absorbed; but in imagination we find 
ourselves in finding vision. The vision is objective (as if it were part of ordinary 
consciousness); but its very objectivity is as much our own as what we call 
subjectivity – for it is the content of extraordinary consciousness. 

 
This poetic and dream imagination, moreover, is grounded in a metaphoric substrate that, 

like the root metaphor of Bulkeley, challenges and expands both poet and reader. This 

metaphor is one that appreciates the transitional spaces, and binds the ordinary to the 

extraordinary:  

Accordingly a good, a wise, a true metaphor is not just a device for lobbing us 
abruptly out of ordinary consciousness into a-consciousness, out of time into 
eternity, out of the communicable into the ineffable, but one for affording us 
vision of some particular intermediate stage between the two extremes of the 
continuum. It trains us in the intensive and laborious problem of adding 
extraordinary consciousness to our consciousness. 

 
This addresses the same level of intermediate truths, requiring the figurative language 

and imagery of allegory that are central to the theory of Macrobius,1481 and also John of 

Salisbury, who calls for shrewdness and effort on the part of interpreters of such 
                                                 
1480 Barfield, “Dream,” 29 
1481 See my pages 288-89. 
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dreams.1482 It also squares with the idea of a less perfect form of spiritual vision that 

Avicenna claims can pass through to the sleeping mind from the heavens or, in Owen 

Barfield’s language, a-consciousness.1483 

The metaphoric power of both a true dream and a poem, then, participates in an 

expanded imagination that can contribute to a kind of progressive, gradual fusion of the 

human personality to the transpersonal source that both existed before it in time and 

brought it into existence. Chapter 3 will explore the classical and medieval realization of 

this open imagination of the dreamer and the poet, rooted in metaphorical thinking and 

language and interwoven into the dynamic narrative structure of the literary dream vision. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
                                                 
1482 See my pages 306-7. 
1483 See my pages 377-78. 
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CHAPTER THREE: THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE LITERARY DREAM VISION  

 

1. The Roots of the Literary Dream Vision 

The literary dream vision has very ancient roots in universal human culture. As 

Carol Zaleski indicates, it reflects an impulse seen in shamanic religions, in which the 

practitioner undergoes a radical transformation of consciousness that is equated to death 

and allows him to have access to hidden spiritual realms:   

The shaman inaugurates his career as a "specialist in ecstasy" by a symbolic 
encounter with death, whether brought on spontaneously by illness or seizure, or 
deliberately courted through ritual mimesis or psychophysical techniques. His 
initiation may involve a harrowing ordeal such as having his flesh devoured by 
demons or ancestor spirits. Reduced to his skeletal or spiritual essence, he is ready 
to set forth for the other world.1484 

 
Traditional shamanic culture saw the knowledge gained in this way as destined for the 

benefit of others, often in connection with predicting natural cycles of life and death that 

involved the survival of the larger community. In a similar spirit, one of the earliest 

known otherworld myths, the Sumerian “Descent of Inanna” features the journey of a 

fertility goddess to the land of the dead. This tale represents an attempt to come to a 

deeper understanding of the agricultural cycle rather than to seek the solution to a 

personal riddle, such as the destiny of the soul after death.1485 
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Times (New York: Oxford U.P., 1987), 13 
1485 Zaleski, Otherworld, 14 
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 The Sumerian Epic of Gilgamesh is, in contrast, one of the first literary works to 

connect the journey into the underworld with the search for true knowledge of the nature 

of life beyond death. In this legend, Gilgamesh, grieving the death of his companion 

Enkidu, enters the underworld realm in search of a remedy for death.1486 Howard Rollin 

Patch offers this summary of Gilgamesh’s journey:  

Gilgamesh enters the [underworld] realm under a mountain at a place guarded by 
scorpion men of giant stature. After twenty-four hours of wandering in great 
darkness […] he steps forth into an enchanted garden, in which he is especially 
delighted by one divine tree ornate with precious stones. He manages to get across 
the swiftly running waters of death, comes to the fields of the blessed, is bathed in 
an enchanted fountain of healing powers, and partakes of the magic plant 
(growing invisibly down in the sea) that restores vigor.1487 

 
He strives to reach the paradise realm of the flood hero Utnapishtim but, in his human 

frailty, cannot pass the trial given to him of keeping vigil for six days and seven 

nights.1488 The idyllic garden he does encounter, however, contains motifs that are carried 

into Judeo-Christian Scripture and become a mainstay of visionary literature of all types. 

As Patch indicates: “In nearly all the Eastern accounts the garden of the blessed shows 

certain constant features: the trees bearing precious fruits, the rivers that water the 

meadows, the heavenly food or drink.”1489 In Genesis, the Garden of Eden is filled with 
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motifs that will be repeated: the Tree of Life, the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil 

and a river that divides into four branches.1490 

 In much of Near Eastern otherworld literature, whether in Sumerian mythology or 

Hebrew Scripture, the afterlife is seen as a place devoid of human warmth and happiness: 

“the dead lead a listless half-life, cramped together in dark, dusty, or swampy quarters 

beneath the Earth.”1491 Egyptian accounts of the after death realms from roughly the same 

time period are, in contrast, much more practical, offering more hopeful guidance for 

avoiding the many perils involved in crossing to the spirit world.1492 These manuals of 

preparation for dying contain some of the earliest examples of motifs that would be 

universally cultivated in Western otherworld literature:  

The Coffin Texts, the Book of the Dead, and other mortuary manuals from this 
period paint vivid portraits of the otherworld journey and the dread proceedings 
before the divine tribunal. In these works, we get an early glimpse of the perilous 
river-crossing, the weighing of the heart or deeds on a scale, and other ordeals and 
obstacles which were to become standard features of Western otherworld 
iconography. Most important, the Egyptian texts suggest that it is the idea of a 
postmortem judgment, in which the dead are ranked according to merit or ritual 
preparedness, that gives the other world its definite features; otherwise, the realm 
of the dead would remain as faceless and undifferentiated as the Mesopotamian 
"house of dust."1493 

 
 In the Greek world the hero’s passage into Hades is a central motif of the 

Homeric epic. In the eleventh book of the Odyssey, for example, the protagonist crosses 

the river Ocean, the known limit of the world, to consult the dead seer Tiresias. Homer’s 
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rendering of a grim outpost for departed souls1494 would become a mainstay of classical 

accounts of the underworld. Patch comments on the frequent association of the Greek 

afterlife with water features: “the commonest location of the Other World with [the 

Greeks] is on a blessed island or group of islands.”1495 

 Plato created a more hopeful view of life beyond death in what became a 

foundational text for afterworld literature, the Dream of Er, the closing section to his 

Republic. This fantastical voyage was inspired in part by the practices of the Orphic and 

Pythagorean cults, common to several spiritual sects, involving elaborate initiation rituals 

patterned on their understanding of the after death experience.1496 Zaleski has provides 

this succinct summary of Plato’s tale: 

A soldier named Er, slain in battle, comes back to life on the funeral pyre and 
describes his visit to the next world. He tells of leaving his body and journeying 
with a great throng to the place where souls are judged; the righteous ascend 
through an opening in heaven, while the wicked travel downward and to the left 
to meet their punishment. All souls eventually return to choose their next lives; 
this choice is governed partly by character and partly by the celestial mechanics 
of Necessity and Chance. The moral of the story, which Er has been sent back to 
proclaim, is that only those who have led an "examined life" will be able to turn 
fate to their advantage; only an ardent dedication to the pursuit of wisdom can 
combat the stupefaction (symbolized by the effects of drinking from Lethe) to 
which all flesh is subject.1497 

 
This is a significant text, because it shows how themes and images taken from actual 

religious experience and spiritual writings were adapted into a fictional narrative written 

with didactic intentions. It also establishes the admonition to a life lived in accordance 
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with philosophical study and moral discipline, a basic message to be encountered 

throughout the development of the literary dream vision.  

Plato’s optimistic model of an ascent of the soul was further developed by his 

followers in the Platonic, Stoic and Neo-Platonist philosophical movements.1498 The 

darker, ancient vision of Hades, however, would be revisited by later classical authors 

and would shape the early Christian imagination of Hell. The fictional underworld 

envisioned by Vergil in the Aeneid, for example, represents a synthesis of the lugubrious 

shadow realm, believed to be the common lot of the spiritually slumbering masses, and a 

paradisiacal, idyllic home for departed heroes he called the Elysian Fields.1499  

A more radical, “apocalyptic” afterworld literature began to circulate in the 

Hellenized Near East in the earliest Christian centuries.1500 Gnostic and unorthodox 

Jewish cults in particular recorded visionary experiences of the end of time and the 

destiny of nations that shared many elements in common: “titanic battles, scenes of 

cosmic destruction and renewal, dragon conquests, sacred weddings, images of the royal 

cult.”1501 They are significant as precursors to dream vision literature because they also 

addressed the fate of individual souls on the Day of Judgment and the experience 

between death and this final resurrection.1502  
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The 2nd century Egyptian Gnostic Apocalypse of Zephaniah features a scene of 

ascent that seems patterned upon the Dream of Scipio,1503 which is will be discussed in 

depth below:  

“I, however, went with the angel of the Lord, and he led me above my whole 
town. No one appeared to me. I saw the whole Earth […] below me like a drop of 
water […] which came up from a spring”. Here was neither darkness nor night, 
but all is light in this realm, so the angel says. “He led me now above the 
mountain Seïr and showed me three men, with whom two angels were walking 
[…]” He comes to some iron gates, which open at once before the angel. He sees 
iron doors that scatter fire almost fifty stades, and he beholds a great sea of 
fire.1504 
 
In the Christian world, narratives of afterworld journeys shifted from early 

records of apocalyptic visions to stories of extraordinary men and women who had died 

and then returned from the spirit realm.1505 This literature was shaped by contact with 

myths and legends from indigenous Europe and the British Isles, especially from the rich 

Celtic and Germanic folk traditions.1506     

In one early and famous example from the 3rd century, Tertullian recorded what is 

believed to have been an actual vision of the afterlife, that of Saint Perpetua.1507 Patch 

offers this brief summary of her vision:  
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Perpetua sees a narrow ladder of gold stretching toward heaven, at the foot of 
which is a huge dragon, and round the steps of which are cruel hooks and knives. 
In the name of Christ she mounts the ladder and gains the top, after she has 
watched Saturus climb in safety. Later, Saturus, in a vision with which he is 
favored, is taken by four angels to the east, where he sees a spacious place with 
rose trees and every kind of flower. The leaves of the rose trees sing unceasingly. 
He crosses a violet-covered plain and meets the martyrs.1508 
 

In this chapter’s review of dream vision literature a basic dichotomy will be encountered 

repeatedly between the obstacles met in the path to the higher realms and the peaceful 

nature scenes that are encountered there. Chapter 4 will detail how Francisco Imperial’s 

Dezir a las siete virtudes works with the motifs of a rose garden replete with celestial 

music.  

St. Paul can be considered the groundbreaker in the Christian world, with his 

account of a celestial journey, considered autobiographical from the earliest days, that is 

recorded in 2 Corinthians 12: 1-4.1509
 As early as the 3rd century, copies of a Greek text, 

attributed to St. Paul, were circulating with an expanded version of his journey.1510 

According to legend, they were discovered in a sealed marble box with a pair of 

shoes.1511 Augustine was quick to discredit this text, which broke with St. Paul’s own 

reticence in sharing his experience.1512 The text was copied into Latin in the 6th century 

and the 9th-century Redaction IV circulated widely through Europe, eventually being 
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copied into several vernacular languages. Dante drew upon material from this vision and 

Chaucer acknowledged its importance.1513 

 In this apocryphal vision St. Paul, while still living, is able to travel in spirit to a 

place where he witnesses three souls leave their bodies and pass into the afterlife. Zaleski 

concisely summarizes this part of the narration:  

the soul of a just man exits his body in the company of shining angels who defend 
him against the hostile powers of the air and escort him to the heavenly court to 
be vindicated and welcomed by God; a wicked man is dragged roughly from his 
body by "angels without mercy," harassed by his animating spirit, claimed as a 
fellow traveler by the hostile powers, and consigned to torment in the outer 
darkness; a second wicked man, after spending seven days before his trial on a 
forced tour of the cosmos, faces conviction when his own guardian angel turns 
state's evidence, producing a manuscript record of his sins and bringing forward 
the souls of those he had murdered or betrayed.1514 

 
This journey advances literary imagination of the afterworld in its careful attention to the 

psychology of sin and redemption, in which a soul is brought before God to see in mirror-

like clarity its true condition and the consequences of its deeds in life and is judged 

accordingly.1515 In a longer version of the text St. Paul enters Paradise, the City of Christ 

and the infernal regions. It was this part of the text, copied in excerpts, that most 

intrigued the medieval imagination.1516 

 The 6th-century Dialogues of Saint Gregory the Great became the most important 

reference book for miracles and visions for the entire Middle Ages. Zaleski offers this 

brief historical context for the work:  
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A collection of entertaining and edifying wonder-tales, the Dialogues attempt to 
demonstrate, in the face of epidemics, Lombard invasions, and schism, that a 
providential order underlies events and that the age of great saints and signs from 
heaven has not passed. The fourth and final book of the Dialogues is devoted to 
"last things"; here Gregory offers "proofs" of the soul's immortality and 
demonstrates—through an assortment of deathbed visions, ghostly apparitions, 
and eyewitness accounts of the other world—the reality of postmortem 
punishment and the efficacy of masses and pious works on behalf of the dead.1517 

 
Three accounts of near death experiences of a collection of 42 recorded in Book 4 were 

especially important for the medieval world: one of a hermit who visited Hell and 

returned; the second of a businessman named Stephen who was mistakenly snatched from 

life and shuttled to the court of Hell, and a final story of a soldier, who offered this 

account of an afterworld divided into realms of punishment and reward:  

He said that there was a bridge, under which ran a black, gloomy river which 
breathed forth an intolerably foul-smelling vapor. But across the bridge there were 
delightful meadows carpeted with green grass and sweet smelling flowers. The 
meadows seemed to be meeting places for people clothed in white. Such a 
pleasant odor filled the air that the sweet smell by itself was enough to satisfy [the 
hunger of] the inhabitants who were strolling there. In that place each one had his 
own separate dwelling, filled with magnificent light. A house of amazing capacity 
was being constructed there, apparently out of golden bricks, but he could not find 
out for whom it might be. On the bank of the river there were dwellings, some of 
which were contaminated by the foul vapor that rose up from the river, but others 
were not touched at all.1518 

 
Here the afterworld space contains elements taken from the known world and carried to 

extremes of ugliness or idyllic beauty. Patch sees a connection of Gregory’s basic motifs 

with earlier Oriental visionary literature.1519 The text’s careful attention to richly 
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imagined landscapes, reflective of conditions of human consciousness, is a legacy that, as 

will be shown, is fundamental to the construction of the literary dream vision. 

The vision continues by describing a bridge where the souls of the dead are put to 

the test: the wicked fall into the murky water and the blessed easily cross over. The 

solider sees Peter, an elder of an ecclesiastical family, mired in slime and bound by an 

iron chain beneath the bridge. He explains that this man had been unnecessarily cruel in 

meting out punishments. He also sees a priest pass over with no difficulty, and life and 

death struggle for the soul of Stephen, the businessman of the previous story, being 

dragged down by beings from below and assisted from above by angels.1520 Gregory’s 

most important contribution to afterworld lore was to include descriptions of these very 

ordinary people who travel to the spirit realm and the souls of the everymen to be found 

there. Earlier stories had limited this kind of journey to saintly protagonists.1521 

 In the 8th century, the Anglo-Saxon scholar monk Bede recorded the Vision of 

Drythelm. Drythelm, he explains, was a devout Northumbrian man who became mortally 

ill one evening and died, only to return to life the following morning. He shared an 

account of his travels through the afterworld with his wife and later with a monk who 

passed the story along to Bede.1522  

 The Vision of Drythelm is significant because of the extent of its detailed 

descriptions of the discrete realms awaiting souls after death. These include a vision of a 

                                                 
1520 Zaleski, Otherworld, 30 
1521 Zaleski, Otherworld, 31 
1522 Zaleski, Otherworld, 31 



392 

bottomless pit of Hell pierced with tongues of fire, an idyllic realm of purification and an 

even more glorious heaven full of sweetly singing voices who call him to repentance.1523 

This vision, Zaleski emphasizes, served an ideological purpose:  

Whatever role Drythelm may have played in the development of the narrative, 
Bede's account of the vision can be read as a manifesto for Benedictine 
monasticism, ascetic discipline, and intercessory masses for the dead. The vision 
also reflects the eschatology of the Anglo-Saxon church of Bede's time, 
intimating a purgatorial state distinct from hell; it departs from earlier Celtic 
Christian traditions and conforms to the orthodoxy of Rome.1524 

 
Drythelm’s vision was an inspiration to generations of Anglo Saxon spiritual writers and 

homilists who created a body of otherworldly literature that reached its peak from the 10th 

to the mid-13th centuries. This is contemporary with Berceo’s contribution to the genre in 

mid-13th century Castile, as discussed below. Zaleski, however, offers a word of caution 

about seeing this proliferation of texts as a purely literary phenomenon: 

Each text has a unique functional significance within its particular social milieu. 
Beyond that, it seems likely that at least some of these narratives reflect actual 
experience and as such cannot be reduced to a matter of mechanical literary 
dependence.1525 

 
Otherworldly literature is, thus, more utilitarian than the product of individual genius, and 

is rooted in the domain of authentic human spiritual experience. On the one hand, records 

of such journeys are always shaped according to the very specific needs of a local culture 

as it exists at a particular moment of time. On the other, they become a kind of seedbed of 
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imagery and motifs that appear to be universal to human cultures across time and in all 

places. 

The mid-8th-century legend of Barlaam and Josaphat, written down by John of 

Damascus or another cleric, draws upon an Indian account of the life of the Buddha.1526 

Translated into many languages, it appears in the Legenda aurea of Jacopo de Voragine 

and the Speculum historiale of Vincent of Beauvais.1527 Patch provides this summary of 

Josaphat’s moment of enlightenment concerning the ultimate nature of good and evil: 

After a long prayer he falls asleep, and sees himself carried off by “certain dread 
men” through places he has never seen before. At last he stands in a great plain 
filled with flowers and fruits; the trees stir a breeze and their leaves rustling send 
out a gracious perfume. Golden thrones are here all set with precious stones; here 
too are settles and couches. Near by are running waters, clear and delightful. He 
sees a radiant city surrounded by walls of gold, her streets filled with light, and 
winged squadrons to make melody such as mortal ear never heard. This is “the 
rest of the righteous.” Taken back across the plain again (protesting he would like 
to stay), he is carried to regions of darkness filled with every kind of woe. Here is 
a glowing furnace of fire, and the worm of torment. This, he learns, is the place 
for sinners. His tears fall copiously and he is prostrate with longing for the good 
and fear of the evil.1528 
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In its description of a paradise garden and of Hell and its overarching concern with the 

education of the soul, this vision contains many elements that would be consistently 

reiterated and developed in the dream vision genre.  

The Vision of Alberic, recounting the journey of the 12th-century monk from 

Montecassino, has a number of parallels to the Divine Comedy.1529 In this account the 

soul of Alberic, who was thought to be dead, is taken up by a dove and given a tour of 

Hell and Paradise, with St. Peter as his guide: 

He travels along a wood “plenum subtilissimis arboribus quarum omnium capita 
ac si sudes acutissima erant, et spinosa,” and he comes to a terrible valley where 
sinners are submerged in ice, some to the knees or flanks, some to the chest. […] 
Further along Alberic sees a valley with a lake of red molten metal, and then a 
river of burning pitch, over which is an iron bridge. This the righteous find broad 
enough for easy passage; but for sinners it becomes as narrow as a thread in the 
middle and they fall from it. 
 Later comes another great valley with dense thorny trees, and near by, a 
field of healing with lilies and roses and a wonderful fragrance where Paradise is 
located. Paradise is on a high plain close to Heaven and guarded by cherubim. 
Here is the Tree of Life. Led by the dove, Alberic visits the seven heavens, and is 
taken to a high wall – but what he sees beyond he cannot reveal.1530 

 
Dante’s Inferno contains analagous infernal imagery,1531 and this Earthly Paradise, with 

its sacred tree, contains traditional imagery also seen in Francisco Imperial’s Dezir.1532 

A cycle of tales known collectively as St. Patrick’s Purgatory speaks to the 

process by which authentic, spiritual experience becomes crystallized as a literary text. 

The natural cavelike feature of Lough Derg in northwestern Ireland became a famous 
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medieval pilgrimage site because of its association with St. Patrick’s conversion of the 

pagan Celts.1533 The faithful would come there to be locked into the cave and were 

reported to pass through an ordeal of often harrowing otherworldly visions that, it was 

believed, would shorten the time their souls would spend in Purgatory after death.1534 

 Accounts of these visionary experiences became the source of didactic literature, 

and the best known of these is the Vision of Knight Owen: “Composed near the end of the 

twelfth century by an English Cistercian monk who calls himself H. of Sawtry, it was 

translated into nearly every European vernacular language, set to verse, and retold in 

chronicles, saints' lives, and sermons.”1535 This helped the Purgatory of Saint Patrick to 

have a place in the Western imagination for centuries, appearing in the literature of 

Ariosto, Shakespeare and even inspiring a comedia of Calderón de la Barca, El 

Purgatorio de San Patricio.1536 The tale of Knight Owen’s journey shows the influence 

of the otherworldly literary tradition and contains specific references to Gregory’s 

Dialogues.1537  

 In this vision, Knight Owen, who returns to Ireland from King Stephen’s Crusade 

(1134-54), filled with remorse for having devoted his life to the ways of violence, 
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chooses the extreme path of absolution offered at St. Patrick’s cave.1538 Zaleski 

summarizes the beginning of his journey:  

Tentatively, Owen makes his way through a long, dark passageway, following a 
distant glimmer of light which finally brings him to a vast open cloister. Here he 
meets twelve men clothed in white and recently shaven, who look like monks. 
Like the canons on the Earthly side of the threshold, these mysterious figures play 
an initiatory role: they warn Owen of the perils to come and instruct him to use 
the name of Jesus as a protective prayer; then they abandon him to his fate. The 
instant they leave, a cataclysmic uproar shakes the ground; it sounds as though the 
entire human and animal kingdoms were screaming in unison. Only by invoking 
the divine name does Owen preserve his sanity. He is then carried off on a tour of 
infernal sightseeing.1539 

 
He sees realms of unrelenting torment of sinners, nearly loses his soul as he falls into an 

abyss, but is saved because he remembers to invoke the name of Christ. He crosses a 

high, slippery and impossibly narrow “test bridge,” one that he is able to cross only 

because he has been forgiven of his sins.1540 He is taken to an idyllic, Earthly paradise. 

As Zaleski recapitulates:  

Owen walks up to a jeweled gate, which opens in welcome, leading him to a land of 
light more dazzling than the sun, where he meets a procession of clergy carrying 
crosses, banners, candles, and golden palm branches, singing an unearthly harmony. 
Two archbishops take Owen on a tour of the delightful meadows adorned with 
flowers, fruit, grass, and trees, "on whose fragrance he felt he could subsist 
forever." There is no night, no darkness, no heat, no cold—negatives are employed 
where superlatives are inadequate to describe fully the delights of this region. Yet 
this is only the Earthly paradise, an intermediate realm where those who have been 
purified by purgatorial suffering await God's call to ascend to heaven.1541 
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His guides explain that the souls here can be helped by intercessory prayer and then 

proceed to offer him a glimpse of the true Heaven. They then tell him that he must return 

to life, promising that if he keeps to the true path he will return to this blessed place.1542 

After his return to life in his body, the Knight Owen makes a pilgrimage to Jerusalem and 

becomes an interpreter to the Cistercian monk Gilbert of Louth, who is involved in 

missionary work in Ireland. Gilbert, on his return to England, is responsible for spreading 

the account of Owen’s journey.1543 

 The Vision of the Knight Owen, according to Zaleski, offers a conception of 

Purgatory as a space that is suited to the needs of the individual soul, and of the idea of 

the otherworld journey as a kind of purgatorial pilgrimage,1544 a preparation for the soul’s 

true journey after death.1545 

 The literature of otherworld journeys most often follows parameters that, as will 

be explored, also serve as structural guideposts to dream vision literature. The first of 

these involves a report of the voyager’s transition to spiritual realities, which involves a 

separation or loosening of the soul from the body “through illness or injury, ecstasy or 

dreaming.”1546 This can either be a welcome or a traumatic event.1547 

 The second feature that provides a kind of legacy to the literary dream vision is 

the almost ubiquitous presence of a guide figure who helps to interpret the exotic sights 
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and experiences the visionary encounters in the spirit world. As Zaleski emphasizes, the 

guide is both a product of human spiritual experience and is culturally bound: “Like other 

features of visionary journey literature, the guide is at once an archetype, or universal 

motif, and a theme with a specific literary history.”1548  

The guide can take the form of an angelic or saintly intermediary / interpreter; as 

a guardian attending the soul before the judgment of God; or as an angel who extracts 

souls from their bodies.1549 The physical appearance of the guide in otherworldly 

accounts provided an essential model for dream vision literature: “Throughout medieval 

vision literature, the guide is consistently portrayed as shining, splendid, dressed in 

dazzling white robes.”1550  

In a basic situation that becomes fully elaborated in the literary dream vision,1551 

the guide establishes a continuous dialogue with the visionary. In this role he works both 

as a projection of the narrator’s voice and as exegete: “The otherworld landscape is a text, 

and it is the guide's responsibility to gloss this text, pointing out the lessons embedded in 

its strange features.”1552 Finally, the guide often gives voice to the philosophical and 

theological concerns of the author himself.1553  

As Zaleski concludes, the guide is a figure that, in particular, becomes associated 

with all places in the text that indicate a transition of the visionary’s consciousness:  
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The need for a guide may be felt regardless of whether one enters the other world 
by dying, dreaming, or trance; for just as Hermes, in Greco-Roman myth, doubles 
as psychopomp and dream-escort, so the Christian guardian angel or patron saint 
guides souls who have wandered into the other world through the gate of 
sleep.1554  

 
In the literary dream vision, the guide figure becomes a kind of teacher of awareness who 

makes the dream landscape navigable and brings it to life as space for the education of 

the soul. 

In accounts of otherworld journeys the entrance to spiritual reality can be either 

delightful or fraught with terror and danger. Most often, entering the spirit world involves 

a crossing of a difficult barrier:  

Within the other world the visionary may traverse a wide field, desert waste, or 
dark forest, or surmount obstacles such as walls of fire, curtains of mist, and 
guarded doorways. His approach may be a laborious or perilous passage up a 
ladder or across a slippery bridge, or he may find himself effortlessly spirited to 
the other side of a fiery river or the summit of a forbidding mountain.1555 

 
Literary dream visions are similarly of two types. In one, the Dreamer slips peacefully 

into an extraordinary, imaginary realm. In the second, the physical challenges the 

Dreamer finds in the dream landscape are exploited for all their figurative connotations, 

as the imagined world becomes a full reflection of the Dreamer’s troubled consciousness. 

 Otherworldly literature abounds in obstacles the visionary must face in the 

spiritual realm. As Zaleski observes, these are usually found in threshold spaces:  

Border obstacles are of two kinds: artifacts like walls and bridges, and natural 
features like rivers and mountains. Perhaps most common is the river, that creator 
of terrestrial boundaries which is a universal means of organizing cosmic 
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territory. The landscape of medieval visions is irrigated by the biblical waters of 
Eden, the four rivers of Hades, and countless unnamed infernal streams swollen 
with filth or flame.1556 

 
In the medieval dream texts reviewed in this chapter water features of various kinds, 

especially fountains, frequently serve as markers of transitions in the consciousness of the 

Dreamer.  

Of equal importance to the element of water in the visionary tradition is the 

presence of fire, which represents a kind of trial, a punishment or a purification of the 

soul.1557 Encounters with fire as a test of the soul’s merit belong to a continuum of 

spiritual writing with ancient roots: “In the Jewish and Christian eschatological literature 

of late antiquity, there are many instances, though no coherent tradition, of a cathartic fire 

of judgment that discriminates between saints and sinners.”1558 The symbolism of fire in 

all of its guises is transmitted from these records of actual spiritual experience into 

literary imagination. In the texts to be reviewed in this chapter, the greatest development 

of the fire element is to be found in Dante’s Commedia. 

 Just as natural elements test souls and divide the virtuous from the wicked, the 

creations of human culture appears in visionary literature in the form of tools for 

measuring the soul’s worth: “Artifacts such as the test-bridge, the balance, the book, and 
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the various edifices of the other world measure what one has done rather than what one 

is, one's history rather than one's nature.”1559  

 Among these elements of human culture, the bridge plays the most vital role in 

visionary literature. Gregory’s Dialogues and the Vision of St. Paul both help to establish 

the tradition of the “test-bridge” for medieval literature, a place for the “struggle for the 

soul” and a means of ferrying souls to their eternal stations in heaven or in hell1560 or 

serving as a challenging purgatorial passageway.1561   

The characters who cross into spiritual ground in otherworldly literature are often 

also subjected to a more intimate kind of trial through which they are brought face to face 

with their life’s deeds. As Zaleski indicates, this interest in the inner meaning of the 

voyage for the visionary begins with Gregory’s Dialogues, which show newly departed 

souls accused by demons and defended by angels: “Gregory transmutes the old motif of 

harassment of the journeying soul by external powers into a morally instructive self-

encounter.”1562 In the various versions of the Vision of St. Paul this inner scrutiny is 

facilitated by a Book of Deeds, drawing on the apocalyptic iconography of the Book of 

Life.1563 In the medieval tradition, this encounter with one’s conscience becomes an 
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agonizing ordeal.1564 The literary dream vision genre often carries a vestige of this in the 

form of a motif of the Dreamer’s clear recognition of his true character with all its faults.  

Otherworld journey literature is marked by a highly individualized, carefully 

worked correspondence of personal character to the landscapes and architectural features 

encountered. One’s afterworld abode, for example, is often a perfect reflection of one’s 

deeds. However, as Zaleski notes, with the evolution of the visionary genre descriptions 

of landscape and architecture became more stereotyped and conventional.1565  

In his survey Patch has found certain imagery that remains constant and formative 

to the genre: “the dark path, the underground approach, the dark wilderness, the 

mountain, and the fiery river and fiery pit, the meadows with fruit trees and perfumed 

air.”1566 Other basic motifs include the ascent into celestial realms, often with a glance 

back to the Earth; the river barrier, the bridge, the mountain as a basic point of reference 

or obstacle; the dark valley, the obstructing wall and the presence of angels as guides for 

the soul.1567 The spatial aspect of the literary dream vision often shows a complex 

elaboration by the individual imagination of the poet of generic conventions that include 

many of these core elements from the literature of otherworldly journeys. 

The depiction of landscape and architectural features in otherworldly literature is 

never a matter of simple adornment. Instead, space always functions here metaphorically: 
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“the other world is a repository for our symbols; as the opposite pole to this world, it 

makes possible the alternation of current, or exchange of meaning, by which a symbol 

lives.”1568 It is this symbolic value that allowed genuine visionary experience to become a 

platform for the dream vision genre’s fictional allegorization of spatial components as 

bearers of complex philosophical and theological ideas.  

 

2. Theories of the Literary Dream Vision 

 The poetic form of the dream vision, whose genealogy reaches into classical 

antiquity, crystallized into a significant literary genre in the 12th century. Its defining 

features would remain intact through the final years of the Middle Ages, through to the 

dawn of the 16th century, especially in the asynchronous literary environment of the 

Iberian kingdoms. Nevertheless, these elements would eventually be sculpted into very 

different creations under the influences of radical changes beginning to take root in these 

centuries in the realms of philosophy, theology and medicine. This process was part of a 

larger transformation of the conscious reality of all people that had a profound effect on 

the nature and practice of the literary arts. 

 Kathryn Lynch draws on Gordon Leff’s1569 model for the evolutionary process of 

philosophical knowledge. In the first stage, a central paradigm dominates, and new 

understandings only serve to confirm it; in the second stage this paradigm begins to 
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weaken and its basic principles must be reworked to account for the challenge of new 

facts; finally the old paradigm is abandoned.1570 A basic hypothesis of Lynch is that the 

medieval dream vision evolved as a vehicle for erecting a conservative bulwark for a 

Scholastic epistemology of certainty, established in the 12th century, which was 

beginning to see itself challenged in the 13th and 14th centuries by a worldview marked by 

doubt.1571 It is, in this sense, an art that both embodies and grapples with the tensions that 

were unsettling the religious, philosophical and scientific foundations of an epoch: 

The disquiet in the high medieval dream vision poem thus takes the form of self-
defensiveness, as art seeks to protect and define the premises that supply its own 
theoretical basis of the word it communicates. More than anything else, readers 
expected to find this sort of paradoxical concern with issues of poetic and 
philosophical authority in their visionary literature, each poet blending elements 
of unease, defensiveness, and affirmation in his way.1572 

 
Lynch emphasizes that central to the first flowering of the medieval dream vision is the 

ultimate gesture of “affirmation,” leading to a resolution of these tensions and a return to 

certainty.1573  

 Lynch next introduces Alastair Fowler’s1574 conception of the process through 

which literary genres undergo formal transformations. In the beginning writers working 

in a new genre are unconscious of the system of conventions underlying their creations. 

For this early, formative period of the dream vision Lynch offers the example of 
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Boethius.1575 During a second period, authors become aware of the rules of their game 

and cultivate the genre intentionally, approaching their writing from a greater critical 

distance. She sees the works of Alain de Lille and the Roman de la Rose as representative 

of such a solidification of the dream vision.1576 Finally, the genre reaches the point of 

gradually wearing away, as writers approach the form through the “interiorizing” modes 

of allegory and satire. Chaucer, Lynch explains, was active in this phase of the 

development and dissolution of the medieval dream vision form.1577 

 Lynch states that the art of poetry often advances through the “power of novelty,” 

but that in the development of the literary dream vision another force was also at work, 

through which poets respected solidly established forms and the larger, stable 

philosophical context in which they participated.1578 The works of writers as diverse as 

Boethius, Alain de Lille, and Jean de Meun, among others, “would embody the authority 

and conservation for which later poets yearned as much as they did for change.”1579 As 

uncertainty and dissonance came to threaten the secure bastion of the Scholastic 

worldview, the dream poem form could provide a refuge in which these doubts could be 

given both voice and definite boundaries. 

 The Scholastic science and theology that developed during the 12th and 13th 

centuries, when the dream vision genre was reaching its mature form, had a hopeful 
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conception of the created universe. Hugh of St. Victor, for example, advocated 

contemplation of the beauty of the natural world as a stepping stone to an understanding 

and rapturous appreciation of God’s nature and infinite wisdom,1580 and St. Bonaventure 

envisioned the earthly realm as a ladder from which one could ascend to God’s mind and 

a sacramental revelation of his creative power, wisdom and goodness.1581 This vision of a 

relationship between creation and divinity encouraged the practice of natural science and 

was essential to the advancement of medical knowledge and the psychology of cognitive 

faculties discussed in Chapter 2.1582 

The Scholastic epistemology that supported 12th and 13th century sciences, 

theology and literary culture embraced both man’s divine spirit and his participation in 

the creation through his bodily existence. As Lynch emphasizes, human beings were seen 

as uniquely able to perceive both “the particular in material objects” and to have 

‘knowledge of the universal, which participated in divinity.”1583 The latter was given 

more weight, encouraging the cultivation of the abstract mode of thinking that formed the 

backbone of the Thomistic philosophical system:  

The conflation of the two reasons – the immaterial and the material – points to the 
scheme’s deepest purpose: a soul that lives daily in the body, subjected to the 
pressures of sensation and desire, requires, even as part of its bodily function, 
some capacity to discriminate among and also to pass judgment on sensation, 
some way to rise above them as an integral part of knowing them. Like a polis, 
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man as microcosm needs a government, and the soul needs a certain power of 
abstraction.1584 

 
Abstraction was, then, the process through which reason worked upon the incomplete 

knowledge of the senses and the imagination,1585 a capacity that depended upon a 

rigorous training and purification of the will.1586 

 This path of knowledge thus involved a relationship between the human spirit and 

the wider world that depended upon a person’s capacity for inner development. Lynch 

explains that imagination, because it provided the essential raw material for this skillful 

cultivation of human reason, was greatly valued in this Scholastic conception of 

psychological growth: “Because imagination provided the phantasms necessary for 

knowledge, this faculty was potentially the wellspring of the most profound self-

awareness that reason could attain. Imagination provided the first crucial step in the 

soul’s journey toward truth.”1587 Without the active force of the imagination, the larger 

aim of arriving at abstract, universal truths about the world, human life and divinity 

would have been considered unreachable. Imagination kept knowledge rooted in the 

“facts of this world.” 1588At the same time, as a servant of human reason, it helped one to 

come to a form of truth rising above the world that “enabled the individual to make order 

of a life whose confusions and allurements might be threatening.”1589 
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 In the late medieval centuries the poetic craft was a fertile ground for enacting this 

interweaving of imagination and human reason to arrive at a greater understanding of the 

world, human life and the spirit. Lynch, addressing what was considered to be the 

legitimate use of imagination by poets in this period, states:  

Its new role in poetry called upon all its inherent abilities: its capacity to retain 
pictures from physical mater, to create new pictures by combining old ones, and 
to present those pictures, in a necessary first step of poetic creation, to other 
faculties of the mind capable of judgment. These faculties would then order the 
poet’s imaginative world so that it could imitate a divine truth, thus mimicking in 
art the realist synthesis of reason and revelation.1590 

 
In this sense, poetry allowed an author to travel the full path of human cognition as 

understood in the Greco-Arab medical tradition discussed in Chapter 2.1591 Through the 

integrative and moral power of poetry one could ascend from the realm of raw sense 

impressions through the complex terrain of imagination to the height of human reason 

and return again. Having thus advanced in the mastery of human thinking, one would 

become receptive to receive spiritual inspiration, and the poem could be its vessel. 

 Closely linked to the power of imagination in the medieval worldview was the 

impulse of ingenium. When it was tempered by reason and grounded in a life dedicated to 

learning it was regarded as the inspiring force of the greatest poetry.1592 As an intellectual 

force, it was also considered to be the bedrock of philosophical logic.1593 Finally, it 
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enjoyed a status as the fountain of human genius, of a capacity that linked a poet or 

philosopher to the creative activity of God.1594  

Because of its intimate connection with the scientific and philosophical quest for 

knowledge about the world, humanity and divinity, the concept of ingenium ennobled the 

art of poetry: 

Art gained legitimacy and force because readers felt it was inspired by a faculty 
itself informed by an ability to interpret both material and immaterial reality. In 
this, it is like the faculty of imagination considered in its highest sense, as it 
comes closer to offering authoritative images to the other powers of the soul and 
so to embodying the purest image of a harmonious universe.1595  

 
Through ingenium, the poet could thus move beyond purely subjective, personal 

concerns, such as the troubadour’s sufferings in love, to carry out an act of creation of a 

small world of verse that stood as a true reflection of the perfect macrocosm.  

 The medieval dream vision form can therefore be seen as a medium through 

which the poet could work through ingenium on the substance of imagination to give 

form to chaos, just as God was seen to be at work in the material universe: 

For the Middle Ages there are two halves of artistic achievement: the experience 
of a diverse materia as threatening and the construction of a poetic architecture 
capable of containing the threat. A human art that found its model in the divine 
act of taming matter, itself sought to discipline and give shape to imaginative 
materia. We do not have to ignore art’s special imaginative power to say also that 
the narrative of spiritual ascent became one way, and a particularly happy one for 
the times, of providing that discipline and shape.1596 
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At its apex, then, the medieval dream vision was pursued as a literary way of creatively 

resolving doubt and fear, whether philosophical and scientific or personal and spiritual, 

into a higher state of equilibrium and certainty, a path to be walked by poet and reader 

alike. Wherever cracks began to appear in the edifice of Scholasticism, the dream vision 

as a conservative genre sought to restore a sense of absolute security.  

 This central concern with bringing harmony to spiritual discord is reflected in the 

formal structure of vision literature from Antiquity, patristic authors and 12th- and 13th-

century poets. Paul Piehler carefully links the basic philosophic and spiritual outlook that 

gave life to the genre in the western European Middle Ages to its common external 

manifestations. To begin, he states that most dream visions from this period share a 

simple, core narrative framework:  

[…] typically the Dreamer is profoundly disturbed by some spiritual crisis; he has 
a vision of mysterious import which is interpreted by persons in spiritual 
authority, and the effect of the vision and its interpretation is to resolve the crisis, 
often by raising him to a higher spiritual truth.1597  

 
This is a literary embodiment, then, of the act of deep learning, of free imagination 

combining with reason, leading to an affirmation and expansion of knowledge of stable 

and eternal principles of life described above. 

 To further clarify the uniqueness of the genre, Piehler has listed a series of basic 

formative elements common to most medieval dream visions that can help a critic enter 

more deeply into individual texts and to relate them to other works in the genre. These 
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are: “the preliminary anguish; the subsequent prayers and invocations by which the hero 

of the allegory obtains access to the visionary world; the loci, the landscapes and 

habitations, of this world; the character of the chief person or persons he meets there; the 

dialogue which ensues between the hero and these persons.”1598 He emphasizes that not 

all works include all of these categories and that there is variation in how they are 

ordered.1599 

Piehler sees the genre as marked by an essential conjunction of chaos and order. 

The mysterious vision the hero of the dream confronts draws on a wellspring of 

mythological imagery harkening to the origins of western culture. This is coupled with a 

secondary, narrated act of interpretation that is informed by the tradition of the classical 

philosophical dialogue.1600 In this way the medieval literary dream vision links the 

unbounded depths of mythology to the scientific precision of logical discourse. While 

dream reports are a part of some of the earliest written mythologies and their resonances 

can be found in modern poetry, Piehler argues that in the Middle Ages the genre found a 

state of equilibrium that allowed it to be a vehicle for exploring the deepest spiritual 

truths: 

The particular contribution of the Middle Ages was to achieve a type of 
mythopœia in which neither the pre-rational intuitive elements nor the reason had 
excessive domination. Medieval allegory at its best achieved a balance of rational 
and intuitive elements, an acceptance of all levels of which the mind functions.1601 

 

                                                 
1598 Piehler, Visionary Landscape, 7 
1599 Piehler, Visionary Landscape, 8 
1600 Piehler, Visionary Landscape, 5 
1601 Piehler, Visionary Landscape, 7 



412 

This fits with Lynch’s commentary on this epoch’s preoccupation with working through 

materials of the psyche, starting with sense impressions, moving through imagination and 

tempering these raw forces through the intellect, as a path to knowledge. For Piehler, this 

integration in the medieval dream vision of a pre-rational image consciousness with the 

cooler, structuring capacity of reason also gives the genre a special status as a point of 

focalization and transmission of the ancient western mythological imagination and its 

literary manifestations to modernity.1602 

 For Piehler, the symbolic aspect of medieval dream poetry is “pre-rational” in the 

sense that it contains “[…] intuitive elements as they exist in the human mind prior to 

being acted on – identified and controlled by – the rational functions.”1603 This is distinct 

from the “irrational” symbolism of modern poetry, which is “deliberately non-rational” 

and divorced from the mythological tradition, and yet it can include more radical 

“assaults of aggressively radical anti-rational psychic forces on the rational stability of 

the human soul.”1604 However, even at its most fantastical, the symbolic element of 

dream poetry always works in tandem with the guidance of reason.1605  

 Allegory is the defining mode of medieval dream vision poetry. Piehler explains 

that on one level allegory contributes “appropriateness, ingenuity and wit” as it takes core 

ideas and transforms them into “allegorical form.”1606 On a deeper level, it “manifests 
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itself as a type of symbolism in which the symbolic element is translatable with relative 

directness into rational terms.”1607 While this definition roughly corresponds to modern 

conceptions of allegory, Piehler stresses that it accounts for only a small part of a “very 

complex symbolic pattern” underlying the realization of this mode in the medieval dream 

poem genre.1608 

 Allegory in medieval dream visions is often intimately linked with elaborate 

imagery, and these images are inherently polyvalent. Piehler defines this aspect of the 

genre as “a description of a traditional figure or its locale, carrying specific symbological 

and intellectual overtones of meaning.”1609 There is always, then, both a carefully 

described surface appearance of characters and places and an inner, somewhat hidden 

significance which they evoke.  

This duality is apparent in the genre’s figure of authority or divinity, a guide who 

unfailingly appears and enters into philosophical dialogue with the dreaming protagonist. 

Piehler explains that this character functions both as a “Mistress or Master of Discourse” 

and an image belonging to “a plane of purely mental or psychic reality, in dream or 

vision.”1610 He calls this authority figure a potentia animae, a force that exerts control 

over the mind of the hero, although we can never know if this control is external or a 

projection of a power actually residing within the protagonist’s own mind.1611   
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This uncertainty concerning the origin of such spiritual guidance is consistent 

with the dichotomy seen in the medieval theories of dreaming explored in Chapter 2. 

Dreams were seen as potentially granting a sleeping person access to an extraordinary 

inspiration of divine wisdom coming from without, but most dreams that were not caused 

by physiological processes were thought to be mere reflections of the personal, subjective 

cares revolving within the mind or soul of the Dreamer. As explored in Chapter 2, 

however, medieval theorists posited an intermediary form of dream, in which true 

spiritual inspiration is cloaked in allegorical imagery. A clear spiritual message coming 

from the outside must often be transmitted through the interior murkiness of the personal 

soul.1612 

Piehler describes how the setting for a medieval dream poem is also dual in 

nature: “The potentia animae is represented […] almost invariably in a setting which, like 

the potentiae themselves, is composed of images taken from the external world and 

transfigured by spiritual vision.”1613 In this way the dream’s environment, which Piehler 

calls the locus animae, is a sort of frontier space, where remembered impressions of the 

waking world are altered and recreated by the mind or soul of the Dreamer as psychic 

images. This recalls Kelly Bulkeley’s findings that extraordinary dreams often take place 

in an external landscape that has been transformed in some way, as a liminal space where 
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the radical otherness of the spirit and the most intimate waking life concerns of the 

Dreamer are brought into close contact.1614 

In the light of Jungian psychology of the collective unconscious, it would be easy 

to consider the mythological images encountered in medieval dream visions as pertaining 

to “archetypes.” Piehler believes, however, that this would account for only one 

dimension of the imagery encountered in this literature. The archetype, he explains, is 

“primitive, general and universal,” and yet in the dream vision genre it receives an artistic 

treatment which is “highly sophisticated, unique and particular.”1615 He uses the term 

imago to refer to this poetic practice of carefully crafting raw materials, and designates 

the term “archetypal” for referring to: “a universally occurring pattern of ritualized 

transmutation of reality which defies further explication.”1616 He insists, however, that the 

archetypal level of a work can only take on meaning in relation to its concrete, particular 

manifestation in literature. Furthermore, he believes that a Jungian framework would be 

limiting in the sense that the materials of the collective unconscious it examines pertain 

primarily to humanity’s remote past and the memories of our ancestors. This psychology, 

he feels, is unable to fully grasp the genre’s inherent, fully present spirituality, with its 

narrated accounts of encounters with divine beings in otherworldly, oneiric landscapes.  

This dream meeting with divinity in a holy space is, in fact, a form of radical 

rupture with ordinary reality. Piehler makes a connection between this introductory 
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section of the narrative and a pre-Christian literature of evocation of higher powers.1617 In 

the vision poem, what he calls a “seminal image” becomes the kernel of an elaborate 

account of this life altering experience: “Typically, a medieval allegory enacts the 

transformation of some bare personification or other static and unstructured image into a 

full visionary potentia in its appropriate locus.” 1618 In most works of this genre, the 

protagonist comes to this threshold from a state of great personal suffering. Piehler’s 

understanding of the working of a seminal image has much in common with Kelly 

Bulkeley’s lucid descriptions of the “root metaphor” discussed in Chapter 2.1619 

At the same time, the medieval dream vision embodies an allegorical 

interpretation of the images that it presents and transforms. Piehler states that one level of 

this interpretive act involves a “rational exegesis” through dialogue.  At the same time, it 

presents “a creative development and expansion of the basic image into its potential 

imagistic components.”1620 For Piehler, this artistic elaboration of the seminal image 

reached a highpoint in Dante’s Commedia.1621 

Finally, Piehler sees the medieval dream vision as a literary from in dialogue with 

tradition. For each poet the ideas and imagery of his forebears in the genre were highly 

valued. At the same time, the creators of dream visions wrote with a “strong desire to do 

justice to and advance their predecessors’ work, by treating it in a somewhat different 
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light, or taking into account further relevant factors, and by incorporating their 

contributions into a larger whole.”1622 

The dream vision poem, in its purest form -- that is, before the genre became 

enveloped in a sheen of doubt, self-conscious absorption and satirical distancing -- is at 

its essence a record of a spiritual journey, whether experienced or imagined, encoded in a 

literary framework. Robert McMahon calls this type of journey a “meditative ascent.” 

This term applies alike to dream poems and to other types of confessional, visionary 

literature of a theological-philosophical type. It encompasses the journey itself as an 

unfolding process in a literary setting; the literary work as a system of coherently inter-

related levels of meaning; an ancient way of reading that ideally helps readers to actively 

engage with the text, reenacting in their own lives the narrated journey toward a higher 

and deeper experience of divinity and; the implicit significance the author has interwoven 

into the text, waiting to be discovered.1623  

The literary meditative ascent is, then, a vehicle for a clearly articulated path of 

spiritual teaching and learning and not a mystical genre: “it progresses by stages of 

philosophical and theological discourse, and it arrives finally at a discursive vision of 

divine things.”1624 It is exterior, in the sense of a narrator’s journey from a place of exile 

and suffering to heavenly grace, and it is interior in the sense of imparting to readers a 
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form of education of the soul that prepares them for the possibility of reaching the same 

state of grace.1625 

 The literary meditative ascent, McMahon states, is a circular, inward journey a 

human being can make toward a divine source of life, whether the Christian Godhead or a 

Platonist cosmic harmony: “As a journey of return to the Origin, the ascent moves 

steadily ‘upward’ and ‘back’ to principles of being ever higher and prior, logically and 

ontologically. Higher principles of being ground, and therefore govern, lower ones.”1626 

McMahon briefly traces how this movement is effected in the Christian-Platonist 

tradition. The spiritual voyager turns away from the world of the senses, where he has 

been outside himself (extra se), to reach ever further into the interior of his being (intra 

se) to be able finally to transcend or move “above” himself (supra se).1627 In this process, 

he moves away from the individualized, concrete forms or appearances of things to the 

more real, more universal ideas behind them.  

In its literary manifestation, the journey wends its way upward through many 

“levels of discourse,” seen explicitly in “central themes and key words” which are 

reiterated as the journey progresses.1628 There is a development of these themes reaching 

toward “deeper principles of our human being” that are “ever more fundamental, more 

general, more lasting, more universal.”1629 As McMahon makes clear, the recapitulation 
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of main concepts and words across the work follows the principle of analogy: “[…] key 

words have analogous meanings of different levels in the ascent. These meanings are 

‘proportional’: not precisely the same, yet not different.”1630 In other words, across a 

work a core theme grows by proportion, or “level of participation in a quality.”1631 For 

example, as McMahon traces in Dante’s Commedia, an author may structure a work 

around the idea of “love,” leading from limited, ego-bound forms such as purely carnal 

desire upward step by step to an ultimate culmination in God’s infinitive love.1632  

The wider perspective which is gained connects to earlier encounters of an idea in 

the text:  “As the image of ‘ascent’ suggests, one sees further, and so understands more, 

at higher levels: a more comprehensive discourse, by definition, explains details on a 

higher level.”1633 And, yet, it accomplishes this without negating the meaning of the idea 

that was valid for the lower level.1634 These discourse levels are linked together in 

relationships that are not overtly stated but rather left for the reader to discover through 

rereading the work and meditating upon it.1635 A lower level meaning of a basic concept 

is not restated, and the reader must make the connection as he is introduced to later, more 

complete visions of the same theme.1636  
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The narrative contour of the journey is one of a gradual, continual crescendo, 

leading to a final climax and ending that is always unexpected but which forms an 

integral part of the whole of the work that can be grasped looking backward over what 

has been carefully read.1637 The journey’s endpoint and greatest expression of the work’s 

central ideas, called by McMahon its “fulfillment,” is carefully foreshadowed in the 

narrative development.1638 The late antique and medieval reader, well versed in the 

practice of typological interpretation of Scripture,1639 would have actively looked for such 

structural relations as they carefully worked their way through a meditative ascent 

text.1640 A fulfillment can also work at the level of character development, either 

amplifying a protagonist’s basic virtue or resolving his greatest weakness.1641 Similarly, 

on a conceptual level a fulfillment can show a human quality such as love in its redeemed 

form that had earlier been shown in a distorted, “perverted” form.1642 

The meditative ascent text, then, enacts a narrative response to basic philosophical 

questions through the life of an individualized protagonist who is imagined in flesh and 

blood. It is simultaneously a literary and philosophical work.1643 Because it grows out of 

a Christian-Platonist worldview, its philosophy is at the same time a theology. McMahon 
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emphasizes, however, that it stands apart from the other major medieval philosophical-

theological form, the medieval Aristotelian-Scholastic argument.1644  

The Scholastic tradition arrives at fixed truths or doctrines through painstaking 

deductive reasoning or arguments. In the meditative ascent, arguments become a means 

of pointing in the direction of a truth which can only be grasped through careful personal 

reflection.1645 In the Christian-Platonist meditative ascent “[…] ultimately there is no 

‘final position’ […] except God, and the infinite Life is not a ‘position’ in any sense of 

the term. Rather, the ascent culminates in an apprehension of its Ground, and then 

clarifies earlier levels, if we meditate retrospectively on them.”1646 The ending of a 

meditative ascent text is a point of convergence of the work’s major themes, and yet how 

this comes about is not explicitly stated in the work.1647 The reader must actively reflect 

upon the work as a whole to appreciate how these philosophical meanings come 

together.1648 

In the meditative ascent, this convergence is part of a larger order governing the 

text. Numerology is a fundamental shaper the form of a meditative ascent text, drawing 

upon the classical traditions of Pythagoras and Plato’s Timaeus as well as Scripture, all of 

which see the concept of number as an integral part of the ordering of the cosmos or 
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God’s creation.1649 McMahon believes that all works of this genre incorporate “chiastic” 

numerological patterns, reflecting both its Christian and Platonist heritage.1650 On the 

micro level, such as in a single verse, for example, there is a preference for the form 

ABBA, and on the macro scale, such as in a sequence of the work’s basic philosophical 

themes or postures, there is often a ring structure, such as ABCDCBA.1651 While the 

narrative progresses in a linear fashion, the use of chiasm imposes on the work the 

ordering principles of the Christian cross and the Platonic circle.1652 On a structural level 

this brings greater coherence to a work. It “unifies and ramifies a meditative ascent 

because each theme is related to it, and through it can be related to all other themes.”1653  

The chiasm, however, has a much deeper philosophical and theological symbolic 

value. For the Christian tradition the cross symbolizes Christ, and salvation, and the circle 

his path from Heaven to Earth and return to Heaven.1654 For the Platonists, these were 

symbols of the complex but harmonious relation between Earth, humanity and cosmos: 

“a chiastic pattern in a Platonist work evokes a rich array of meaning concerning the 

world soul, the cosmic order, the nature and vocation of human beings, and the 

philosophical life.”1655 Much of this classical wisdom was in fact appropriated by later 
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Christian writers.1656 The chiasm was not incorporated gratuitously, but with the intention 

of bringing about a “personal transformation in a meditative reader.”1657 

This transformation is part of the ancient Jewish tradition that was adopted by the 

early Christian world and became known as the lectio divina.1658 This is a practice of 

“meditating on larger patterns and meanings” in a text as path to becoming aware of 

God’s presence. The medieval reader would have found deep sustenance within them.1659 

Meditation on the text is necessary in reading these works because “the ascent rarely 

conveys its full understanding of an issue in any single place.”1660 The text itself is, 

moreover, a catalyst carefully designed to evoke a level of attentiveness in readers that 

will leave them more receptive to this awareness,1661 intended “to initiate its readers into 

certain practices of Christian-Platonist meditation.”1662 The ideal reader both re-enacts 

the spiritual exercises practiced by the work’s protagonist and is called to reflect upon the 

work’s deeper structures and their implications.1663 

McMahon sees the protagonist in the meditative ascent text as a roaming pilgrim 

in search of God:  

Each of these works features a pilgrim figure seeking God, on a journey in quest 
of truth. None of these pilgrim figures knows precisely where he is going or how 
to get there, and so his journey is full of surprising insights and discoveries. The 

                                                 
1656 McMahon, Meditative Ascent, 40-41 
1657 McMahon, Meditative Ascent, 42 
1658 McMahon, Meditative Ascent, 31-32 
1659 McMahon, Meditative Ascent, 57 
1660 McMahon, Meditative Ascent, 31 
1661 McMahon, Meditative Ascent, 34 
1662 McMahon, Meditative Ascent, 31 
1663 McMahon, Meditative Ascent, 32 



424 

journeys all succeed, moreover, because they all unfold as dialogues and each 
pilgrim figure is guided to some kind of fulfillment.1664  

 
The meditative ascent text is essentially autobiographical, and the pilgrim has a special 

relationship to the “I” of the narrative voice.  Modern scholarship, however, has rarely 

appreciated the protagonist in his twofold nature: on one level the “pilgrim” making the 

journey in the present and, on the other, the “poet” who narrates the journey 

retrospectively.1665 The pilgrim figure, living in the narrative present of the journey, has 

no sense of its ultimate destination. The poet, on the other hand, is always fully aware of 

each step along the way and of how these wanderings will end.1666 As the pilgrim 

advances along the path he grows in knowledge and becomes a fuller reflection of the 

poet.1667 This is part of a “progressive transformation” of both the pilgrim figure and 

basic, reiterated concepts that often take the form of key words.1668  

The modern reader of a dream vision text runs the risk of taking the narrator’s 

voice to be identical with the author’s.1669 This is especially problematic when his words, 

which are at most a form of literary projection, are taken as literal guides to the author’s 

biography and way of thinking. Medieval readers, steeped in a tradition where reading 

and oral culture were closely linked, in which most written texts were in fact read aloud, 
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would have distinguished between narrative voice and author as separate entities.1670 

They would have identified themselves primarily with the narrator, making his more 

limited point of view in the narrative present their own. McMahon prescribes this practice 

for the contemporary reader: “We impersonate his thoughts and feelings: we may not 

read aloud and so give voice to them, but we do give our minds to them. We are thereby 

involved in the narrator’s quest for God.”1671 Furthermore, “we must become the pilgrim 

narrator in order to read the work at all.”1672 

McMahon addresses what he sees as the deficiencies of modern scholarship of 

meditative ascent texts. One major interpretive approach to these works has been 

historical, or philological. The downside to using this method exclusively is that it yields 

only “literalist” or “factual” answers to questions a critic might have about a work.1673 

Another way of looking at these texts has been through the overly focused lens of 

philosophy. This is problematic whenever it attempts to fix an understanding of the works 

to concrete “positions and arguments,”1674 and cannot see beyond the narrator’s 

understanding to the work’s gradual unfolding of a deeper philosophical plan or 

program.1675 Each of these methods falls short because it inevitably blocks the vast 

horizons of meaning that can open only before a properly prepared reader of these texts. 
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The medieval reader, on the other hand, would have come to the text with a 

“typological” outlook, grounded in a longstanding, four-level practice of looking at 

Scripture. In the course of reading a visionary ascent text these levels include a literal 

reading of plot and character development; an allegorical approach relating each section 

of the text to later sections corresponding to the deeper or higher spiritual terrain reached 

by the pilgrim figure as the work unfolds; an anagogical reading where connections are 

made between each part of the text and the structure of the entire ascent; and a moral 

interpretation through which readers recognize parallels between the meaning of the work 

as a whole and their own lives.1676 In moving beyond a literal reading, each successive 

interpretive level calls for the meditative practice of the lectio divina.1677  

By approaching the work from the standpoint of the tradition, form and practice 

of a meditative ascent, the contemporary critic can follow the example of the medieval 

reader, engaging more deeply with the text. McMahon sums up a basic methodology to 

make this a fruitful approach: “In this light, two interpretive tasks emerge: to assay the 

different meanings at different levels, and then to describe how they are related.”1678 

Furthermore, he believes it is possible to transcend the limited vision imposed by the 

narrative voice or by applying the disciplines of historical and/or limited philosophical 

interpretations alone. The reader who reflects deeply on the text can strive to grasp a 

holistic view of the deeper meanings the author has embedded intrinsically within it and 
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that form its true foundations: “To understand the author’s intentions in a meditative 

ascent, we must meditate on it as a completed whole, something its narrator never does. 

We thereby participate in the spiritual exercise the author performed in designing the 

work.”1679  

 The literary dream vision is, then, a work of fiction that stands as a document of 

philosophical and religious certainty in a changing world; a meeting place of the mythic 

imagination with the scientific rational spirit; and a poet’s chronicle of a pilgrim’s voyage 

of spiritual and self discovery. These core elements stand firm through the cycles of 

literary and cultural evolution and change and are essential guideposts to a proper reading 

of this genre’s works. 

 
 

3. Cicero: Somnium Scipionis 
 
According to J.G.F. Powell, the Somnium Scipionis was intended to be the final 

part of Cicero’s De Republica, and has been passed down to history only because it was 

traditionally attached to manuscript copies of Macrobius’s Commentary on the work.1680 

Powell believes the work was written c. 54 – 51 B.C.E., at a time when Cicero had 

returned from exile and was participating in the public life of the courts but could no 

longer enjoy a career as an independent politician in service to the Republic.1681 This was, 

then, a time of professional dissatisfaction, when Cicero turned to literature, in part 
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motivated by a search for fame and, in part, to seek consolation in the imagination of 

utopian fantasies of the ideal state.1682 

The Somnium is directly modeled on the Myth of Er, which is the concluding 

section of Plato’s Republic. Powell asserts that Cicero took his ideas on the nature and 

immortality of the soul and the afterlife from his own reading of the works of Plato or 

from a more general familiarity with Platonic doctrine,1683 suggesting that this was part of 

his strategy to emulate Plato’s literary model at a time when the philosopher’s worldview 

would have provided great comfort.1684  He most likely turned as well to contemporary 

scientific sources steeped in the Greek tradition to develop his overview of astronomical 

and geographical concepts, while his more mystical ideas concerning the Music of the 

Spheres show the influence of Pythagorean thought.1685 The underlying insistence of the 

work on the insignificance of Earthly glory was, in Cicero’s day, a “philosophical 

commonplace.”1686 

The Dream is built around a basic theme of “the rewards of the good statesman 

after death,” and for Powell the work’s display of cosmological and geographical 

knowledge is not gratuitous, but rather is used to support the fundamental value the work 

places on political service to one’s country.1687 Core tenets of the work, such as the 

beliefs that “one’s debt to country is greater than that to one’s parents” and that “the 
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greatest virtue is in governing one’s country,” as well as the ancillary commentaries on 

the nature of the cosmos and the smallness of the Earth and of humankind, echo 

introductory remarks on these themes found in the first book of Cicero’s De 

Republica.1688  

The Somnium speaks to the need for human beings to free themselves from the 

attachment to the goods of Earthly life, such as “power, fame, wealth or pleasure,” while 

advocating the virtues of “philosophic contemplation” and living “a life of justice and 

courage and selfless service to one’s country.”1689 It is a worldview that stresses the 

renunciation of the temporary rewards of this life in the pursuit of the ultimate 

blessedness of a heavenly afterlife. These are themes that are inherently connected to the 

development of the literary dream vision across the centuries.  

Powell proposes that the Scipio who appears as protagonist of the Dream is a 

“consummation” of his role in Book I of De Republica, a representation of the “high-

minded attitude of the Platonic philosopher-ruler” who “speaks for the idealistic, 

intellectual, Platonic side of Cicero’s own personality.”1690 This is indicative of the way 

in which the central characters of literary dream narratives are embedded in a symbolic 

and often ideological web of meaning and are never fully transparent heroes of a linear 

plot. 
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In fact, as Powell observes, the narrative structure is itself dreamlike: “Since the 

episode is a dream, we don’t expect detailed descriptions of movement from one place to 

another; we all know how the parts of a dream succeed each other imperceptibly, and 

how the point of view can change like the changes of angle in a film.”1691 As will be seen, 

this kind of loose organization of spatial and episodic dynamics is a common feature in 

dream vision literature, yet it does not mean that these aspects of the works are not given 

full attention and carefully planned. 

 As the work begins, Scipio Aemilianus1692 is telling his story for a small audience, 

as part of a dialogue among friends that forms the basic narrative framework. He shares 

the circumstances of his arrival in Africa, where he had come to pursue a campaign 

connected with the 3rd Punic war,1693 and his meeting with King Massinissa of 

Numidia,1694 with whom he has spent the day conversing about their respective 
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homelands. Scipio relates how Massinissa evoked the memory of his grandfather Scipio 

Africanus:1695 “[…] the old man talked of nothing but Africanus, recalling all his deeds 

and his sayings as well,”1696 in a conversation that lasted deep into the night. Scipio 

retires for the night and falls into a sleep that leaves him unusually receptive to higher 

spiritual influences: 

Then the company broke up and we went to bed; and I, since I was tired from the 
journey and had stayed awake very late, fell into a deeper sleep than is usual for 
me. Then – (I think myself that it was because of what we had been speaking of, 
for it often happens that our thoughts and conversations give rise to something in 
our sleep, similar to what Ennius writes about Homer, about whom no doubt he 
very often used to talk and think when awake) – Africanus himself appeared to 
me.1697 

 

                                                                                                                                                 
for Carthage against the Romans in Spain, helping defeat the legions led by Gnaeus and Publius Scipio in 
212 B.C.E. In 209 B.C.E. Scipio’s forces gained the upper hand and in 206 B.C.E. Masinissa allied himself 
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the Carthaginians in Africa, Masinissa was almost forced from power. With the renewed support of Scipio, 
who had become his close personal friend, his efforts at damaging Carthage’s military capability in Africa 
led to the withdrawal of Hannibal’s forces from Italy. When the Carthaginians violated their peace treaty 
with the Numidians some 50 years later in 149 B.C.E., an elderly Masinissa launched a counteroffensive 
that marked the beginning of the Third Punic War. Masinissa did not live, however, to see the ultimate 
destruction of Carthage. 
1695 James O. Smith, “Scipio Africanus,” Encyclopedia of the Ancient World . 990-91 states that Scipio 
Africanus (236 B.C.E. – c. 184 B.C.E.), also known as Scipio “The Elder” was born to an aristocratic 
family. In 218 B.C.E., during the Second Punic War, he fought in Spain alongside his father and uncle, who 
lost their lives in this battle. Scipio was named commander and led his troops to route the Carthaginians 
from Spain. In 202 B.C.E. Scipio led Roman troops to victory over the forces of Hannibal in Africa and 
Scipio earned his epithet “Africanus.” The end of Scipio’s life was unhappy. Due to illness he was unable 
to fully participate in Rome’s battle for victory against Antiochus the Great in 190 B.C.E. His plans for an 
amiable settlement with the Greeks were rebuffed by the senate. Scipio returned to Rome, only to be tried 
with his brother for financial negligence by Cato the Censor. He was accused of treason and lived the rest 
of his life in disgrace.  
1696 Cicero, Marcus Tullius. “Dream of Scipio,” Laelius, on Friendship and the Dream of Scipio, ed., trans. 
J.G.F. Powell (Warminster, England: Aris & Phillips, 1990), I:1, p. 137 
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Scipio therefore did not enter his dream from the point of personal crisis that Piehler 

indicates is more common in dream vision literature.1698 Nevertheless, as he recalls the 

dream’s situation, Scipio’s musings are reminiscent of Kelly Bulkeley’s findings, 

discussed in Chapter 2, that extraordinary dreams often incorporate the deeper concerns 

and cares of our waking mental life.1699 The dream guide or potentia animae, his 

venerable grandfather Africanus, appears at first with little fanfare, as if he is crossing in 

a very ordinary way into a silent mental space within Scipio’s sleeping mind that is 

momentarily free of his Earthly personality. 

Here, however, as in much of the dream narrative tradition, the entrance of a 

spiritual force into the oneiric space, even if it is a benign personage, is a traumatic 

experience, as Scipio’s account illustrates: “I was seized with fear when I recognised 

him, but he said ‘Attend and cast off your fear, Scipio, and remember what I shall say to 

you.’”1700 This bewildering apparition from the spirit world recalls Lope de Barrientos’s 

comments on the frightening nature of the true dream.1701Africanus’s firm but reassuring 

admonition, however, provides a frame for the spiritual voyage that will take place. 

Africanus shows him a sweeping panorama of human history. Scipio then 

receives a series of dream pictures that show how as consul he will destroy Carthage, be 

chosen to rule a second time, establish peace by sacking Numantia but will return only to 
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face plots against h.im by his own kinsmen.1702 Africanus uses veiled language to suggest 

that Scipio will not survive this intrigue: 

But at that time I see, as it were, a fork in the road of destiny. For when your life 
has accomplished eight times seven revolutions and returnings of the sun, and 
these two numbers, which are both for diverse reasons thought to be perfect, have 
in their natural circuit completed for you the appointed sum of years, then the 
whole state will turn towards you and call upon your name.1703  

 
Here the dream vision incorporates an intricate allegorical numerology that McMahon 

sees as an essential characteristic of the genre.1704 The correct course of action would be 

for Scipio to assume the role of dictator, and this, he is told, is the only way the state can 

be saved from destruction.1705 Africanus suggests, however, that this will be impossible. 

Not only does he imply that Scipio’s life will end at the numerologically significant age 

of 56,1706 a fact that reveals something of his greatness, but he refers to the possibility of 
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World-Soul at the behest of the Creator.” Therefore, the combination of seven with eight is central to the 
creative power of God manifesting in the world. 
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disaster: “you will be the one man on whom the salvation of the state can rest […] if only 

you can escape the impious hands of your relatives.”1707 

 As a counterpoint to this view of a great life that will be equally marked by glory 

and violent tragedy, soaring in magnitude beyond the limits of the comfortable 

philosophical dialogue marking the earlier books of the De Republica, Africanus 

reassures Scipio that through his role of great statesman and faithful servant of the 

Republic he will enter upon death into an eternal life of happiness among his illustrious 

forefathers: 

so that you may be the keener to protect the Republic, be sure of this: for all those 
who have saved or helped or increased the power of their native land, there is a 
place set apart in heaven, for them to enjoy eternal life in happiness. For, of all at 
least that is done on earth, there is nothing more pleasing to that supreme God 
who rules the whole universe, than the communities and gatherings of men, held 
together by law, which are called commonwealths: the rulers and saviors of these 
begin their journey from here, and hither they return.1708 

 
This passage is indicative of the dream’s inherent conception of human beings as 

members of a collective community that is of greater importance than the individual soul. 

Humans are to find the value of their life primarily in the quality of their relationship to 

this larger social whole. A concern for the welfare of the state or the destiny of a people 

is an essential pillar of the literary dream vision. Chapter 4 will detail how Francisco 

Imperial continues this ancient tradition of weaving prophecy concerning social and 

political events into dream visions. 

                                                 
1707 Cicero, “Dream of Scipio,” II:4, 139 
1708 Cicero, “Dream of Scipio,” III:5, p. 139 



435 

Africanus’s prediction is followed by Scipio’s tearful reunion with his father 

Paulus, who encourages him to assume a more Stoic, mature posture toward this 

extraordinary experience. After stating that no man may enter heaven by shortening the 

length of his Earthly sojourn through suicide, he imparts a moral teaching:  

But you, Scipio, as your grandfather here did, and as I who begot you have done, 
must practice justice and do your duty: your duty which is great towards parents 
and family, but greatest of all towards your country. By living thus you may find 
the way to heaven, into the gathering of those who have lived their lives, and 
being now freed from the body, inhabit the place which you see.1709 

 
The path to heaven, then, is to be found in the practice of virtue, most importantly lived 

out in acts of service on behalf of one’s country.  

 This concern for the proper relationship of mankind to its social context is then 

placed within the larger sphere of the divine ordering of the cosmos. Scipio finds himself 

in the heavens and his vision is filled with star imagery:  

And now, as I looked at everything around me, I saw (though the rest too seemed 
splendid and amazing) that there were stars which we never see from our country, 
and all the stars were of a size that we have never suspected; the smallest of all 
was that one which is nearest to Earth and furthest from the heavenly sphere, 
shining with borrowed light; the globes of the stars far surpassed the Earth in size, 
and now the Earth itself seemed to me so small that I was ashamed of our empire, 
which reaches hardly more than a point on its surface.1710 
 

As mentioned in Chapter 2, Macrobius used this passage as an example of his 

classification of the “universal enigmatic dream.”1711 Scipio’s attitude is one of awe as he 

witnesses this celestial panorama that is almost always hidden from mortal sight. He is 

                                                 
1709 Cicero, “Dream of Scipio,” III:8, pp. 139, 141 
1710 Cicero, “Dream of Scipio,” III:8, p. 139 
1711 See my pages 288-89. 
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humbled here as he discovers his infinitesimal smallness, as he sees that even the Roman 

Empire, the proper center of his moral acts in his Earthly life, is reduced at this scale to 

no more than a tiny spot.  

 This image of the heavens represents the moment in the poem in which the 

Dreamer is brought to the “radical rupture with ordinary reality” that Paul Piehler sees as 

the necessary threshold the protagonist of a literary dream vision must cross.1712 The 

strange landscapes forming, to use Piehler’s terminology, the “seminal”1713 imagery of 

this dream vision, belong to celestial realms, far removed from the confines and concerns 

of Earthly life. 

 J.A. Stevens sees this moment in the poem as the center of a ring structure 

undergirding the work as a whole that is both rhetorical and ideological.1714 Here the 

weight of the narrative flow, inner meaning and even rhetorical and sentence structures 

converge upon the Earth as center of the cosmos, Rome as its greatest power and Scipio 

as leader of Rome, now seen as utterly insignificant. It is here, however, that Stevens sees 

the beginning of the return of the soul of Scipio to its divine origins and its triumphal 

procession to the Milky Way as the seat of the gods.1715 In this way, the work reflects the 

                                                 
1712 See my page 415. 
1713 See my page 416. 
1714 J.A. Stevens, “The Imagery of Cicero’s Somnium Scipionis,” Studies in Latin Literature and Roman 
History 13 (2006): 155-65. 
1715 J.A. Stevens, “Imagery,” 157  
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Platonic, chiasmic ordering that Piehler has shown as key to finding a visionary journey’s 

deeper significance.1716  

 Stevens sees the basic movement of a spiritual voyage as fundamental to 

interpreting the work’s ring structure:  

This journey of the soul, from divinity into human existence and back again, 
reveals the purpose of the ring imagery. Scipio’s travels around the Mediterranean 
and through time from past to future, were all part of the fabric of a much larger 
helical cycle of fate leading back to the stars. That is, there is a force of attraction 
exerted upon the innermost sphere of the soul by the outermost sphere of divine 
fire which produces cycles of human activity. The statesman perceives and obeys 
the tug of fate and makes spiritual progress toward the true seat and home of man: 
the heavenly seat of god and divine statesmen. The wicked resist it and tumble 
through existence, as Africanus admonishes.1717  

 
The theme of the soul’s movement toward a higher perspective and deeper understanding 

of life on Earth is central to the literary dream vision, although this process of growth and 

learning is directed toward varying conceptions of the highest good and, over the 

development of the genre, reflects the always changing social and cultural tensions 

operating at the time of composition and within the mind of the poet. 

Scipio’s journey now begins to turn toward the sky, as Africanus, somewhat 

irritated, calls on Scipio to divert his attention away from the narrowness of the Earth to 

contemplate the vast heavenly order:  

Tell me, how long will your thoughts be fixed down on the ground? Do you not 
see into what regions you have come? Look: the universe is interlocked in nine 
circles or rather spheres. One, the outermost, is the sphere of Heaven, embracing 
all the rest. It is itself the highest divinity, and it contains and holds in itself all the 
others.  In it are fixed the eternal revolving courses of the stars. Beneath it are 

                                                 
1716 See my page 422. 
1717 J.A. Stevens, “Imagery,” 157 
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seven others, which turn in a retrograde direction, with contrary motion to that of 
Heaven.1718 
 

These are, in descending order, Saturn, Jupiter, Mars, the Sun, Venus, Mercury, and the 

Moon, all considered to be planets. The final sphere in Cicero’s adaptation of the 

Pythagorean model of the cosmos belongs to the immovable, central Earth. In 

consonance with this act of visual witnessing, Scipio is able to hear the music of the 

spheres. As Africanus interprets:  

“That,” he said, “is the sound that is made by these very spheres, as they move 
and are driven onwards, producing varied harmonies smoothly by mixing high 
and low notes; it is composed of a series of unequal intervals which are 
nevertheless marked off from each other in a strict proportion.”1719 
 

Again following the Pythagorean tradition, each sphere produces one of the seven notes 

of the diatonic scale, reflecting harmonies that were believed to penetrate and bring into 

being the whole of the universe in both its physical and spiritual aspects: “In this way the 

eight orbits, of which two have the same effect, make seven distinct notes, separated by 

intervals; now the number seven is crucial in virtually everything.”1720 Africanus as 

potentia animae is enacting here what Piehler calls the “rational exegesis through 

dialogue,” through which a dream guide engages the intellect of the Dreamer (and, by 

extension, of the reader) to bring a sense of orientation following the eruption of strange 

                                                 
1718 Cicero, “Dream of Scipio,” IV:9, p. 141 
1719 Cicero, “Dream of Scipio,” V:10, p. 141 
1720 Cicero, “Dream of Scipio,” V:10, pp. 141, 143 
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and unknown visionary material.1721 This is a basic role performed by all of the dream 

guides encountered in this chapter’s selection of vision texts. 

Africanus concludes this part of the vision by linking mathematical to moral 

harmony, arguing that skilled philosophers have contemplated the cosmic order by 

practicing music and through this have discovered the virtuous life and a way back for 

their souls to Heaven. Following McMahon’s model, the program of the work’s 

“meditative ascent” is fully revealed here.  

As seen in almost all dream visions in this survey, what the Dreamer finds in the 

macrocosm of dream landscapes and his understanding of a larger, spiritual hierarchy of 

core values, can applied by him to the governance of his own mind. In this respect 

Cicero’s Dream of Scipio can be regarded as a pioneering work, contributing to what 

Kathryn Lynch calls the formative stage of the literary dream vision genre, when 

conventions were, without full literary consciousness, first being established.1722 

 Africanus next leads his grandson to consider a theme, the passage of time, 

something more easily grasped now that Scipio has the entire universe of stars before 

him. His grandfather teaches that not only is Rome spatially insignificant, as he has 

learned, but that it has existed for only the briefest instant of cosmic time.1723 Given the 

tiny region in which one’s life can be known by others and the meager fraction of time in 

                                                 
1721 See my page 416. 
1722 See my page 404-5. 
1723 Cicero, “Dream of Scipio,” VIII:17, p. 145  
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which one’s deeds can be remembered to posterity, Earthly fame, he tells Scipio, is a 

fleeting and empty pursuit.  

The true aim of life, he explains, should be to direct oneself towards the 

everlasting celestial order: “But if you will look upwards and fix your thoughts on this 

habitation and eternal home, neither placing yourself at the mercy of common talk of 

men, nor putting your hopes for the future in human rewards, then Virtue herself must 

draw you by her own enticements towards true glory.”1724 In this vision of the cosmos, 

Virtue is considered to be an absolute ideal inspired in the permanence of Heaven and is 

never subject to the changing, relative values of Earthbound humanity.  

 Although the Dream of Scipio is not as fully developed structurally as a medieval 

dream vision or meditative ascent, this point in the narrative progression represents what 

McMahon would call its fulfillment1725 or greatest expression of its core ideas and the 

moment in which Scipio’s fundamental personal weakness of excessively narrow self-

concern has finally been vanquished. 

 Africanus now instructs his grandson to withdraw his vision from the stars and 

turn his gaze inwards. Where the medieval meditative ascent, according to McMahon, 

would lead to a climactic reunion with divinity, here the penultimate goal is a Platonic 

encounter with the immortal, divine soul:  

[…] remember this, that it is not yourself that is mortal, but only this body. For 
you are not that which your outward form declares: the mind of each man is his 
true self, not that shape which can be pointed out with the finger. Know then that 

                                                 
1724 Cicero, “Dream of Scipio,” VIII:17, p. 145 
1725 See my page 420. 
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you are a god, if it is right to call a god that which lives, which perceives, which 
remembers the past and foresees the future, which rules and governs and moves 
that body over which it is placed, as much as the supreme God does the universe: 
just as God who is himself eternal moves the world, which is in some part mortal, 
so the body, which can be destroyed, is moved by a soul which is everlasting.1726 

 
This spiritual exploration is, moreover, given an Earthly dimension by Africanus’s final 

counsel that care of the eternal soul is an act that cannot ultimately be separated from the 

practice in human life of cherishing and serving one’s country:  

What is best is to care for the safety of one’s country. A mind occupied and 
exercised in these cares will more quickly fly on the journey here, to its proper 
home. And it will do that sooner still, if already while it is confined to the body, it 
extends its gaze outwards, and takes itself away from the body as much as it can, 
in contemplating those things which are outside it. 

 
Africanus as spiritual mentor and advisor, as potentia animae of Scipio’s dream, 

communicates an ideal union of the practice of virtue in human affairs with a steadfast 

striving for the great and eternal truths of the soul. In this way Cicero’s Somnium 

Scipionis establishes an integral pattern that will persist throughout the evolution of the 

dream vision genre, of a Dreamer actively engaged in noble service to the world but at 

the same time receptive to the guidance and inspiration of a spiritual world and divine 

nature, whether seen as located within the individual soul or as part of an external 

creative, governing power flowing through the cosmos and all life. 

  
 

                                                 
1726 Cicero, “Dream of Scipio,” VIII:18,  p. 145 
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4. Prudentius: Psychomachia 
 

 The late antique Spanish writer Prudentius1727 lived on the cusp of the 

Christianization of the Roman Empire and his work therefore bridges the classical literary 

past and the emerging culture of faith that had just gained official legitimization and 

institutional recognition. S. Georgia Nugent shows how Prudentius’s own biography is a 

microcosm of the polar shift taking place in Roman society:  

At the age of fifty-seven he renounced these worldly pursuits and retired from 
public life to devote himself to the praise of God, through the composition of 
Christian poetry. The absence of any reference to a conversion experience leads 
us to believe that this latter turn to a single-minded Christian devotion marks a 
difference rather in intensity than in the orientation of his religious beliefs.1728 

 
This turning away from the affairs of men did not, however, translate into a revilement of 

Rome’s literary past. H.J. Thompson sees Prudentius not as a dogmatic theologian1729 but 

as a fervently Christian writer with a keen sensibility and appreciation of classical letters 

who appropriated the best of Rome’s past into a renewed, Christian context:  

He is steeped in the work of the classical Latin poets and suffers no qualms of 
conscience over his love for them, such as afflicted some of the Fathers of the 
Church. He regards the pagan literature and art not as things to be rejected but as 
part of the inheritance into which Christian Rome enters.1730 

 

                                                 
1727 According to H.J. Thompson, “Introduction,” Prudentius, ed. H.J. Thompson, vol. 1 (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard U.P., 1949), vii-xvii, Aurelius Prudentius Clemens was born in 348 A.D. and, as the best evidence 
suggests, in the city of Caesaraugusta (Saragossa). In the autobiographical Preface to the edition of his own 
work he compiled in 405 A.D. he admits living a dissolute youth, although he was most likely Christian by 
family and upbringing. He worked as a barrister and later as administrator. The date and place of his death 
are unknown.  
1728 S. Georgia Nugent, Allegory and Poetics: The Structure and Imagery of Prudentius’ “Psychomachia” 
(Frankfurt, Germany: Verlag Peter Lang, 1985), 9. 
1729 Thompson, “Introduction,” viii 
1730 Thompson, “Introduction,” viii 
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Prudentius saw Roman literary culture, like the Empire itself, as an unbroken continuum 

that he believed was destined to flourish in a “Christian spiritual empire.”1731  

The Psychomachia is not a dream vision but, rather, is credited as laying the 

foundation for medieval allegorical poetry. While H.J. Thompson stresses that the work 

“develops a genuine Roman tendency to personify abstract ideas,”1732 S. Georgia Nugent 

sees the work as breaking radically new ground: 

Although allegorical personification itself was by no means new in Prudentius’ 
time, this is the first work which displays such personifications as the sole figures 
in an extended narrative. That narrative itself is clearly modeled on classical epic, 
and thus the poem makes a double claim upon critical attention – on the one hand, 
as the first exemplar of the new genre of medieval allegory and on the other, as a 
well-forged link with allegory’s epic precursors.1733 

 
C.R. Post offers the following succinct definition of this literary mode: “I mean by 

allegory that literary type which crystallizes a more or less abstract idea by presenting it 

in the concrete form of a fictitious person, thing or event. […] Allegory starts with an 

idea and creates an imaginary object as its exponent.”1734 As an allegory that moves away 

from the more transparent realism of the epic, the Psychomachia contributes to the 

development of the medieval dream vision in its use of vividly evoked imagery to 

embody and give spiritual force to abstract theological principles so that they may be 

reflected upon and applied practically in the course of human life.   

                                                 
1731 Thompson, “Introduction,” ix 
1732 Thompson, “Introduction,” xiii 
1733 S. Georgia Nugent, Allegory, 9 
1734 Chandler Rathfon Post, Medieval Spanish Allegory, photostatic reprint of 1915 ed. (New York: Georg 
Olms Verlag, 1971), 3-4 
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 Piehler sees the Psychomachia as fulfilling a deep human need that pervaded the 

cultural transition into a fully Christian world, in which the “monsters,” or dark 

imaginary forces inhabiting the pagan psyche needed to be divested of their power: 

“[Prudentius’s] ratio vicendi is in fact to reduce the monsters to sins; in other words to 

separate the elements of sin from the elements of madness in the conception of the Furies, 

the rational from the irrational.”1735  

The Psychomachia, then, establishes a pattern that will be followed in many of 

the dream vision works discussed in this chapter, where a healing and participatory 

reorientation of the mind and the larger culture is effected through the careful allegorical 

interweaving of image with philosophical or theological discussion. In this sense the 

work anticipates the underlying intention of disarming the forces of spiritual doubt that 

Kathryn Lynch sees as central to the development of the later medieval dream vision.1736 

In its outlook and its content, it also provides a valuable point of reference for Francisco 

Imperial’s portrayal of the seven virtues and corresponding vices in his Dezir a las siete 

virtudes, a work explored in depth in Chapter 4. 

The preface to the Psychomachia retells the Scriptural account of Abraham’s life. 

There is no protagonist experiencing these spiritual visions, only a poetic voice recording 

in allegorical language the eternal struggle between the forces of the Good and their evil 

shadows. The reader is called to imitate Abraham’s willingness to sacrifice his dearest 

possession, his own son, and to do this in the spirit of wresting all evil impulses from the 
                                                 
1735 Piehler, Visionary Landscape, 28 
1736 See my pages 405-6. 
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heart. An analogy is made to Lot’s unlikely victory over a band of attackers, aided by his 

army of 318 “domestic slaves,” which is shown to correspond to the great resources of 

spiritual help dwelling within the human soul, available to all who wish to struggle 

against inner darkness.1737 

After invoking the power of the Trinity, Prudentius goes on to create a small 

exegesis of the account he himself has given of Abraham’s divine recompense in Sara’s 

pregnancy. Where Cicero had described the soul’s journey in the Platonic tradition as a 

cycle of ascending and descending between heaven and Earth, with the aim of the 

traveler to recognize his true, divine nature and find eternal happiness among the 

company of the great statesmen, Prudentius offers a Christian version of the soul’s path, 

in which it is redeemed and “impregnated” through receiving the Holy Spirit.1738  

 Following the preface, as the text itself begins, the first Virtue, Faith, is shown in 

her basic attitude of innocent trust in the power that resides within her. She is looking 

forward to charging into what would appear to be an uneven fight: 

Faith first the field of doubtful battle seeks, 
In careless rustic dress, with shoulders bare,  
With flowing locks and naked arms exposed, 
For in her zeal for new conflicts,  
She takes no thought of weapons or of shield,  
But trusting her stout heart and unclad limbs, 
She risks the hazards of a savage fray.1739 

 

                                                 
1737 Prudentius, “The Spiritual Combat,” The Poems of Prudentius, trans. Sister M. Clement Eagan, 
C.C.V.I, vol. 2 (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 1965), vv. 15-68, pp. 79-81 
1738 Prudentius, “Spiritual Combat,” vv. 64-68, p. 81 
1739 Prudentius, “Spiritual Combat,” vv. 21-27, p. 82 
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The emphasis is on her agrarian solidity rather than on her physical beauty. Nugent sees 

this as part of a strategy to create an allegorical character who will symbolically stand 

apart from the once refined and elegant trappings of pagan high culture, represented by 

the enemy Idolatry (referred to as Cultura in the Latin text).1740 Even as Prudentius 

admires and draws upon the richness of pagan literary tradition, he transforms it by 

emptying it of all that is contrary to Christian principles. 

 The iconographic description of Faith establishes a pattern that will remain 

consistent throughout the work, and as Nugent states, is intrinsic to Prudentius’s approach 

to literary allegory: 

The portrayal of a character, in Prudentius’ allegory, becomes largely a matter of 
securing univocality. The significance that one is to read into an allegorical 
personification is substantially established through its physical attributes. So that 
we make no mistake of a figure’s meaning, Prudentius loads attributes on his 
allegorical warriors with a heavy hand. He understands that, in the rhetorical 
economy of allegory, it is only by such an excess of apparently anomalous – and 
therefore telling – detail that one can certify meaning.1741 

 
As we shall see, medieval dream vision texts deeply incorporate such allegorical figures 

into their structures, and they often stand more as fixed carriers of symbolic meaning 

rather than as individualized characters reflecting true-to-life, dynamic attributes of the 

                                                 
1740 Nugent, Allegory, 23. As Morton Bloomfield notes in Seven Deadly Sins: An Introduction to the 
History of a Religious Concept, with Special Reference to Medieval English Literature (East Lansing: 
Michigan State College Press, 1952), 65, Prudentius does not follow a traditional list of the seven deadly 
sins, such as those established by Evagrius of Pontus or John Cassian. Bloomfield suggests that the band of 
Vices appearing in the Psychomachia may be Prudentius’s own creation. They are: Veterum cultura 
deorum / Idolatria  (Idolatry), Sodomita / Libidu (Voluptuousness) , Ira (Anger), Superbia (Pride), Luxuria 
(Sensuality), Avaritia (Avarice) and Discordia (Discord). The corresponding seven virtues are Fides 
(Faith), Pudicitia (Modesty), Patientia (Patience), Humilitas (Humility), Sobrietas (Sobriety), Operatio 
(Reason), and Concordia (Concord).  
1741 Nugent, Allegory, 17 
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human personality.  Any connection between Francisco Imperial’s Virtue of Fe and 

Prudentius’s Faith is weak, as his Virtue is connected with imagery of the Tree of Life 

and the text of the Credo.1742 

The battle scene that ensues in this episode, in which Faith struggles against the 

Vice of Idolatry, is marked by a graphic violence and bloodlust that is common 

throughout the poem. The Virtues cycle between extremes of merciful kindness and an 

almost wonton wrath: 

Idolatry soon rallies all her strength 
And dares to come to blows with warlike Faith. 
But rising to full height, Faith fells the foe, 
With frillets crowned, and buries in the dust 
The mouth filled with the victim’s blood; the eyes 
Forced out in death, she tramples under foot; 
The channels of the shattered throat are blocked 
And weary gasps against the pangs of death.1743 
 

This extreme brutality has been seen by many critics as problematic in a text that 

purportedly advocates the values of an essentially peaceful religion. Nugent, however, 

sees this violence as rooted less in ideology than in the literary nature of the allegorical 

mode itself, in which the principal characters are, first and foremost, abstractly symbolic:  

If the vices and virtues are taken seriously as universals rather than particulars, 
then their mutual antagonism is motivated not by bad taste but by logical 
necessity. Unlike the epic characters on whom they are modeled, the 
Psychomachia’s personifications act in accordance to the dictates of an abstract 
logic which stands in no necessary relationship to the psychological laws of 

                                                 
1742 Imperial, “Dezir,” vv. 173-176, p. 310. The iconography for this virtue in Imperial’s poem is examined 
in depth in Chapter 4. See my pages 847-49. 
1743 Prudentius, “Spiritual Combat,” vv. 28-35, p. 82 
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human behavior. The poet’s project here is distinct from the classical tradition and 
standards of mimesis.1744 

 
This move away from the classical ideals of realism would become an essential 

characteristic of the fully developed medieval literary dream vision, where the basic 

actions of the narrative come to reflect a continual desire to symbolically convey a central 

spiritual meaning that supports and unifies the entire work.  

 In the second battle of the Psychomachia the second Virtue, Modesty, appears in 

armor, prepared to challenge the next Vice, Voluptuousness, who ineffectively hurls a 

burning torch at her eyes, only to face yet another gory death.1745 Following the battle, 

Modesty addresses her, letting her know that she will forever remain subject to her 

power. She speaks of how the biblical Judith, who deceived and beheaded Holofernes, 

leader of the enemy Assyrian troops,1746 was empowered by heavenly strength to 

“avenge” Voluptuousness, and yet this Vice was able to rise again.1747 In contrast, she 

relates that once Mary had given birth to Christ as the Word made flesh, the spiritual 

order was permanently altered, leaving the Vices ultimately powerless.1748 She condemns 

Voluptuousness to suffer great torments in Hell, and puts her to death by the sword.1749 

The Virtue Castidat in Imperial’s Dezir, in contrast, is mentioned twice briefly, both as 

                                                 
1744 Nugent, Allegory, 20 
1745 Prudentius, “Spiritual Combat,” vv. 40-45, pp. 82-83 
1746 Cf. Judith:12-14 
1747 Prudentius “Spiritual Combat,” vv. 58-69, p. 83 
1748 Prudentius “Spiritual Combat,” vv. 66-75, pp. 83-84 
1749 Prudentius, “Spiritual Combat” vv. 87-97, p. 84 
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one of the “branches” of the tree of life to which Fe clings1750 and as a daughter of 

Prudencia.1751  

In a text whose overt imagery often masks a very complex web of inner meanings 

that governs even the smallest unit of syntax, the fundamental balance between 

mythological or religious imagination and intellectual reason that Piehler sees as basic to 

the mature literary dream vision,1752 is achieved here as Modesty’s speech appeals 

exegetically to the mind of the reader through her theological references to Scripture.  

 The third Virtue, Patience, is, in contrast, seen as a peaceful, almost passive 

warrior. She receives the direct attack of Anger, who throws a “lethal pike” at her, 

believing she is incapable of an energetic self defense and will mildly accept the death 

blow.1753 The reader learns, however, that the calm abiding of Patience is in itself a sturdy 

form of protection. Anger’s weapon is deflected by her armor: 

For Patience had put on a coat of mail 
No steel could pierce, a threefold fabric made 
Of iron scales, with leather interlaced. 
She stands unruffled, facing all the darts 
Upon her rained, and bears the blows unpierced. 
Disturbed not by the frenzied monster’s lance 
She waits for Anger’s death by her own rage.1754 
 

The description of the armor of Patience, then, allegorically conveys to the reader an 

image of the quiet, unconquerable strength the practice of this Virtue brings to the human 

                                                 
1750 Imperial, “Dezir,” v. 214, p. 311 
1751 Imperial, “Dezir,” v. 263, p. 312 
1752 See my pages 411-12. 
1753 Prudentius, “Spiritual Combat,” vv. 116-121, p. 84 
1754 Prudentius, “Spiritual Combat,” vv. 125-129, p. 85 
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psyche. The contrast established between the representation of Modesty as a dynamo and 

Patience in her repose touches on the complementary modalities through which 

characters, especially extended lists of personages and divine beings, are presented in 

dream vision texts. At times, these figures are depicted as engaging in ritualized, 

emblematic activity and, at others, stand as static symbols of a specific psycho-spiritual 

quality. 

Anger responds to Patience by hurling her sword at her head, where it smashes 

into pieces against her helmet. Dismayed, Anger takes her own life.1755 This literary 

portrayal of the ultimate self-destructiveness of anger as a force in human life reflects a 

time-honored way of observing that vice. Nugent sees this depiction as drawing on the 

cultural context of both Seneca’s De Ira and the scriptural source of Matthew 26:52.1756 

Patience celebrates the victory, articulating her exemplary strategy of non-

violence.1757 She is accompanied by Job in the guise of a hero seeking healing from his 

battles1758 and the text emphasizes her uniquely powerful role in the hierarchy of Virtues: 

To all the Virtues Patience is allied,   
Their brave companion and their only aid;  
No Virtue dares to enter combat fierce,   
Unless by Patience she is fortified.1759 
 

This attention to the interactive relationship between the Virtues brings dynamism and 

integration to the poem as a whole. In Francisco Imperial’s Dezir these relationships are 

                                                 
1755 Prudentius, “Spiritual Combat,” vv. 131-150, pp. 85-86 
1756 Nugent, Allegory, 33-4. Cf. Matthew 26:52: “…they that take the sword shall perish with the sword.” 
1757 Prudentius, “Spiritual Combat,” vv. 156-159, p. 86 
1758 Prudentius, “Spiritual Combat,” vv. 162-171, p. 86 
1759 Prudentius, “Spiritual Combat,” vv. 174-177, p. 87 
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not as clearly established and his Paciencia is shown to be merely one of the “daughters” 

of Fortaleza, a Virtue who, similar to Prudentius’s Patience, is heavily armed and 

fearless.1760 

 In the following battle scene, Pride, pictured as a haughty and impressive warrior 

atop a “fiery steed,” challenges the fifth Virtue, Humility, who seems to be wanting in the 

forces she would need to protect herself. Humility, however, has the hidden support of an 

even more powerful, theological Virtue:  

A queen, indeed, but lacking foreign aid,  
She was not trustful of her own reserves.  
As her copartner she had chosen Hope  
Whose wealth is in a realm above the Earth.1761   

 
The work of Humility and Hope, the sixth Virtue, then, is here shown to be inseparable. 

Francisco Imperial does not have a corresponding power, but does list omildança as one 

of the qualities of his Virtue Esperança.1762  

Just as the center of the Dream of Scipio carries great ideological weight and 

advances the narrative in a ring structure, this episode, as Nugent highlights, marks a 

point of transition in Prudentius’s poem:  

Though it is neither alpha nor omega, yet in fourth position, this battle does fall in 
the exact center of the work’s seven combats, and in several ways its marks a 
turning point. Here we move decisively from the shorter battles to the longer, 
from the simpler oppositions to the more complex. […] In this episode, the 
language of the Psychomachia is at its most reified: images become most literal 
and concrete. 

 

                                                 
1760 Imperial, “Dezir,” v. 245, p. 312 
1761 Prudentius, “Spiritual Combat,” vv. 199-202, p. 87 
1762 Imperial, “Dezir,”  v. 219, p. 311 
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An even more radical shift appears a little beyond the halfway point of Francisco 

Imperial’s Dezir where the poet recounts the pilgrim figure’s reaction to the many images 

of the Virtues and Dante, as dream guide, begins an extended exegetical 

interpretation.1763 

Next, in a passage resounding in references to social class distinctions in the 

Earthly realm, an indignant Pride verbally slays the forces of Humilty and Hope as an 

unruly “foolish mob” that has no right to attack her “illustrious leaders with plebian 

troops” whose power was established in Adam’s fall.1764  Nugent comments on this as 

she interprets Pride’s speech “Particularly in the way she describes herself and others, 

typically Roman value judgments abound. The words with which she opens her address 

to the Virtues clearly evoke concepts of Roman privilege and class-consciousness, which 

are pitted against the unworthiness of the plebian upstarts.”1765 These basic cultural 

attitudes are presented as hostile to core Christian teachings. 

 Pride rushes into battle, assured of victory, only to be caught by a “hidden pit” 

placed in her path by the Vice of Deceit. In yet another bloody scene, she falls off her 

horse and is trampled,1766 and finally beheaded by Hope. As in the case of the Virtue of 

Faith, Hope acts with an almost cruel vengeance that places the quiet rectitude of 

Humility in sharp relief.1767  

                                                 
1763 This discourse begins at v. 273 in Imperial’s “Dezir,” p. 313 
1764 Prudentius, “Spiritual Combat,” vv. 205-236, p. 88 
1765 Nugent, Allegory, 38 
1766 Prudentius, “Spiritual Combat,” vv. 253-273, pp. 89-90 
1767 Prudentius, “Spiritual Combat,” vv. 274-283, p. 90 
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Hope is moved to speak and further reviles the now dead Pride, invoking Christ’s 

call to practice humility and also David’s victory over Goliath, insisting that he, as all 

godly warriors, drew his strength from her.1768 We learn that Hope inhabits a deeply 

desired heavenly realm and in this way stands apart from the other Virtues who are 

relegated to service in the Earthly domain:  

She spoke, and beating the air with golden wings,  
The maiden flies to heaven. As she goes,  
The Virtues, marveling, long to follow her,   
But they must stay to lead in Earthly wars.   
The Vices they attack and wait their crowns.1769 

 
The basic features of the corresponding Virtue Esperanza in Francisco Imperial’s Dezir 

are reduced to a spare outline and with the very different iconographical accruements of 

ship’s anchors.1770  

The reference in the Psychomachia to a hierarchical spatial organization of the 

spiritual worlds is akin to Cicero’s Neo-Platonist panorama of the nine celestial circles or 

heavens. This careful attention to the arrangement of the cosmos appears consistently in a 

certain class of dream vision in this chapter’s review of dream vision literature. Francisco 

Imperial’s Dezir, in contrast, reflects another practice of spatially segregating more 

earthbound garden and idyllic natural spaces. 

                                                 
1768 Prudentius, “Spiritual Combat,” vv. 289-304, pp. 90-91 
1769 Prudentius, “Spiritual Combat,” vv. 306-309, pp. 91 
1770 Imperial, “Dezir,” vv. 217-225, p. 311 
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 The next attack of the Vices, this time by Sensuality, comes not in the form of 

overt violence but through the art of seductive pleasures which threaten to enthrall the 

Earthbound Virtues:  

O novel clash of arms! No arrow flies 
From her bowstring, no hissing lance darts forth 
From twisted thong, no threatening sword she wields, 
But flings in sport rose leaves and violets 
And scatters flowers on the enemy’s lines.  
The Virtues charmed, with her seductive breath  
She breathes a poison through their weakened frames;  
The scent subdues their lips, their hearts, and arms,  
And softens iron muscles robbed of strength.1771 

 
Just as they fall captive to the glorious sight of Sensuality’s jeweled chariot, which 

Nugent see as symbolically connected to the ideals of a Roman triumphal procession,1772 

and are prepared to submit to this Vice, the Virtue of Sobriety comes to their rescue. 

Brandishing a cross, he brings to the mind, besieged by luxurious, slothful thoughts, the 

qualities of faithfulness, steadfastness and principled order.1773 Sobriety for Francisco 

Imperial is a daughter of the Virtue Templanza and is merely named in a longer list of 

spiritual qualities rather than given specific attributes.1774 

Sobriety, the seventh Virtue, calls her sisters away from the lure of the material 

temptations of the band of Sensuality: 

What madness touches your disordered minds? 
Where do you rush? To whom do you submit? 
What chains do you, for shame, desire to wear 

                                                 
1771 Prudentius, “Spiritual Combat,” vv. 323-331, p. 91 
1772 Nugent, Allegory, 44 
1773 Prudentius “Spiritual Combat,” vv. 344-350, p. 92 
1774 Imperial, “Dezir,” v. 262, p. 312 
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On warlike arms, these yellow wreaths entwined 
With lilies fair, these crowns of dark red flowers? 
 
[…] 
 
To sweep your footprints with a trailing robe, 
To clothe your limbs with flowing gowns of silk, 
When once Faith wove for you with skillful hand 
A lasting tunic, giving to cleansed hearts, 
Through her reborn, a shield impervious; 
Then to nocturnal feasts, where tankards spill 
Their foaming wastes of wine, while ladles drip 
On boards, where couches are with liquor wet 
And carvings are still moist with ancient dew? 

 
This passage establishes a dichotomy that will be seen as very important to the 

development of the dream vision genre. On the one hand are scenes of sensuous 

delight,1775 whether conveyed negatively as a kind of illusory substitute for the joys of 

heaven or more positively as a legitimate diversion along the path to God or even a kind 

of eternal reward for the faithful. On the other is a more austere vision of a state of 

absolute spiritual repose, whether in paradise gardens or spaces or in the exotic depths of 

the cosmos itself. 

Bringing to mind the figure of Christ, the biblical king David and the prophet 

Samuel, Sobriety calls on her adversaries to repent, promising them they will be forgiven. 

She then attacks Sensuality and her entourage, bringing another round of bloody 

destruction to the forces of sin: 

So speaking, she uplifts a crucifix  

                                                 
1775 Nugent, Allegory, 45, sees a source both for the imagery and ideology here in classical Latin and, 
especially, in Augustan poetry that disdained the luxuries of Eastern cultures as decadent and antithetical to 
Roman notions of valor. 
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And thrusts the holy wood against the reins 
Of the raging team. The savage steeds take fright 
At its extended arms and gleaming crest,  
And in blind fear they rush in headlong flight 
Adown the precipice. The charioteer  
In vain pulls in the reins and borne along,  
She soils her hair with dust. Thrown out, she falls 
Beneath entangling wheels and stops the car, 
Her mangled body serving as the brake. 
Sobriety hurls from the cliff a stone  
And gives the death-blow to her lying there.1776 

 
The figure Chance begins to eat the face of her vanquished leader but her pleasure is 

turned to disgust. All of the entourage of Sensuality – Jest, Petulance, Love, Pomp 

Charm, Discord, and Pleasure are forced to flee and Sobriety tramples their treasure 

underfoot.  

This scene exemplifies a key characteristic of spatial description in allegorical 

poetry. As Nugent indicates:   

The plain upon which the combats of the Psychomachia are played out makes no 
claim to mimetic verisimilitude. There is no thickness of description whatsoever 
in this landscape, which indeed exhibits not a single feature. […] Rather than 
portraying a three-dimensional space in which characters act, Prudentius has 
created a two-dimensional screen upon which characters are projected. 

 
In the literary dream vision as well, the environment in which the narrative unfolds most 

often does not reflect in full clarity the complex sensual panorama of the real world. 

Dream vision space is often less detailed and more fluid than in mimetic literature, except 

where specific allegorical topoi are brought into minute focus. 

                                                 
1776 Prudentius, “Spiritual Combat,” vv. 407-418, p. 94 
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At this juncture, Avarice seizes all the treasure of the battle, accompanied by her 

band -- Care, Hunger, Fear, Distress, Pallor, Fraud, Intrigue, Craft, Sleepless, Greed and 

her “Crimes” -- inspiring brother to kill brother and the son to take spoils from his 

father’s lifeless body.1777  She is named the worst of the Vices, and it is worth quoting her 

description at length because this signals a moment of high tension in the narrative:  

Such carnage Avarice, conqueror of the world, 
Spread through the nations, laying thousands low 
By various wounds: one with his eyes gouged out,  
And blinded, she permits, as in dark night,  
To wander over many stumbling blocks  
And never test the dangers with a staff. 
Another through his sight she lures by show 
Of something fair, and as he covets it,  
He is entrapped, unheeding, by her stroke 
And winces at the sword-thrust in his heart. 
A multitude she drives to open fires,  
Not suffering them to shun the seething gold, 
Which, doomed to burn with it, the swindler seeks. 
The human race, all mortals she ensnares 
And leads to ruin, nor is there on the Earth  
A vice more fierce, one that involves all men 
In such bloodshed, condemning them to hell.1778 
 

Nugent demonstrates that Avarice as the worst of sins represents a far broader category of 

evil than the modern idea of greed. At the opening of the episode, for example, this Vice 

is associated with “treachery and the corruption of blood ties.”1779 Where most 

contemporaries of Prudentius would have considered Pride to be the root of all sins 

Augustine focused attention on Avarice as the “inordinate desire for anything,” paving 

                                                 
1777 Prudentius, “Spiritual Combat,” vv. 454-476, pp. 95-96 
1778 Prudentius, “Spiritual Combat,” vv. 480-496, p. 96 
1779 Nugent, Allegory, 48 
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the way for this vice to eclipse Pride as the dominant sin in the later medieval psychology 

and theology of evil.1780  

The spiritual power that first confronts Avarice is Reason: “They stand with help 

of Reason safe, they stand / Immune from every storm and brave of heart.”1781 The 

followers of Christ, according to the poet, are immune to the lure of money,1782 the sin 

that destroyed Judas Iscariot1783 and brought ruin to Jericho.1784 Avarice then changes her 

appearance, disguising herself as the Virtue of Frugality.”1785 The next true Virtue to 

enter is Mercy, who appears clothed with the symbolic trappings of world-renouncing 

poverty.1786 She struggles with Avarice, and defeats her in what becomes yet another 

unmerciful, gruesome death scene.1787 She gives the spoils of this battle to the poor and 

exhorts her fellow Virtues to put an end to war and seek to moderate their passions.1788 

Imperial, in contrast, shows Misericordia to be one of the daughters of Caridad, who is 

portrayed as a Virtue who gives the gift of clear vision and understanding. For 

                                                 
1780 Nugent, Allegory, 52  
1781 Prudentius, “Spiritual Combat,” vv. 505-506, p. 97 
1782 Prudentius, “Spiritual Combat,” vv. 526-529, p. 97 
1783 Prudentius, “Spiritual Combat,” vv. 530-535, p. 98 
1784 Prudentius, “Spiritual Combat,” vv. 536-541, p. 98. In Chapter 4, I will examine at length the depiction 
of the Vices, (called sierpes and bestias) in Francisco Imperial’s Dezir but it is worth noting that his 
description in vv. 333-336, p. 314, of the bestia of Alenxada, representing the sin of avarice, is represented 
in very few words focusing on an essential spiritual essence or activity of the sin rather than an elaborate 
physical description. 
1785 Prudentius, “Spiritual Combat,” vv. 553-556, p. 98 
1786 Prudentius, “Spiritual Combat,” vv. 575-581, p. 99 
1787 Prudentius, “Spiritual Combat,” vv. 589-597, pp. 99-100 
1788 Prudentius, “Spiritual Combat,” vv. 606-628, pp. 100-1 
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Misericordia, however, the reader is lacking all description of her physical or spiritual 

attributes.1789  

We have reached the final battle of the Psychomachia. Fear, Toil, Rage, Crime 

and Fraud flee the battlefield,1790 the dust settles, a glimpse of Heaven is given,1791 and 

God’s faithful celebrate the victory.1792 The poetic voice shows the reader, however, that 

all is not well: “Discord our ranks had entered as a friend. / Far off amid the tumult of the 

field / Lay her torn robe and scourge of many snakes.”1793 Nugent sees this serpentine 

imagery as a trope for the scene of temptation in the Garden of Eden, pointing to the role 

Discord is about to play.1794 The motif of the serpent as a hidden source of evil appears 

often in dream vision texts and several examples will be given in this chapter.  

The jubilation is interrupted as Concord, referred to as the greatest of the Virtues, 

is suddenly struck by the sword of Discord who had kept herself hidden among the 

boisterous crowds.1795 Discord is betrayed by her own guilty face and she reveals her 

truer and deeper identity as the Vice Heresy:  

Discord is my name and Heresy  
My second. God to me is various,   
Now lesser or now greater, now twofold,   
Now simple; when I scoff at his divinity, 
He is a phantom or the soul within.  
My teacher is Belial, my home the world.1796  

                                                 
1789 Imperial, “Dezir,” vv. 193-200, p. 311 
1790 Prudentius, “Spiritual Combat,” vv. 629-632, p. 101 
1791 Prudentius, “Spiritual Combat,” vv. 637-643, p. 101 
1792 Prudentius, “Spiritual Combat,” vv. 658-664, pp. 101-2 
1793 Prudentius, “Spiritual Combat,” vv. 684-686, p. 102 
1794 Nugent, Allegory, 58 
1795 Prudentius, “Spiritual Combat,” vv. 677-701, pp. 102-3 
1796 Prudentius, “Spiritual Combat,” vv. 709-714, p. 103 
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As Heresy this Vice lists a few of the false beliefs that reference the ancient pagan order 

that the poem seeks to eradicate with the clarity of appropriate doctrines. 

This surprising turn of events and the battle that follows shed an allegorical light 

on the need for the Christian to be constantly vigilant against the stealthier and more 

subtle attacks that will be launched by the forces evil upon the mind in its quest for 

spiritual truth. As Nugent indicates, “The final combat – against the insidious threat of 

heretical doctrine – reveals a deep concern with the problem of deception in the quest for 

a reliable knowledge of virtue.”1797 The inner battle to be fought here is one of careful 

discernment and avoidance of appealing half-truths that can lead the seeker from the true 

path and to the soul’s ultimate ruin. This is an argument we will seen developed in 

several guises throughout this chapter’s review of dream vision literature. At the end of 

this battle, Faith shoves a sword into Discord’s throat and pierces her tongue, 

symbolizing the silencing of Heresy’s false speech, and her body is torn to pieces by the 

crowd and scattered to the winds, to be consumed by filthy, wild creatures.1798 

Although this is an allegory without a protagonist, it is a poem that does build to a 

climax or ultimate vision where the reader who follows closely is given a sense of what a 

union with the Godhead might be like. Peace is restored and the Virtues erect a rostrum. 

From the pinnacle of this structure, the reader is told, all of the soul is in view.1799 

Concord delivers a speech on the power of peace and kindness as the ultimate aim of the 

                                                 
1797 Nugent, Allegory, 57 
1798 Prudentius, “Spiritual Combat,” vv. 715-725, pp. 103-4 
1799 Prudentius, “Spiritual Combat,” vv. 726-748, pp. 104-5 
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Virtues’ many labors. This stands in direct contrast to the terrible violence we have seen 

portrayed in the scenes of spiritual battle.1800 

Faith proposes building a Temple in the camp, and her fine description of 

otherworldly architectural details are, if not a direct influence, at least akin to the 

fantastical structures evoked in the medieval dream vision. Concord’s construction of the 

temple encompasses numerological symbolism, beginning with the four sides of the 

square building and its repeating triple portals, where the names of the 12 apostles have 

been inscribed.1801 

The temple is equated metaphorically to an inner sanctuary for the soul, which 

will find guidance and comfort within through the four stages of life.1802 For Nugent, the 

building of the temple is both a nod to the classical epic, where the fitting end to a war 

was often enacted by the founding of a city, and a deeply Christian symbolic gesture: “In 

the salvation history of the individual, the construction of a temple may be paralleled by 

the consecration of the body as a temple to Christ after the struggle of the spirit has been 

won.”1803 Prudentius now gives a focused and detailed description of this imagined 

spiritual structure:  

A chrysolite ingrained with gold is set   
Between a sapphire and a beryl green,  
And their joint glow gives rise to varied charms.   
Here a chalcedony is steeped with light  
From neighboring hyacinth; for that dark stone    

                                                 
1800 Prudentius, “Spiritual Combat,” vv. 769-813, pp. 105-7 
1801 Prudentius, “Spiritual Combat,” vv. 826-834, p. 107 
1802 Prudentius, “Spiritual Combat,” vv. 840-850, p. 108 
1803 Nugent, Allegory, 62 
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Shone nearby with its limpid purple depths.1804 
 

This temple is adorned with twelve types of gems and laden with flowers, ornaments that 

are commonplace topoi used for evoking the spiritual palaces of the medieval dream 

vision and help set them apart both from nature and the ordinary world of human 

civilization as places of holy mystery and numinous power. 

This temple is the house of Wisdom, who is shown holding a scepter taken from a 

holy tree:   

She holds a sceptre not by artist made 
But living rod that severed from the tree, 
Though nurtured by no sap from Earthly soil,  
Still puts forth verdant leaves and twines  
With blood-red roses lilies white and fair   
That never bend their heads on shriveled stems.1805  

 
Similar references to the Tree of Life or other sacred trees form a common thread linking 

many of the dream vision texts discussed in this chapter.  

 The poem ends exegetically in that the poet explains that the real battle to be 

fought is the conflict of warring passions within the soul, between flesh and spirit, a fight 

that will not be fully resolved until Christ returns: 

Till Christ our God is present with His grace   
And all the jewels of the virtues sets  
In shrine made pure; then where sin reigned He builds   
His temple with its gilded halls, and weaves   
From Valor proved adornments for the soul  
Where Wisdom will always delight to reign.1806 

 

                                                 
1804 Prudentius, “Spiritual Combat,” vv. 854-859, p. 108 
1805 Prudentius, “Spiritual Combat,” vv. 879-883, p. 108 
1806 Prudentius, “Spiritual Combat,” vv. 910-915, p. 110 
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In this regard, the ending falls short of what McMahon identifies as the fulfillment of the 

medieval meditative ascent. In many of the dream vision texts explored in this chapter, a 

powerful final image is left to resonate on its own within the mind of the reader, with no 

interpretation offered to appeal to the intellect.  

 The Psychomachia contributes to development of the medieval dream vision in 

establishing the allegorical mode in medieval poetry and offers a stock of powerful 

imagery. This rich visionary stream includes both static, iconographic portraits of 

allegorical figures and action scenes that place these characters in a meaningful 

relationship to each other.  Both still and moving images reflect a turning away from the 

realism of mimesis and the creation of a dense and intricate symbolic system reinforces a 

central theological affirmation of faith and certainty over doubt and spiritual darkness. 

 

 

5. Boethius: De consolatione philosophiae 

The theme of the defeat of darkness by the forces of light, which takes place in 

the Psychomachia in a generalized and abstracted battlefield representing the human 

mind, is given a warmly individual dimension in Boethius’s1807 allegorical vision The 

                                                 
1807 In his Introduction to the Consolation of Philosophy (London: Penguin Books, 1969), xiii-xxii, Victor 
Watts states that Ancius Manlius Severinus Boethius (c. 480 – 524 A.D.) was born to an aristocratic family 
that claimed two emperors and a pope as ancestors. Boethius was, however, raised by the nobleman 
Quintus Aurelius Memmium Symmachus, who would later become Head of the Senate. An infant prodigy, 
Boethius received a thorough liberal arts education and was known for his rare command of Greek. In 510 
he was named consul, the highest of Roman offices, in service to the Ostrogothic Emperor Theodoric. In 
522 he reached the peak of his personal and professional life, when his two sons were appointed as joint 
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Consolation of Philosophy, where one see’s the violent and titanic war between virtues 

and vices transformed into an inner struggle of a protagonist in crisis who, guided by a 

heartfelt conversation with a nurturing, wise and divine presence wins a new spiritual 

perspective and freedom for his soul, even in the face of imprisonment and his probable 

death. 

 The Consolation of Philosophy is a kind of waking dream vision. Part poetry and 

part prose, this work enacts a thorough exploration of basic existential themes, such as 

the nature of good and evil; the variegations of Fortune compared to the solidity of 

Providence; why bad things happen to good people while evil men prosper; the need to 

master the passions; and the ultimate aim and purpose of human life. In this sense it is as 

much a philosophical treatise as a literary work and carries an intellectual weight that sets 

a standard for the later development of the dream vision genre. 

 The Consolation, as Victor Watts indicates, belongs to the ancient literary genre 

of the consolatio, a type of discourse that reached its fullest development in the time of 

Seneca and is centered upon the wish to provide the reader with a kind of moral remedy 

                                                                                                                                                 
consuls. Watts believes that after his consularship Boethius returned fully to his studies. His translations 
include all of Aristotle’s works on logic and he also produced his own writings on logic and theology. 
Because of his loyalties to the Byzantine Emperor and the unwavering sense of morality he brought to his 
public service, he became an easy target of the forces of Theodoric. Through an intercepted letter he was 
embroiled, perhaps completely unjustly, in a corruption scandal connected with the appointment of Pope 
John I and smeared with charges of sorcery. He was imprisoned and, in 524 or 525 bludgeoned to death. 
His passing marked the end of the classical philosophical tradition in the West and a period of cultural 
darkness that, except for the 9th century Carolingian Renaissance, lasted for several centuries. By the late 
Middle Ages his memory had inspired religious devotion and, in the 1883 he was elevated by the Church to 
the status of Saint Severinus Boethius.  
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or response to the harsh realities of human life.1808 Lynch sees the Dream of Scipio as a 

direct antecedent and probable inspiration for the Consolation of Philosophy, contributing 

the elements of “the dumbfounded Dreamer, the ambition to present an encyclopedic or 

comprehensive survey of knowledge, and most centrally the concern with establishing in 

the Dreamer a proper understanding of the relationship between his corporeal and 

spiritual natures.”1809 These influences, she believes, were synthesized with Boethius’s 

reading of Augustine’s Siloloquia, in which a tormented “pilgrim figure” laments his 

situation and begins a rigorous program of self examination.1810  

Lerer connects the Consolation’s alternating sections of poetry and prose to the 

tradition of the “Menippean satire,”1811 a form that allows for the development of parallel 

discourses, where an exacting philosophical investigation complements a literary 

imagination rich in figurative language.1812 Boethius’s poetic craft in the Consolation 

openly honors the epic tradition of Homer and Virgil, the eroticism of Ovid and the tragic 

sense of Seneca.1813 The classical inheritance, however, is given a new orientation: “The 

                                                 
1808 Victor Watts, “Introduction,” xxii-xxiii  
1809 Lynch, High Medieval, 52 
1810 Lynch, High Medieval, 52-4 
1811 According to H.K. Riikonen, “The Menippean Satire as a Literary Genre with special reference to 
Seneca’s Apocolocyntosis,” Commentationes Humanarum Litterarum 83 (1987): 9-16, the Menippean 
satire is named for the 3rd century B.C.E. Greek philosopher Menippus. The genre’s most famous 
manifestations speak to its diversity in scale and outlook. They include Petronius’s Satyricon, the 
Metamorphoses of Apuleius, Boethius’s De consolatione and Martianus Capella’s De nuptiis Merurcii et 
Philologiae. Menippean works are known for their blending of poetry with prose; their synthesis of a 
number of distinct genres into one, generally brief whole; their recourse to the tradition of biographical 
literature; their use of philosophical dialogues; and their interweaving of proverbs and popular sayings. 
With this overview of Boethius in mind, it should be clear that not all Menippean satires are humorous.    
1812 Seth Lerer, “Introduction,” The Consolation of Philosophy, trans. David R. Slavitt (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard U.P., 2008), xv-xvi 
1813 Lerer, “Introduction,” xvi 
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man of whom Boethius sings was not the founder of the Roman world but one of its last 

victims. His exploits are not those of discovery, love and marital conquest but of moral 

growth. Much like Aeneas, the prisoner of the Consolation is a traveler – but his travels 

take him to a patria of spiritual understanding.”1814 

With this in mind, any possible consideration of Boethius’s connection to the 

literary past must be balanced with an appreciation of the degree of sincere and 

multifaceted affect and reflection he brings to his prisoner, which could only have been 

the fruit of deeply lived and agonizing personal experience. His literary models and 

passions intersect with real life in a way that influences most vividly, of all the works in 

this survey, Dante’s Divine Comedy. Over the course of its development the dream vision 

genre, while always aiming to present a precise order of fundamental truths, would come 

to embrace even more fully the subjectivity of the Dreamer.  Given body through the 

dynamic interaction of poetic voice and pilgrim figure, this central figure would 

eventually be elevated to the status of protagonist in a novelistic literary text.  

 Boethius’s Prisoner, although he conveys the poet’s deep pathos and meticulously 

organized line of reasoning, is a character who does not have full agency in this sense, 

but instead stands subservient to the exposition of the work’s philosophical program of 

healing, which Lynch briefly summarizes: 

The central experiential problem presented by Boethius’ work is one of outlining 
the relation between the natural and divine orders. Can this world, the poet asks, 
with its injustices and disappointments be a creation of the great and good 
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Christian God? Can it be a mirror of His true, providential intention? The solution 
will be found when the visionary remembers the answer to the question of his 
identity, for he has forgotten who he is.1815 

 
While she sees the work as often espousing an Aristotelian epistemology,1816 these 

elements are always subordinate to a larger Platonic framework.1817 It is helpful, in fact, 

to see the Consolation as a work closely allied with the kind of pre-Christian, soul-

centered and universal religiosity that underlies the Somnium Scipionis. 

McMahon offers a helpful overview of the structure of the work. Like Lynch, he 

sees the form of the work as essentially Platonic, but offers a much more detailed vision 

of how this tendency is manifested:  

In sum, the Consolation of Philosophy is structured according to fundamental 
Platonist patterns, enacting the turn away from things extra se to those intra and 
supra in an ascent to progressively higher modes of understanding. The hierarchy 
of modes of knowledge, in Book V, provides the ground for Philosophy’s 
therapeutic program as it unfolds in Books II-IV, and it clarifies the level of the 
prisoner’s consciousness in Book I.1818 

 At the opening of The Consolation of Philosophy the Prisoner is overwhelmed 

with sorrow and has given his consciousness over to dark poetic influences coming from 

a desolate region of the soul:  

I used to write cheerful poems, happy and life- 
         affirming 
    but my eyes are wet with tears and the poems  
             are those  
that only grieving Muses would prompt me to 
        compose, 
heartbreaking verse from a suffering,  
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1816 Lynch, High Medieval, 57 
1817 Lynch, High Medieval, 58 
1818 McMahon, Meditative Ascent, 226 
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             heartbroken man, 
but these woeful songs turn out to be my  
         consoling companions.1819 

There is a self-centeredness to the Prisoner’s grieving that has him trapped in a 

vicious cycle, where he finds comfort only in the mournful creations of his own mind. 

The painful act of writing, however, has brought him to a threshold where help can enter. 

The medium of expression changes to prose, which is used in the work to advance the 

basic narrative, with its spiritual dialogue and complex philosophical discourse that form 

the intellectual core of the Consolation. Here the Prisoner, in a waking state made more 

pliable through the practice of poetry, receives a visitation by a luminescent spiritual 

being, Lady Philosophy: 

I was writing this in a silence broken only by the scratchings of my quill as I 
recorded these gloomy thoughts and tried to compose upon them a certain form 
that in itself is curiously anodyne, when there was a presence of which I gradually 
became aware looming over my head, the figure of a woman whose look filled me 
with awe. Her burning gaze was indescribably penetrating, unlike that of anyone I 
have ever met, and while her complexion was as fresh and glowing as that of a 
girl, I realized that she was ancient and that nobody would mistake her for a 
creature of our time.1820 

 
Lady Philosophy is thus shown as embodying both ageless beauty and primeval wisdom. 

The dress she wears is “dingy and worn,” suggesting her renunciation of the material 

world.1821 The Prisoner remarks that “I could see worked into the bottom border the 

Greek letters π (pi – for practice) and the slightly higher θ (theta – for theory) with steps 

that were marked between them to form a ladder by which one might climb from the 

                                                 
1819 Boethius, The Consolation of Philosophy, trans. David R. Slavitt (Cambridge, MA: Harvard U.P., 
2008), I:  meter 1, p. 1 
1820 Boethius, Consolation, I: meter 1, pp. 2-3 
1821 Boethius, Consolation, I: prose 1, p. 3 
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lower to the upper.”1822 She holds books in her right hand and carries a scepter with her 

left.1823 Piehler sees the torn garment she wears as symbolic of the disturbed and limited 

state of mind of the Prisoner, but perhaps it also suggests the tireless, self-denying work 

of Philosophy on behalf of a suffering humanity.1824 The image of the ladder bridging the 

two letters on her dress is more straightforward, showing the ascent the Prisoner must 

make from practice to theory, to raise his mind to pure intellectual understanding.1825 

  She begins to minister to the Prisoner as a man wracked by a sickness of the 

soul,1826 as someone who once had vision but has lost contact with the celestial source of 

his own soul:  

He used to gaze at the sun and study 
the constellations of the cold new moon, 
and he knew how the evening star of the west 
appears in the east to announce the morning  
and turns through its steady, stately cycles.1827 

 
Even at this stage where Philosophy can only diagnose the Prisoner’s sickness, she is 

suggesting a cure that involves lifting his gaze once again to the contemplation of nature 

and the heavenly cycles, seen as a dependable, eternal order. She is certain of the 

Prisoner’s eventual recovery and1828 assures him that she has always been with him in his 

travails.1829 

                                                 
1822 Boethius, Consolation, I: prose 1, p. 3  
1823 Boethius, Consolation, I: prose 1, p. 3 
1824 Piehler, Visionary Landscape, 39-40 
1825 Piehler, Visionary Landscape, 39 
1826 Boethius, Consolation, I: prose 1, p. 4 
1827 Boethius, Consolation, I: meter 2, p. 5 
1828 Boethius, Consolation, I: prose 2, p. 6 
1829 Boethius, Consolation, I: prose 3, pp. 7-8 
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 Piehler sees Lady Philosophy as a “Christian imago” who “is not only analogous 

to but even an aspect of the personified figure of the Church, the Mater Ecclesia or the 

Hagia Sophia.1830 At the same time, she is a continuation of a pre-Christian spiritual force 

who unites affective power with reason by integrating the “numinosity of the ancient 

pagan goddesses” with “the dialectical ability of the masters of the philosophical 

dialogue.”1831  

Lady Philosophy fulfills the classical literary role of “abstraction goddess” who 

personifies a concept of virtue, following in the footsteps of goddesses such as Thetis in 

the Iliad, Pallas Athena in the Odyssey, and Isis in the Metamorphoses of Apuleius.1832 

Piehler speaks to how this virtue becomes an active force in the life of the protagonist: 

“These goddesses manifest themselves to the heroes under their care in order to help 

them with advice rather than by direct intervention in their difficulties, and to send them 

on their way encouraged and emboldened.”1833  

Piehler posits that as an abstraction of qualities of the human mind, Lady 

Philosophy works allegorically and hygienically to cleanse the soul of the Prisoner and 

the reader of dangerous psychological impulses, a role that sets medieval literary practice 

far apart from classical mythology:  

Allegorical personifications are considered less interesting today as literary 
figures than pagan gods, but we should recall that the naming of these powers was 
more than a mere literary technique, -- rather a means of achieving the essential 

                                                 
1830 Piehler, Visionary Landscape, 36 
1831 Piehler, Visionary Landscape, 30 
1832 Piehler, Visionary Landscape, 37 
1833 Piehler, Visionary Landscape, 37 



471 

identification and control of forces which might otherwise overwhelm the rational 
governance of the mind. The personification, therefore, far from being judged a 
poor relative of the normal modern means of expressing states of mind through 
abstract rational analysis, should rather be considered an important and effective 
transitional form between the mythopœic use of pagan divinities and the modern 
use of abstract terms to denote mental states. Medieval personifications often 
embody the power of the underlying mythical figures along with the prosaic 
accuracy of abstract terms, thus achieving appropriate expression of both the 
dynamic and the analytic aspects of the psyche. 

 
As can be appreciated in the survey of texts in this chapter, the medieval dream vision 

follows this practice of symbolically investing vividly imagined supernatural characters 

with layers of allusive, philosophical meaning. 

Lady Philosophy is, however, not a static force but an active shaper of the 

narrative and the life of the Prisoner. She functions as a kind of “teacher of catechism” 

who leads the protagonist through a kind of conversion of the heart,1834 helping him to 

grow in faith and turn belief into action. For Piehler: “Lady Philosophy is in this aspect 

the better self, the higher mood, something which seems as if it ought to be part of us and 

yet remains agonizingly separate unless it can be absorbed through earnest struggle.”1835  

What is missing from Piehler’s description of Lady Philosophy are two aspects of 

the dream guide or potentia animae that Boethius leaves as a legacy to the developing 

genre. Lady Philosophy has an almost total knowledge of the inner life of the Prisoner, 

and is able to speak to the deepest and most personal needs of his soul. At the same time, 

while at times she conducts her dialogue with him with unflinching rigor, she is, 

ultimately, his most intimate friend and ally. Her magisterial power and authority never 
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keep her from drawing close to the Prisoner and her compassion always dissolves his 

worst fears. These elements of omniscience and steadfast spiritual friendship would 

consistently become central to the constitution of the dream guide in medieval dream 

texts. 

 As the work progresses, the Prisoner shares his greatest grief, a central theme of 

the entire work, which is his sense of injustice that wicked men prosper while he, an 

innocent man, is punished.1836 Lady Philosophy sings a series of songs in verse, 

beginning the poetic interludes mentioned above. These often contain vivid images of the 

natural world and the heavens to reflect the changing condition of the Prisoner’s soul. At 

the close of Book I she sings of his sorrow by transmuting it into pictures: 

The darkness of clouds   
hides the stars.  
The clear-glass sea   
whipped by the wind   
becomes opaque,  
a wall of mud stirred up   
that blackens it further.1837   
 

Here one sees the clear light of the stars, imagery that will grow in importance, as yet 

veiled from and the murky and volatile waters. Philosophy figuratively offers glimpses of 

the destination toward which the Prisoner is being led, a state of intellectual illumination, 

transparency and tranquility, within the scene of stormy consciousness she brings to 

mind. 
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In the poetic interludes Lady Philosophy at times leaves this image making aside 

and calls on the Prisoner, in a more focused discourse than could be achieved through 

ordinary dialogue, to develop a healthier outlook on his situation:  

Cast out your doubts,  
your fears and desires,  
let go of grief 
and of hope as well,  
for where these rule  
the mind is subject.1838  

 
The potentiae animae of the Consolation’s medieval descendents are likewise very often 

seen in this role of addressing and containing the harmful mental impulses of the 

Dreamer or visionary protagonist. The approach of Lady Philosophy as such an advisor 

is, however, uncharacteristically gentle. In the texts to be examined, dream guides will 

occasionally mete out harsh injunctions to the Dreamers to bring them to full awareness 

of their dangerous psychological habits. 

Lady Philosophy sings in a more poetic fashion of another key theme of the work, 

the inconstancy of fortune:  

  The sea, sometimes serene,  
glints a pale an unruffled blue,  
   but the north wind assails it,  
and the storms rage and the sea churns.  
   The beauty of the Earth changes.  
Enjoy it but never think to trust it.1839  
 

She reiterates the motif of a calm sea disturbed by storms. The ever-changing appearance 

and condition of Nature and its elements come to represent the ceaseless reversals in the 
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1839 Boethius, Consolation, II: meter 3, p. 37 
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events of human life. It is in these short poetic kernels and the aphoristic suggestions they 

communicate that Boethius’s Consolation takes on its most visionary aspects. 

Piehler observes that in the medieval dream vision tradition, the emotional tone of 

the protagonist is often closely reflected in “images of landscape and setting.”1840 In the 

Consolation, however, he sees this element as intentionally undeveloped: “The locale of 

the dialogue is the prison cell throughout, an appropriate setting for one imprisoned 

psychologically by the trauma of his worldly downfall, and which psychically separates 

him from the processes of the universe.”1841 For him, this is counterbalanced by the rich 

development of cosmic imagery to be found in Lady Philosophy’s poetry.  

Piehler does not, however, comment directly on the necessary way in which 

Philosophy is helping to nourish the imagination of the Prisoner, which has been 

paralyzed and impoverished by his depression, by richly evoking scenes of Earthly 

landscapes. The potentia animae in the literary dream vision is a force who continually 

works to expand the vision of the Dreamer, either by helping him to become more 

attentive and understand the strange, new sights that stand before him or, as in this case, 

by creating scenes of the ordinary world through figurative language.  

As McMahon indicates, however, it is not until Book III that the prisoner’s 

imagination ripens into a mode of knowledge, along a continuum from sensation to 
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understanding.1842 For Lynch, this stepwise growth of imagination through the 

contemplation of nature is part of a larger philosophical plan: “Indeed, both the narrator 

and Lady Philosophy imply at times that truth can be gained in an Aristotelian fashion, by 

rising through a more complete understanding of the natural world to the divine order 

represented in the heavens.”1843 

The way of knowledge in the Consolation is also a process of healing. Book III is 

the central part of the work where the path of the Prisoner’s restoration to health, return 

to the cosmological order and reconciliation with God is laid out. Victor Watts sees this 

book as an homage to Plato’s Timaeus: “The scheme is undoubtedly Platonic. The 

turning of the gaze from what is false to what is true (III, 1) and the realization that God 

is the supreme good (III, 10) is based on the ascent of the soul in the famous allegory of 

the Cave in the seventh book of the Republic.”1844 The Consolation, even while 

incorporating the percepts of Scholastic Aristotelian science, is at a deeper level an 

enactment of Plato’s program for spiritual illumination.  

A recurring theme that emerges and will reach deeper levels each time it appears 

is the sweetness of Philosophy’s consolation as a remedy for the bitter stings of life. The 

Prisoner first speaks of this directly to Lady Philosophy in Book III: “What wonderful 

comfort you offer, with both your arguments and your poetry. You do revive me, so that I 

am no longer absolutely devastated by the blows of fortune but seem at least for the 
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moment able to bear them.”1845 Philosophy responds with yet another song based in 

nature and star imagery:  

The taste in the mouth of honey is sweeter by far  
if it follows something bitter, and stars in the sky  
are all the brighter after dark storm clouds 
have been blown away by a steady wind from the 
     south. 
The morning star is a beacon that shines at dawn 
to welcome the glory of Phoebus’ shining steeds. 
And you, too, must prepare yourself for change,  
withdraw your neck from the yoke of your false  
     gods 
and raise your head in order that truth may enter.1846  

 
This gradual lightening of a great emotional burden by a helpful influx of spiritual 

inspiration is a common element of dream vision literature, as is the presence of the 

morning star as a sign of an awakening to true knowledge.1847 At this point in the 

narrative, Philosophy begins to instruct the Prisoner about the pursuit of happiness as the 

ultimate good in human life. 

 The next step in guiding the prisoner toward this greatest healing is to awaken 

him to his place in the great cosmological order, as a soul fully interwoven into the 

vastness of Creation and boundless celestial space, all originating in and united by the 

                                                 
1845 Boethius, Consolation, III: prose 1, p. 59 
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1847 There is a long tradition in Christian symbology linking the morning star to both Christ and Lucifer. 
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Liber de septem regulis, Patrologia Latina 18, Col. 56C-D, states: “De hoc coelo cadit lucifer matutinus. 
Lucifer enim bipertitus est: sicut Dominus dicit in Apocalypsi de se et de suo corpore: Ego sum radix et 
genus David, et stella splendida matutina, sponsus et sponsa (Apoc. XXII, 16). Item illic: Qui vicerit, dabo 
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lucifer, id est, adversum corpus, quod est diabolus, reges, et populus, cadit de coelo, et confringitur in 
terra.” The morning star as a symbol in late medieval literature is further discussed in Chapter 4. 
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creative power of divine love and wisdom. Philosophy opens this central “Hymn to the 

Creator” with an invocation: 

O Lord, you govern the universe with your 
         eternal order: 
you brought time itself into being, and all that 
         marks  
its changes in the heavens and here on the Earth 
         both moving 
and also in stillness. Nothing but your love could 
         have prompted you 
to bring forth the matter and forms that together 
        make up the world 
From within yourself, ungrudging, you brought 
         out the pattern of all 
that is good, inasmuch as it partakes of your own  
         goodness.1848 

 
The invocation to a deity comes in many forms in dream vision literature, but is a 

common motif. This song to God allows an image of unfathomable divine power and 

love to begin to percolate into the mind of both the Prisoner and the reader. The hymn 

then changes its focus to celebrate the microcosm of the human soul: 

You bound the Soul together in its intricate 
         threefold structure 
of Same, Other and Being – the Soul that moves  
         all things 
in inevitable circles that mirror the orbits of  
         heaven, 
visible and beyond, with each man having his own 
star to guide his journey, descending to Earth and 
         then 
rising again at the end in its chariot headed home, 
where the fire returns to the Earth from which it 
         first set forth.1849 
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McMahon notes that this passage falls at the exact center of the work,1850 where 

the Prisoner’s dilemma has been examined and defined, his mind has been engaged and 

his vision expanded, so that his journey of spiritual growth can truly begin: “Philosophy 

thereby turns his gaze away from external things, apprehended by sense and imagination, 

to look inward and upward toward the highest good, true happiness, and the form of the 

divine substance, which are one.1851 

In one of the most powerful poetic images of the work, Lady Philosophy sings of 

what can take place in the soul as she leads one to the highest good, and offers the 

prisoner this foretaste of the beatific vision: 

   Having thus achieved, it then 
can aspire even further, beyond the upper  
   air toward the awesome dazzling light 
where the king of kings wields his royal scepter 
   and holds the reins that control the world. 
He guides his chariot, although he does not move, 
   the effulgent universal master.  
There you will at last remember yourself,  
   on the road back, the road home, 
and you will say ‘Yes, I recall it all, 
   where I was born, where I belong  
Here shall I stay!’ And should you chance to look 
    down  
   to the dark Earth you have left behind,  
where wretched people fear their tyrant rulers, 
   you shall see them all as exiles.1852 

 
She gives full color in this way to what has already been discussed in formal 

conversation, constructing a beautiful image of God as heavenly king and chariot master, 
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to be contrasted with the limited, corrupt rulers of Earthly kingdoms. This song, and the 

intellectual content of the discussion it introduces, contributes significantly to the basic 

structuring of the entire work. It provides a proper boundary for the unfolding of the 

entire dream vision so that the Prisoner is safely and systematically brought back to the 

home territory of infinite, divine goodness.  

Lady Philosophy sings of kings who enjoy great worldly power but are in reality 

completely controlled by their darker passions. She enumerates their vices, but offers a 

vision of them not as people not to be scorned but as the pitiable prisoners of shadowy 

forces in their minds, a point of view strengthened by the use of the key word “victims”:  

See the lust in their hearts, and observe their 
           poisonous greed.  

 Note their anger that scourges their minds like a  
                 mighty whirlwind 
 lashing the waves of the sea. Their sorrows gnaw 
           within them.   
 and their boundless hopes torment them, 
           helpless and wretched victims. 
 The kings are overthrown; the rulers are ruled by 
           these masters.1853     

 
This is a psychological description using few metaphoric images. Instead, a series of 

verbs are used to show how the supposed power of this king is completely undermined by 

his inner slavery.  

In the moral universe of the Consolation of Philosophy, evil is not so much a 

force to be vanquished, as it is portrayed in the Psychomachia, but rather a fettering or 
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limitation that deprives people of their basic humanity.1854 Evil people, moreover, should 

not be held in contempt, but rather as sick people deserving of compassion.1855 Dream 

vision texts almost universally explore the nature of evil, often in many complex 

gradations of meaning. Their response to evil comes in the many ways in which the 

dream guides work to reorient the confused mind of the Dreamer and spur him to take 

appropriate actions to attain the good. 

 As the program of the Consolation continues to unfold, Lady Philosophy 

challenges the limited moral preconceptions of the Prisoner. She gradually develops an 

intricate theology of Providence, a vision of a universe in which all things work for the 

good, including the actions of evil men, which are nothing more than their wayward 

attempts to act upon what they mistake for the good.1856 She weaves these themes into a 

song about a well ordered cosmos governed by an all-knowing and loving God:     

The lawgiver, the wise judge, 
he stirs the stars and planets to motion 
and yet controls their paths and orbits, 
lest they run wild to break from their circles, 
tearing the sky into pieces reducing 
the universe to its building blocks, 
but the bonds of love hold those pieces in place, 
love for each other and love for the good 
that is their aim and only end.1857 
 

The presence of celestial imagery and notion of a universe governed and united by divine 

love draw upon the Platonic tradition and connects the Consolation with both the 
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foundational text of the Dream of Scipio and with many later medieval dream texts that 

represent the fuller development of the genre.  

Literary dream visions often address the tension between the forces of Fate, seen 

as governed by a fickle and often cruel mistress Fortune, and Providence as the wise 

governance of the world and human life. McMahon sees the solution proposed by 

Boethius as fundamental to an understanding of the text:  

God is the cosmic center, not the Earth. Divine Providence generates the heavenly 
movements entailing Fate, and the Earth stands at their outermost edge. The Earth 
only receives the movements of Fate: it has nothing properly to contribute to 
them. God occupies the center of Philosophy’s cosmos and discourse, while 
Fortune proves only his most distant tributary.1858 

 
Fortune, then, represents the changeable and untrustworthy interplay of events and 

circumstances in human life. It reflects cosmic laws that become bewilderingly complex 

by the time they reach the Earth, but that are part of a larger, meaningful plan unfolding 

in a universe based on principles of order and justice. 

 The Prisoner, however, is not comforted, and in fact reaches his deepest moment 

of crisis, as he cannot reconcile the notion of God who has foreknowledge of future 

events with the existence of free will. He fears that Lady Philosophy’s description of 

Providence would create a world based on an arbitrary, relativistic moral foundation: 

There are no virtues and vices anymore, but only a jumble of rewards and 
punishments of merits and faults that cannot be distinguished from one another. 
What could be more pernicious than the ordering of all things from providence 
and the irrelevance of all human intentions? It would follow that even our vices 
are the responsibility of the Creator of all things that are good. It would also mean 
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that there is no sense in hoping or praying for something good to happen or for 
something evil to be averted. What would be the point of hopes or prayers if all 
events are fixed in an inflexible pattern that cannot change in any way?1859 

 
Lady Philosophy responds with a song that expresses how we, as mortal human beings, 

live in ignorance, but are spurred to seek the truth by its dim remembrance in our souls: 

The body’s dense 
flesh obscures our recollection  
of the separate truths and the one truth  
and yet allows us at least to suspect 
that we all live in an awkward state 
with inklings of our ignorance 
that turn out to be our greatest wisdom – 
as if we had long ago ascended  
and beheld from on high the exalted vision 
of which we now retain nothing  
but the sense of loss of that exaltation.1860 

 
Boethius once again gives a Platonic rather than Christian view of spiritual life, in which 

the soul retains a faint memory of the glorious heavenly abode from which it descended.  

McMahon sees Book V as providing a “fitting climax to [Lady Philosophy’s] 

program by completing her cure of the prisoner’s self-forgetful self-ignorance.”1861 She 

does this by helping him to recover mens, his deepest mind, “the most immortal part of 

the soul.”1862 Disconnection from knowledge of mens, McMahon argues, was the most 

serious part of the prisoner’s illness.1863 Lady Philosophy urges the Prisoner to remember 

that God’s consciousness is within this higher realm, where “Eternity is the whole, 
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simultaneous, perfect possession of limitless life.”1864 God, she explains, sees things from 

the “simplicity of a continual present, which embraces all the vistas of the future and the 

past, and he considers all this in the act of knowing as though all things were going on at 

once.”1865 Constantly vigilant from this standpoint, God rewards the good and punishes 

the wicked, in unwavering, perfect justice.1866 

 Lady Philosophy offers a final admonition that recalls Africanus’s parting words 

to Scipio in his dream: “Lift up your mind in virtue and hope and, in humility, offer your 

prayers to the Lord. Do not be deceived. It is required of you that you do good and that 

you remember that you live in the constant sight of a judge who sees all things.”1867 The 

complex philosophical itinerary closes with an invitation to prayer, helping to bring the 

work into the framework of a Christian worldview. Intellectual understanding must be 

grounded in devotion and a commitment to moral discipline.  

 Boethius’s Consolation furnishes the dream vision genre a protagonist in deep 

need who is taken on a mental and spiritual “journey,” involving no displacement from 

his cell and no travel as a disembodied soul to a celestial realm. Instead, a mysterious, 

wise and benevolent presence, a figure who will appear many times as the genre 

develops, guides, directs and feeds his imagination so that he can begin to see his 

situation in the context of a greatly expanded spiritual reality. In the process she imparts a 

Neo-Platonist vision of life based on a carefully planned and well informed philosophical 

                                                 
1864 Boethius, Consolation, V: prose 4, p. 159 
1865 Boethius, Consolation, V: prose 6, pp. 170-71 
1866 Boethius, Consolation, V: prose 6, pp. 171-75 
1867 Boethius, Consolation, V: prose 6, p. 175 



484 

program that is, at the same time, fully consonant with Christian doctrine. It is in its 

dedication to charting this path to healing and the education of the soul of both 

protagonist and reader that the Consolation provides its greatest legacy for the medieval 

dream vision. 

 

 

6. Gonzalo de Berceo: Introduction to Milagros de Nuestra Señora 

 Although it is believed that the works1868 of Gonzalo de Berceo1869 did not 

circulate widely beyond the area immediately surrounding the monastery of San Millan 

de la Cogolla1870 until they were discovered and championed by Enlightenment and 

Romantic literary critics several centuries later, both the introduction to his Milagros de 

Nuestra Señora and his Vida de Santa Oria show an affiliation with literary currents that 

also nourished the dream vision tradition.    

                                                 
1868 Isabel Uría Maqua, “Introducción,” Gonzalo de Berceo: Poema de Santa Oria (Madrid: Clásicos 
Castilla, 1981), 12, groups Berceo’s works into three categories: the Marian Milagros de Nuestra Señora, 
Loores de Nuestra Señora, and Duelo que fizo la Virgen el día de la Pasión de su Hijo; the hagiographic 
Vida de San Millán de la Cogolla, Vida de Santo Domingo de Silos, Vida de Santa Oria, Martirio de San 
Lorenzo; the doctrinal Sacrificio de la Misa, Signos que aparecerán antes del Juicio and, finally, Tres 
Himnos translated from Latin.  
1869  From Isabel Uría, “Estudio Preliminar,” Gonzalo de Berceo: Milagros de Nuestra Señora, ed. 
Fernando Baños (Barcelona: Crítica, 1997), ix-xxvi, and Fernando Baños, “Prólogo,” Milagros,  xxix-
lxxix, we learn that  Gonzálo de Berceo was born c. 1196 in the Riojan town of Berceo and was educated in 
the nearby monastery of San Millan de la Cogolla. He would maintain his connection to the monastery 
throughout his life as a secular cleric, probably teaching at the “escuela de Suso.” In 1221 he was named 
deacon and around the age of 30 became a priest. In his writings he refers to himself as a “maestro,” a title 
that can refer either to the position of confessor or to the holder of a university degree. Although we are 
lacking solid documentary evidence, in his literary works Berceo shows a level of mastery of both Latin 
and legal knowledge that suggest he may have studied at the nascent University of Palencia. From the text 
of the Milagros itself we know that he was alive after 1252. A document from 1264, however, refers to him 
in the past tense, implying that he had already died by this date. 
1870 Baños, “Prólogo,” xxxi 
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 The Milagros are part of a vernacular literary genre known as the mester de 

clerecía that flourished in 13th-century Castile. This poetic form was nurtured in an 

environment marked by a proliferation of schools, some of which would become the first 

universities in the Iberian Peninsula. Masters of theology and law, some coming into the 

region from Scholastic centers of learning such as Bologna and France, helped foster a 

renovation of Latin studies that, in turn, inspired an erudite cultivation and elevation of 

castellano as an academic and literary language. Uría addresses this relationship between 

Latin texts and the increasing use of romance, or vernacular language as a socio-cultural 

phenomenon: 

Los clérigos letrados, al utilizarla en sus poemas, no están vulgarizando las 
materias de éstos, sino dignificando el romance.  Ellos escriben, 
fundamentalmente, para un público escolar de laicos clérigos, monjes y novicios, 
o sea, para los que estudian y quieren adquirir cultura. Probablemente, a los cultos 
autores del mester de clerecía les resultaba más fácil escribir en latín – lengua que 
tenía abundantes modelos – que en romance castellano. Sin embargo, se deciden 
por éste, pues son conscientes de que ha alcanzado la mayoría de edad y puede 
utilizarse en la enseñanza, así como en la predicación y la catequesis.1871 
 

The Milagros, then, were created in an academic environment, primarily for the 

enjoyment of fellow scholars, whether lay or clerical, who were all, however, connected 

to Church-based institutions of learning. Berceo, for example, likely received a 

Scholastic, Latin education in the literary arts of the trivium at the University of Palencia 

and would have found much inspiration for his work in the ample library of Latin texts at 

San Millan.1872 

                                                 
1871 Uría, “Estudio,” xii-xiii 
1872 Uría, “Estudio,” xiii-xiv 
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 This was an education imbued with a deep spirituality and Berceo’s works are, 

first and foremost, steeped in a religious doctrine based on a careful study of Scripture 

and patristic literature. In his poems, however, he applies these teachings with great 

flexibility and creative potency.1873 

 The Milagros, whose composition Baños sees as having begun before 1246 and 

continued until at least 1252,1874 are part of a long tradition of Marian devotion dating 

back to the earliest centuries of Eastern Christianity.1875 They also draw upon a western 

tradition of miracle accounts that commenced with celebrations of the lives of Saints 

Ambrose, Augustine and Idelfonse.1876 In the later Middle Ages, Mary became an ever 

more important presence, recognized as Mother of Christ and humanity, culminating in 

the writings of Saint Bernard of Clairvaux.1877   

                                                 
1873 Uría, “Estudio,” xiv-xv 
1874 Baños, “Prólogo,” xxxviii 
1875 Uría, “Estudio,” xix 
1876 Uría, “Estudio,” xix 
1877 Uría, “Estudio,” xix-xx. According to Marie Gildas, “St. Bernard of Clairvaux,” The Catholic 
Encyclopedia. Vol. 2 (New York: Robert Appleton Company, 1907), Web, 6 Jun. 2010, Saint Bernard of 
Clairvaux (1190, Fontaines, France -1153, Clairvaux), was drawn to poetry at a young age but always saw 
literature as a pathway to the contemplation of Scripture. In 1113 Bernard entered the Cistercian order and 
was asked by St. Stephen to found a new house for the order, which the young monk, now abbot, christened 
with the name “Clairvaux.” In the beginning he established such an extreme regimen for himself that he 
nearly destroyed his health. He attracted a wide following and in 1120 began his writing career with his 
“De Gradibus Superbiae et Humilitatis" and a collection of homilies entitled "De Laudibus Mariae," 
reflecting his lifelong devotion to the Virgin. Soon thereafter he successfully defended himself against 
rivals who had falsely accused him of defaming the Cluny order. His reformist endeavors eventually led 
him to challenge princes and kings and to become a papal advisor. In a famous incident, he came into 
conflict with Peter Abelard who, in the face of Bernard’s unassailable argumentation, was forced to retire 
from teaching. 
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This fervor generated an abundance of Latin collections of miracles attributed to 

the Virgin’s intervention.1878 Baños believes that Berceo’s Milagros represent a creative 

amplification of these literary sources, written in full consciousness of the genre’s 

conventions.1879 The didactic content is expressed in a very agreeable style, a language of 

the people in the spirit of the mester de juglaría, or minstrel verse, in which folk sayings 

and idioms are blended with the discipline of the cuaderna vía versification1880 and a 

latinization of the Castilian language on a verbal and syntactical level.1881 Baños insists 

that through these efforts Berceo was seeking to reach a wider public, both lay and 

clerical, than the typical reader of a Latin miracle collection.1882 Uría Maqua reiterates an 

alternative hypothesis, first suggested by Richard P. Kinkade, which proposes that the 

Milagros could, in fact, have been recited festively for an illiterate public, in much the 

same way as the minstrels would perform their epopeyas.1883 

 Berceo can be seen as both innovator and synthesizer who made significant 

contributions to Castilian verse, whose creative activity was, however, never an end in 

itself, but rather always in the service of transmitting Catholic doctrine. As Elizabeth 

Augspach points out, in this didactic mission, the role of a poet such as Berceo was 

naturally circumscribed: “Many of the miracles are repeated with some variations in the 

                                                 
1878 Baños, “Prólogo,” xli 
1879 Baños, “Prólogo,” xlii 
1880 Uría Maqua, “Introducción,” 12, offers this definition of the basic strophic units of the cuaderna vía 
form: “cuadernas monorrimas de versos de 14 sílabas, divididos por la pausa o cesura en dos isotiquios.” 
1881 Baños, “Prólogo,” xl-xli 
1882 Baños, “Prólogo,” lvi 
1883 Uría Maqua, “Introducción,” 14. See R.P. Kinkade, “Sermon in the Round: The Mester de Clerecía as 
Dramatic Art,” Studies in Honor of Gustavo Correa, ed. Ch. Faulhaber et al (Potomac, MD: Scripta 
Humanistica, 1986), 127-36. 
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collections. The authors of the collections were not striving for an original story line – an 

idea that would have been unthinkable for a culture that rested so heavily on the authority 

of tradition. Rather it was in the telling of the tale that the author attempted to excel.”1884 

Baños feels that this primary role of storytelling extends to the introduction, 

which he believes draws its ideas and symbolism from the works of Bernard of 

Clairvaux’s sermon De aquaeductu and the second of his Homilies in Praise of the Virgin 

Mary.1885 Furthermore, he believes that the Latin text Berceo used as his direct source 

contained a similar preface that also reflected the works of Saint Bernard.1886  

Dutton also feels strongly that in writing his introduction, Berceo, using materials 

close at hand in the monastery San Millan, must have closely followed an introductory 

poem included with the Latin source that inspired his Milagros, although this original 

introduction has been long lost to history.1887 John K. Walsh, however, believes Berceo 

was much more active in its creation, as a writer thoroughly familiar with the conventions 

of the otherworldly visions: “In the allegory to open the Milagros, Berceo takes all the 

fixed rarities that stir the senses in what he knows of literary other worlds and arranges 

them as centrifugal homage in the Marian paradise.”1888  

                                                 
1884 Elizabeth A. Augspach, The Garden as Woman's Space in Twelfth- and Thirteenth-Century Literature 
(Lewiston, NY: Edwin Mellen Press, 2004), 62 
1885 Baños, “Prólogo,” lxi 
1886 Baños, “Prólogo,” lxi-lxii 
1887 Brian Dutton, “Introducción,” Gonzalo de Berceo: Los milagros de Nuestra Señora, 2nd ed., rev. 
(London: Tamesis Books, Ltd., 1980): 37  
1888 John K. Walsh, “The Other World in Berceo’s Vida de Santa Oria,” Hispanic Studies in Honor of Alan 
D. Deyermond: a North American Tribute, ed. John S. Miletich (Madison, WI: Hispanic Seminary of 
Medieval Studies, 1986), 292. 
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In his introduction Berceo, in other words, uses poetic imagination in the sense 

that Kathryn Lynch sees as fundamental to dream vision texts, in which a microcosmic, 

imagined world gives form to chaos, resolving doubt and fear.1889 Here the reader is 

guided into a scene of idyllic beauty that is carefully evoked to channel the mind, through 

the medium of the aesthetic sense, towards an appreciation of love that is chaste, 

harmonious and divine, rather than erotic and sensual.  

In accordance with Piehler’s models of the literary dream vision,1890 Berceo’s 

introduction draws upon a deep source of spiritualized or otherworldly garden imagery, 

partly rooted in Scripture and developed through many centuries of Christian culture, for 

which the poet provides a clear, rational exegesis. The poem lacks, however, a potentia 

animae, and Berceo’s imagery is quite transparent and fully explained, therefore lacking 

to some degree the quality of enigmatic polyvalence1891 that Piehler associates with the 

genre. In a related sense the short work is one-dimensional in scope and does not enact 

the progression into ever deeper levels of meaning that McMahon sees as hallmarks of 

the meditative ascent text.1892 

As Berceo’s introduction begins, the poet recounts how as a pilgrim he found 

himself in a locus amoenus. No context is given for his entry into the garden space, and, 

in fact, his journey begins ex abruptus in strophe 2: 

Yo, maestro Gonçalvo de Berceo nomnado, 

                                                 
1889 See my pages 405. 
1890 See my pages 411-15. 
1891 See pages 413-14. 
1892 See my pages 417-18. 
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yendo en romería  caecí en un prado 
verde e bien sencido  de flores bien poblado 
logar cobdiciadura  pora omne cansado.1893 
 

The pilgrim has not fallen asleep and is not dreaming, but the poet draws attention to his 

weary state of mind at the time and the refreshment the garden represents.  

 In his description of this space in strophes 3 and 4, Berceo appeals to all the 

senses: 

Davan olor sovejo  las flores bien olientes, 
refrescavan en omne  las caras e las mientes;  
manavan cada canto  fuentes claras, corrientes, 
en verano bien frías,  en iverno calientes. 

 
  Avié grand abondo  de buenas arboledas, 
  milgranos e figueras,  peros e mazanedas,  
  e muchas otras fructas  de diversas monedas, 
  mas non avié ningunas podridas ni azedas.1894 
 
Although this is a space of perfect beauty, it is really an extension of the known, natural 

world rather than a radical break with ordinary reality As Augspach comments:  

Berceo’s desire to connect with his audience leads him to select fruit trees that are 
familiar to his listeners, so that these could know the shade and fruit that these 
trees gave. The garden and its elements, thus, present a recognizable and therefore 
intimate association for Berceo’s listeners. Nothing in it is odd or out of place, 
and the extraordinary nature of the garden is derived from the quality rather than 
the elements that constitute it.1895 

 
Berceo always proceeds with a degree of austerity, however, construing his description to 

avoid the erotic tonalities of the courtly love tradition, which abounds in literary gardens 

                                                 
1893 Gonzálo de Berceo, “Introducción,” Milagros de Nuestra Señora, ed. Fernando Baños (Barcelona: 
Crítica, 1997), 2a-d, p. 3 
1894 Berceo, “Introducción,” 3a-4d, p. 4 
1895 Augspach, Garden, 85 
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filled with exotic spices and sumptuous fruits, often derived from Middle Eastern 

cultures.1896 

In Berceo’s paradisiacal garden there are no humanly built structures, only 

flowers, fruit trees and flowing springs. It is also a space completely free of human 

cultivation, one that Berceo never actually refers to as “garden,” despite the many fruit-

bearing trees we would normally associate with a tilled and tended horticultural space.1897 

Augspach comments on the basic, underlying symbolic order at work here: “Mary is the 

Virgin Mother, that is, the Virgin who gave birth spontaneously without the intervention 

of man. Consequently, flowering fields that have not been cared for by a gardener were 

often seen as symbols of Mary.”1898 

 Augspach emphasizes that this way of envisioning a terrestrial space infused with 

numinous power represents a synthesis of the iconography of the hortus conclusus with 

the inherited tradition of imagining the Earthly Paradise.1899 It will be useful here to 

briefly comment on Augspach’s helpful analysis of the development of this garden 

imagery, since this is a type of landscape encountered in all of the foregoing discussions 

of dream vision literature. 

The hortus conclusus or “enclosed garden” is a literary topos that can be traced 

back from medieval culture to the biblical Song of Solomon, a work that both nourished 

                                                 
1896 Augspach, Garden, 86-87 
1897 Augspach, Garden, 74 
1898 Augspach, Garden, 73 
1899 Augspach, Garden, 36 
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medieval poetic imagination and challenged Christian interpreters with its openly erotic 

portrayal of an idyllic garden space:  

At the heart of the poem lies a garden brimming with female sensuality which 
western exegesis chose to interpret as an expression of divine love rather than 
human sexuality. Indeed, love, sensuality and holiness strike an interesting 
balance in the exegesis of the poem, and all three seem to meet in the hortus 
conclusus that lies at its center, where woman and garden become one. Woman 
and garden were glossed first to signify the Church, and alternatively the 
individual soul, and finally to stand for the one woman removed from fallen 
humanity, the Virgin Mary.1900 

 
Augspach credits St. Ambrose in his commentary on the Song of Solomon1901 with first 

linking this image of a sacred, protected and sensuous cultivated precinct with the 

traditional belief in a divinely created Earthly Paradise:  

Ambrose managed to conflate both gardens in such a way that the Earthly 
Paradise was the recipient of all the spices that derive from the hortus conclusus 
of the Song of Solomon. As a result, the Earthly Paradise grew even more 
beautiful. Striking descriptions of this garden were done without fear of incurring 
in sensual abandon because God had fashioned it for enjoyment of man in a purer 
stage.1902 

 
This blending of the spiritual with the erotic grew deeper and more elaborate throughout 

the Middle Ages, so that the by the 13th century, with the full flowering of Marian 

devotion taking place in Western European religious, literary and artistic life, poets 

finally felt free to portray this kind of garden of delight in all its beauty.1903 

Berceo’s writing, however, reflects a growing divergence in the depiction of 

spiritual and erotic spaces. The idyllic hortus conclusus, for example, was often relegated 

                                                 
1900 Augspach, Garden, 23 
1901 Patrologia Latina, 15, Col. 1911A – 1911C 
1902 Augspach, Garden, 36 
1903 Augspach, Garden, 48 
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to secular literature as a setting for the amorous encounter of a lady with her knight, such 

as we find in the earliest known example of Castilian poetry, the “Razón de amor,” 

composed around 1205. This kind of space would be elaborately developed in works such 

as the Roman de la Rose and Bocaccio’s Amorosa Visione. Religious poets, however, 

began to conceive of a rather different and unbounded garden setting, secure in the fact 

that it is fully identical with the infinite and incorruptible power of the Virgin Mary as the 

Divine Feminine, reminiscent of the classical goddess figure: 

The Virgin’s power is written into the garden of the introduction, beginning with 
the fact that the Virgin is its sole owner. She holds sway over everything that goes 
on within it. It is not a garden created by God in which Mary has submissively 
been placed for her delectation. She is the garden, suffusing it with her nature, 
refreshing it – and presiding over it.1904 

 
Although Augspach sees this as a rare case in medieval literature,1905 it is belongs to a 

larger generic convention used in literary dream visions for the depiction of inner 

landscapes. In fact, dream vision writers work along the continuum from erotic sensuality 

to holiness, imagining a great diversity of spaces evoking contrasting psychic states or 

qualities. The symbolic values of both closed and open garden spaces and also of wilder, 

idyllic nature scenes become, together with images of terrifying infernal regions and 

exotic, celestial expanses, basic, formative elements of the literary narrative, even in 

shorter works such as the allegorical poetry of Francisco Imperial.    

Berceo’s fifth strophe evokes a scene of refreshment on a hot day: 

La verdura del prado,   la olor de las flores, 
                                                 
1904 Augspach, Garden, 69 
1905 Augspach, Garden, 69 
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las sombras de los árbores de temprados savores 
refrescáronme todo,  e perdí los sudores.1906 

 
This imagery is very close to the description Francisco Imperial will give of the dream 

meadow in his Dezir. He then removes his clothes and lies down in the shade of the 

tree.1907 Augspach connects this disrobing with a return to a state of Edenic innocence in 

a garden space so full of divine beauty and completely protected from harsh elements that 

the pilgrim can leave behind all sense of shame.1908  

 In strophe 7 the poet gives an account of his state of mind and the extraordinary 

sounds the pilgrim was able to enjoy: 

Yaziendo a la sombra  perdí todos cuidados, 
odí sonos de aves  dulces e modulados 
nunca udieron omnes   órganos más temprados, 
nin que formar pudiessen sones más acordados.1909 

 
The pilgrim’s resting posture beneath the tree suggests the state of sleep or reverie that is 

a necessary part of the dream vision tradition. The birdsong, described as more beautiful 

than any human music, affirms that the pilgrim is now in a supernatural rather than an 

ordinary place. Many of the dream visions explored in this chapter include references to 

enchanting music, including Imperial’s Dezir. 

 Augspach reveals a basic approach used by Berceo here and throughout the poem, 

where elements taken from the natural world and human culture are elevated to become 

reflections of a numinous dimension: “As usual, Berceo chooses the familiar. In this case, 

                                                 
1906 Berceo, “Introducción,” 5a-c, p. 4 
1907 Berceo, “Introducción,” 6c, p. 4 
1908 Augspach, Garden, 87-8 
1909 Berceo, “Introducción,” 7a-d, pp. 4-5 
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the birds sing in the same way that human beings would in a choir. The difference is in 

the degree of perfection with which the birds sing. This choir makes no mistakes, and, 

according to stanza 9, no human choir can hope to approximate its perfection.”1910 

Further examples are given below from dream vision texts that similarly combine 

references from everyday life and natural scenes with descriptions of fantastic beings, 

images and scenery. 

 The poet adds to his description, giving further evidence of the marvelous 

qualities of this garden space. It enjoys the gentle climate of an eternal spring. Moreover, 

the human and avian visitors can take as many flowers as they wish and they will always 

be miraculously replaced.1911 As the poet explains, the garden is an Edenic, spiritually 

vital space, reflecting the masterful hand of divinity: 

Semeja esti prado  egual de Paraíso 
en qui Dios tan grand gracia,  tan grant bendición miso; 
el que crió tal cosa  maestro fue anviso; 
omne que hí morasse  nunca perdríe el viso.1912 

 
The poet has now established this as the domain and work of the Creator and, equally 

important, as a place where the sense of vision, both in its physical and spiritual aspects, 

is continually renewed. 

 In the second, larger section of the poem Berceo offers an exegesis of the garden 

imagery he has presented, so that the reader might appreciate the true substance lying 

hidden right beneath the appealing surface of figurative language. He begins by 

                                                 
1910 Augspach, Garden, 90 
1911 Berceo, “Introducción,” vv. 49-52, p. 6 
1912 Berceo, “Introducción,” vv. 53-6, p. 6 
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announcing this literary strategy: “Tolgamos la corteza, al meollo entremos.”1913 There is 

an inner realm of meaning, abstract and yet spiritually fulfilling, which the imagery can 

only partially suggest. 

 The central metaphor of the pilgrimage through the garden, we are told, is the 

journey all Christians take through terrestrial life toward the heavenly Paradise: 

Todos cuanto vevimos que en piedes andamos, 
siquiere en presión  o en lecho yagamos, 
todos somos romeos  que en camino pasamos; 
San Piedro diz esto,  por él vos los provamos. 
 
Cuanto aquí vivimos,  en agenos moramos 
la ficança durable  suso la esperamos 
la nuestra romería   estonz la acabamos 
cuando a Paraíso   las almas envïamos.1914   

 
Although it is highly unlikely that Berceo would have been influenced directly by Neo-

Platonist doctrines, one theme here coincides with the spiritual framework that informed 

the Somnium Scipionis and inspired many medieval dream vision texts. This is the view 

of human life on Earth as a kind of exile for the soul from its true, heavenly home. Brian 

Dutton shows how this notion of human life as a pilgrimage also appears often in 

Scripture and was a metaphor commonly used in the writings of the Church Fathers.1915  

 The poet now shows us the inner significance of the image of the eternally green 

and perfect meadow: 

Esti prado fue siempre verde en onestat, 

                                                 
1913 Berceo, “Introducción,” v. 63, p. 7 
1914 Berceo, “Introducción,” vv. 65-72, p. 7 
1915 Dutton, “Introduccion,” 40, offers the following Biblical verses: Peter I:2, 11; Psalm 38:13; I Parables 
39:15; Genesis 47:8-9; and Hebrews 11 and 13.  
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ca nunca ovo mácula   la su virginidad; 
post partum et in partu fue virgen de verdat 
ilesa, incorrupta  en su entegredat.1916 

 
The multisensory nature scene that has been transmitted to suggests a state of mind that 

the poet now wishes for the reader to associate with the Virgin Mary.1917 The literary 

dream vision abounds in such relationships in which a complex imaginary world points 

towards a spiritual concept, reality or mood, even if the poet avoids the kind of clear and 

direct exegesis that Berceo offers here. 

 Berceo then connects the four flowing springs with the evangelists;1918 the 

refreshing shade beneath the trees with Mary’s constant intercessions on behalf of 

sinners;1919 the trees themselves with her miracles;1920 and the musical birds with the 

Church Fathers,1921 who sing her praises in company with the Old Testament prophets 

who foresaw her Earthly life, and with the apostles, saints and the community of all 

churches.1922  

                                                 
1916 Berceo, “Introducción,” vv. 77-80, p. 8 
1917 Dutton, “Introducción,” 40-41, shows how this metaphor was also used by Saint Bernard in his sermon 
De laude novae militae ad milites Templi liber, tom. 183, col. 42 and can be traced back as far as Vigilius 
Tapsens, which developed the Marian metaphor of the fructus ventris into a field of flowers 
1918 Dutton, “Introducción,” 42, explains that flowing springs were a part of the classical locus amoenus and 
the Biblical Eden. He cites Saint Isidore as an early writer who allegorically interpreted the four springs 
seen in the scriptural Paradise as the four evangelists.  
1919 Shade as a symbol of Mary’s protection draws upon Biblical imagery that Dutton traces back to Daniel 
IV:7-9. 
1920 Dutton, “Introducción,” 42, connects these fruit trees with the classical locus amoenus and also with St. 
Isidore’s commentary on the Earthy Paradise. 
1921 The association of birds with divinity appears, according to Dutton, “Introduucción,”42-44, in Daniel 
IV:7-9 and in the dream of Nebuchadnezzar (Daniel 2: 1-49). Patristic exegesis, he explains, decoded the 
birds in the great fruit-bearing tree as singing Mary’s praises. Finally, Dutton refers to the Celtic dream 
vision tradition, in which the souls of the dead are represented as birds 
1922 Berceo, “Introducción,” vv. 81-120, pp. 8-10 
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The final section of the introduction to the Milagros uses figurative language to 

celebrate Mary’s role as a force of protection: 

La benedicta Virgen  es estrella clamada 
estrella de los mares,   guiona deseada; 
es de los marineros   en las cuitas guardada, 
ca cuando éssa veden  es la nave guiada.1923 

 
Fernando Baños sees a possible connection between this strophe and the Second Homily 

of Saint Bernard of Clairvaux, which ends with this same metaphor.1924 

 Among the many images Berceo now enumerates, one strophe is resplendent in 

agricultural images: 

Es dicha vid, es uva  almendra, malgranada 
que de granos de gracia está toda calcada 
oliva, cedro, bálsamo,  palma bien ajumada 
piértega en que sovo  la serpiente alzada.1925 

 
The emphasis is once again placed on fruit-bearing plants belonging to human culture. 

The reference to the serpent, however, returns the reader to the divinely ordered and 

superabundant Garden of Eden as a deeper source of Berceo’s introduction. This strophe 

contains and integrates the basic polarities often seen in dream vision landscapes between 

wild spaces and the markers of human culture, connecting the ordinary world with 

numinous forces. The poet then closes the introduction by invoking the guidance of the 

Virgin as he sets out to write his accounts of her 25 miracles.1926 

  

                                                 
1923 Berceo, “Introducción,” vv. 125-128, p. 11  
1924 Baños, note to Berceo, “Introducción,” p. 11 
1925 Berceo, “Introducción,” vv. 153-156, pp. 13-14 
1926 Berceo, “Introducción,” vv. 181-184, p. 15 
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7. Berceo: Vida de Santa Oria 

From Berceo’s own hand, it is clear that the Vida de Santa Oria1927 was written 

near the end of his life, if it was not his last work: “Quiero en mi vegez, maguer so ya 

cansado, / de esta sancta virgin romançar su dictado.”1928 The hagiographical poem 

celebrating the short life of this 11th-century Riojan nun and saint1929 is, according to 

Berceo himself, based on a Latin Vita written by a monk known only as Munio. As 

teacher or confessor to Oria and her mother Amuña, Munio based his work, in turn, on 

the personal testimony of both women.1930 Though the Latin source remains undiscovered 

to this day,1931 documentary evidence confirms that a monk named Munio, recognized as 

a gifted writer, was in fact connected with the monastery at San Millan in the 11th 

century.1932 

                                                 
1927 The Vida de Santa Oria is preserved in three copies: one from the 14th c., Ms. 4b of the Real Academia 
Española de la Lengua; and two copies of manuscript Ms. 4b made in the 18th century: Ms. 93 from the 
archive of the Monastery of Silos and Ms. 18577 / 16 at the Biblioteca Nacional Española.  
1928 Berceo, Poema de Santa Oria, ed. Isabel Uría Maqua (Madrid: Clásicos Castilla, 1981), 2a-b, p. 91 
1929 As Uría Maqua, “Introduction,” 15-6, summarizes from the poem that she pairs with a chronology 
provided by Padre Argaís, Saint Oria was born in the village of Villavelayo in 1043. Her parents are known 
only by their first names, Amuña and García. She entered the monastery of San Millán de la Cogolla as a 
cloistered nun at the age of nine together with Amuña and would live there the rest of her life. She 
submitted herself to a severe ascetic discipline and had the first of a series of heavenly visions in 1068, at 
the age of 25. She died in 1070 at the young age of 27 and is reported to have appeared her mother in a 
dream vision. Berceo states that she was buried in a cave behind the church of San Millán e Suso. 
1930 Uría Maqua, “Introducción,” 19 
1931 Uría Maqua, “Introducción,” 21. Uría Maqua, 23, offers the following as proof of the Latin text’s 
existence: that Berceo could not have known the several minor 11th century personages connected to San 
Millán and the local region that are found in the text; that Berceo uses dates from the Mozarabic calendar, 
which was officially abandoned at the Council of Burgos in 1081; that the text mentions the obligation of 
receiving communion at Pentecost, a practice abolished by the fourth Lateran Council in 1215; and a 
handful of abrupt, inexplicable lapses into first-person narration, where the voice of Munio seems to take 
over from the voice of Berceo. 
1932 Uría Maqua, “Introducción,” 19, cites the inscription of the frontispiece of the chest containing Oria’s 
relics, where a figure named Munio is depicted as one of the monks, prostrate in prayer and listed as 
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 Walsh challenges the textual evidence Uría Maqua provides for the existence of 

the Latin text as insubstantial, proposing instead that Berceo is the primary creative force 

behind the poem and that his references to an earlier Vita are fictional, forming a 

deliberate narrative strategy of creating the narrative distance that would allow Oria’s 

experiences to stand on their own and be properly received as authoritative.1933 

For Walsh, the work reflects Berceo’s deep knowledge of a literary tradition of 

spiritual voyages and lives of saints that sets Berceo’s Vida de Santa Oria apart from his 

other hagiographical works:  

Whether Munio wrote a full biography or something less that a meager notation, 
there is no Bercean vida so dependent upon the motifs of other ecclesiastic 
literature, both of the other world and the legends of saints. Ultimately the few 
bare particulars of the life and death of Oria are least essential in the poem. It is 
the emphasis on the celestial that gives the legend translucence in the poem.1934 
 

 Walsh, however, does not challenge the documentary evidence provided for the 

historical Munio by Uría Maqua, nor does he fully address how a 13th century clerical 

author working in a conservative rural setting would have broken with his own practices 

in composing his other Vidas, for which the Latin sources are clearly known, and felt free 

to individually create the larger part the Santa Oria text.  

Uría Maqua, for her part, also sees this Vida as a fundamentally literary work, but 

one dependent on generic conventions specific to the Latin hagiographical tradition and 

appropriate to an 11th-century Vida: “Así, la visión de un coro de Vírgenes, el énfasis en 

                                                                                                                                                 
“Munius scriba politer supplex.” Munio is also the name of a scribe and monk appearing in 12 documents 
at San Millán dating from 1048–1087. 
1933 Walsh, “Other World,” 293-94 
1934 Walsh, “Other World,  296 
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lo blanco, la luz intensa, la mención de Cristo como Esposo, la paloma, la columna con la 

escala que conduce al Cielo, etc., se encuentran, más o menos, en otras Vidas de Santos y 

Santas famosas y Libros de Visiones.”1935 Some of these symbols appear in further vision 

texts addressed in this survey,   suggesting that they are universal in scope, belonging to 

an imaginary fount deeply ingrained in the human psyche that is common to many human 

cultures and epochs.  

 T. Anthony Perry creates a helpful distinction between Berceo’s allegorical use of 

symbols in his introduction to the Milagros and the more literal sense in which spiritual 

signs are presented in the Vida de Santa Oria:   

A good access to symbolism in Santa Oria is to accept Berceo’s constant 
assertion that the story is historically true, that Oria actually had such visions as 
are described in the narrative. As such, the poem differs sharply from the 
Introduction to the Milagros, which is, more properly speaking, an allegory. The 
latter is presented in the haze of a dream not unlike that of Santa Oria, but the 
poet is careful not to state that what follows is actually a vision.1936 

 
Perry insists, however, that both works draw upon a deep wellspring of spiritual imagery 

common to all human cultures across time. 

 It must be noted that this universal symbolic element is expressed within the 

boundaries and patterns and of a literary form specific to a relatively short time period 

and small geographical area. As Uría Maqua explains, Berceo’s use of the cuaderna vía 

versification creates a narrative that is built of strophe’s that represent independent units 

of meaning:  

                                                 
1935 Uría Maqua, “Introducción,” 21 
1936 T. Anthony Perry, “Allegory and Symbolism,” Art and Meaning in Berceo’s Vida de Santa Oria (New 
Haven: Yale U.P., 1968), 94  
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Como es sabido, la cuaderna, o estrofa usada por los clérigos del mester culto, 
suele contener una unidad semántica y sintáctica de sentido completo. En nuestro 
poema, esta norma se observa con una constancia total; cada cuaderna constituye 
un período lingüístico u oración compuesta, que narra o describe una escena, 
cuadro, o motivo.1937 

 
This has the effect of breaking up the flow of the dream sequences, bringing the reader to 

focus on a series of almost static images in a way that is unique for the genre. This is 

consistent with Uría Maqua’s assessment of Berceo’s dominant mode of discourse:  

En las visiones, en efecto, la voz del autor-narrador desaparece por momentos y, 
en su lugar, son los propios personajes del poema, sujetos activos de la acción, 
quienes nos informan directamente de los hechos, a través del diálogo. De esta 
manera el relato se actualiza, dramatizándose y, consecuentemente, el tiempo 
verbal dominante pasa a ser el Presente.1938 

 
In most dream vision texts, due to the complexity of the relationship between poet and 

pilgrim figure as integral components of a single, autobiographical narrative voice, the 

craft of storytelling is of necessity developed to a much higher degree than in Berceo’s 

Vida. 

 The Vida de Santa Oria is a text that imagines a spiritual dimension of life 

according to a clearly delineated theological worldview, to provide an alternative to the 

growing materialism and scientific intellectualism of the Scholastic age, fulfilling in this 

way the primary function Kathryn Lynch assigns to the mature medieval dream vision. 

Here it is not so much a question of resolving doubt and fear, but rather of integrating the 

abstract theories of a university culture with hopeful pictures of eternal life, one that 

could appeal to a broad audience -- both lay and clerical, educated and illiterate.  
                                                 
1937 Uría Maqua, “Introducción,” 28 
1938 Uría Maqua, “Introducción,” 33 
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Berceo’s Vida is not, however, a work in dialogue with its literary antecedents in 

the sense Piehler deems characteristic of the literary dream vision genre,1939 and yet it 

follows patterns found in other saints’ lives and incorporates imagery common to many 

spiritual traditions. The Vida de Santa Oria uses these established patterns to set forth a 

path of educating and inspiring the reader through a progressive development of ideas 

that reaches a moment of fulfillment of the text’s underlying tenets and doctrine, 

embodying in this way many of McMahon’s principles found in meditative ascent 

texts.1940 

Following an invocation, Berceo informs the reader in strophes 6 and 7 that he is 

not the creator of this dream vision, but instead will adapt it from an authoritative written 

record he has found, the hagiographical account composed at San Millan by a certain 

“don Munio,” which he intends to faithfully transmit.1941   

 In strophes 11 and 12 Berceo speaks of Oria’s parents, Amunia and Garcia, who 

are shown to have lived exemplary Christian lives. This helps establish Oria as a Dreamer 

of spotless lineage with a character formed in an ideal Catholic environment.1942 In the 

                                                 
1939 See my pages 416-17. 
1940 See my page 417. 
1941 I have opted to use Uría Maqua’s edition, which alters in places the text contained in the14th century 
manuscript to conform more closely to the norms of cuaderna vía versification and to better reflect a 
conservative, 13th century Castilian lexicon. Uría Maqua has also changed the ordering of some of the 
strophes to create a more logical narrative flow, addressing what she sees as further distortions resulting 
from the manuscript transmission of the poem. Through these changes she has captured both the beauty of 
the language and the dramatic tension that must have been a part of Berceo’s original manuscript. See Uría 
Maqua, “Introducción,” 45-68. 
1942 Uría Maqua, “Introducción,” 16, suggest that Oria was most likely well to do, and had Latin reading 
skills that allowed her to study accounts of saints’ lives. 
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18th-strophe Berceo shows how as a young girl Oria was utterly, if not excessively 

scrupulous in her conduct, putting into practice what she had learned from her parents: 

Apriso las costumbres  de los buenos parientes, 
quanto li castigavan  ponié en ello mientes, 
con ambos sus labriellos apretava sus dientes, 
que non saliesen dende verbos desconvenientes.1943 

 
As is the case for many protagonists of dream visions, an emphasis is places here on the 

prized quality of moral temperance. The difference here is that it is already deeply 

ingrained in Santa Oria as a child and not, as is more often in works of this genre, a 

quality that must be won through hard struggle as the narrative develops. 

 In strophe 20, Berceo describes the secluded, austere existence Oria began to lead 

even in her early life: 

Desamparó el mundo  Oria, toca negrada, 
en un rencón angosto  entró emparedada, 
sufrié grant astinencia  vivié vida lazrada 
por ond ganó en cabo  de Dios rica soldada.1944 

 
Although in a very different spiritual, social and historical context, Oria’s biography thus 

reflects the prescribed inward turn of consciousness and renunciation of corporeal life 

that enters the dream vision tradition with Cicero’s Dream of Scipio, becoming a 

hallmark of the genre. 

 Oria’s first dream takes place on a holy day, the celebration of the Roman martyr 

Saint Eugenia, which according to the Mozarabic calendar took place December 27. 

Berceo describes the occasion and Oria’s state of mind: “Vido de visiones una infinidat / 
                                                 
1943 Berceo, “Santa Oria,” 18a-d, p. 96 
1944 Berceo, “Santa Oria,” 20a-d, p. 97  
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onde parez que era plena de sanctidat.”1945 One has the impression that no text can truly 

do justice to the vastness and radicality of this experience, which is a grace that is 

inseparable from the saintly character of Oria herself. 

 The dream proper, which begins in strophe 29, follows a period of deep 

contemplation: 

Después de las matinas, leída la lectión, 
escuchóla bien Oria  con grant devoçión, 
quiso dormir un poco,  tomar consolación, 
vido en poca ora  una grant visïón.1946 

 
The vision comes, then, in the darkest hours of the morning, at a moment of spiritual 

repose, when Oria’s mind is centered upon Holy Scripture. The poet emphasizes the 

compression of time that occurs. Oria will, in fact, encounter a multitude of extraordinary 

beings and dreamscapes within what is described as a short period of sleep. 

 Oria’s gaze is first drawn to three virgin martyrs: Agatha, Eulalia and Cecilia.1947 

In strophe 32, the poet comments on their brilliant and youthful appearance: 

Todas estas tres vírgenes que avedes oídas, 
todas eran eguales  de un color bestidas, 
semejava que eran  en un día nacidas, 
luzíen como estrellas,   tant eran de bellidas.1948 

 
These will be the dream guides of Oria, and as is almost customary for the genre, they are 

shown in radiant spiritual light. Berceo describes them as accompanied by doves.   

                                                 
1945 Berceo, “Santa Oria,” 28c, d, p. 99 
1946 Berceo, “Santa Oria,” 29a-d, p. 100 
1947 Berceo, “Santa Oria,” 30a-31d, p. 100 
1948 Berceo, “Santa Oria,” 32a-d, pp. 100-1 
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 Oria is at first terrified by this vision but is soon comforted by the Holy Spirit, 

which Perry interprets as clearly connected to the symbol of the doves.1949 At a deeper 

level, he construes a relationship between the dove / Holy Spirit as a comforting presence 

and the text’s description of Oria herself as a source of solace: “luz era e confuerto de la 

su vezindat” (25d).1950 This warm presence is necessary for the young Dreamer, who has 

made a total break with ordinary reality and struggles to assimilate her experiences. In 

strophes 37 and 38, the three martyrs help with this process as they reveal the dream’s 

purpose to her:  

Combidarte venimos,  Oria nuestra hermana, 
envíanos don Christo,  de quien todo bien mana, 
que subas en los Çielos e que veas que gana 
el serviçio que fazes  e la saya de lana. 

 
Tú mucho te deleitas  en las nuestras procesiones, 
de amor e de grado  leyes nuestras razones, 
queremos que entiendas entre las visiones 
qual gloria reçibiemos  e quales galardones.1951 

 
As is the case with Cicero’s Scipio, Oria will be given a vision and foretaste of the 

afterlife realm. Here, however, this extraordinary experience is proferred more as a 

reward for her exemplary devotion rather than as a call to greater dedication to the inner 

life.  

 Perry sheds light on the symbolic value played by the various groups of spiritual 

beings Oria will encounter throughout the text: “The allegorical persons […] prefigure 

                                                 
1949 Perry, “Allegory,” 96 
1950 Perry, “Allegory,” 96 
1951 Berceo, “Santa Oria,” 37a-38d, p. 102 
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Oria’s own fate, they stand for important aspects of her spiritual development.”1952 He 

sees it as particularly significant that these first dream guides, dressed in dazzling white 

garments evoking the quality of purity, are venerated martyrs: “The meaning can only be 

that the three virgin-martyrs signify Oria’s figurative martyrdom, her asceticism of the 

flesh.”1953 This is an astute commentary on a text that places great moral weight on the 

cathartic endurance of corporal suffering, portraying it as a necessary price to be paid for 

the highest heavenly rewards. 

 The virgins advise Oria to follow both them and the dove, who will now serve as 

a kind of protector who will keep the vision free of deception.1954 Oria now sees a central 

architectural feature, a great column extending into Heaven flanked by a staircase: 

Avié en la columna  escalones e gradas, 
veer solemos tales  en las torres obradas, 
yo sobí por algunas   esto muchas vegadas, 
por tal suben las almas  que son aventuradas.1955 

 
Berceo’s text, whether following don Munio’s narration or embellishing what has been 

received, shows that heaven, while incomparably grander than the ordinary world, is not 

an altogether alien or exotic space. Strophe 43 reminds us that the biblical Jacob had also 

seen such a ladder or stairway in his dream, grounding this account in a scriptural 

visionary tradition.  

                                                 
1952 Perry, “Allegory,” 96 
1953 Perry, “Allegory,” 96 
1954 Berceo, “Santa Oria,” 40a-d, p. 103 
1955 Berceo, “Santa Oria,” 42a-d, p. 104 
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 Oria ascends with the angels1956 and they arrive in a splendid meadow dominated 

by a great tree:  

Verde era el ramo  de fojas bien cargado 
facié sombra sabrosa  e logar muy temprado, 
tenié redor al tronco  marabilloso prado 
más valié esso solo  que un rico regnado.1957 
 

This description recalls the locus amoenus of the idyllic paradise garden from Berceo’s 

introduction to the Milagros. Perry sees the column and tree functioning as a single 

symbolic unit drawing on universal spiritual imagery:  

both tree and column form part of that cluster of images known to the historian of 
religions as symbols of the center, whose function it is to join heaven and Earth 
and facilitate the passage from one to the other. Further, since it is the journey to 
heaven that is emphasized, these images are related in turn with the dove, the 
flight of the souls, and the ladder, all of which form yet another group known as 
symbols of ascent or transcendence.1958 

 
This is a place in the text where Berceo achieves a balance between imagery coming 

from a deep, pre-rational source in the human mind with the careful theological plan he 

has incorporated into his account of Oria’s dream. This serves as yet another example of 

Piehler’s observation that dream vision literature works toward a synthesis of 

mythological raw material with the rigorous organizing capacity of human reason.1959 

Oria is a rare human being who is granted the gift, or has earned the right, of 

having her soul ascend into blessed spiritual spaces. This is a common thread linking all 

of the dream visions examined in this review, although each literary work imagines this 

                                                 
1956 Berceo, “Santa Oria,” 45a-46d, pp. 104-5 
1957 Berceo, “Santa Oria,” 47a-d, pp. 105 
1958 Perry, “Allegory,” 100-1 
1959 See my pages 411-13. 
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capacity to make the voyage between worlds quite differently. Walsh comments on the 

unique way in which Berceo’s text depicts the relationship between the spiritual and 

terrestrial worlds:  

In Berceo’s poem the other world is never simply a heavenly terrain or a distant 
gyre. Here in the visions, the poem does not stress the distance between heavenly 
and Earthly planes, but directs the narrator – through gaze and gesture – to fuse 
the levels making the heavens a place within reach of the convent that was the 
saint’s habitat.1960 

 
This accessibility of the spiritual spaces to Oria, however, must be seen within the 

context of the poem’s repeated references to the extraordinary corporal and mental 

disciplines practiced by the nun since childhood and regarded together with scenes of 

extreme physical anguish through illness. This is to say that while Oria’s poem disposes 

of the step-by-step progression of psychological trials that are common for the 

protagonist of a literary dream vision, we are meant to see Oria’s reward of eternal 

happiness as a singular achievement and an equally strong representation of the 

imagination of the heavenward journey as the endpoint of an arduous inner struggle.    

 The fluidity with which Oria moves in the spiritual realms is matched, according 

to Perry, by a dream-like flow of imagery, in which each symbol arises and then 

dissolves into the next, with little transition between them. Berceo is working with 

universal symbols yet submits them to a singular disposition: “what is remarkable in 

Santa Oria is not simply the presence or quality of such symbols […] but rather their 

concentrated profusion and especially the way in which they are juxtaposed or, rather, 

                                                 
1960 Walsh, “Other World,” 296-97 
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superimposed.”1961 In the sequences of the dream visions of Dante, Boccaccio, Petrarch 

and Francisco Imperial that are devoted to processions of spiritual beings, images 

similarly come to the fore and disappear without having the clear spatial reference points 

of waking reality.    

Oria climbs the tree with the virgins and, in a state of blessed joy, they look up to 

Heaven, where they see open windows streaming with light.1962 This is a threshold 

through which angelic spiritual beings, or angels, now come to them: 

Salieron tres personas  por essas averturas 
cosas eran angélicas,  con blancas vestiduras,  
sendas vergas en mano de preçiosas pinturas, 
vinieron contra ellas  en humanas figuras.1963 
 

This is the beginning of a procession of saintly men. Such scenes of visionary parades, 

both of holy and corrupted souls, will become a staple of dream vision literature and 

often serve an allegorical function. Here, however, they are mentioned in passing, letting 

the reader know something about the nature of Heaven’s inhabitants. Addressing the 

character of these beings, Perry sees the radiant portals as inseparable from the angels 

themselves, implying that they work as a whole to communicate a quality of spiritual 

illumination.1964 

                                                 
1961 Perry, “Allegory,” 102-3 
1962 Berceo, “Santa Oria,” 48a-d, p. 105 
1963 Berceo, “Santa Oria,” 50a-d, p. 105 
1964 Perry, “Allegory,” 104-5 
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 The dove guides them to the court of Heaven, where they see a great throng of 

men in white garments.1965 In response to Oria’s puzzled questions, the virgins explain 

that these are saintly canons.1966 Oria recognizes several among them who lived 

exemplary lives in the region of San Millan.1967  

 The four women see an even larger procession of martyrs in strophe 61: 

Todos vestién casullas  de preçiosas colores, 
blagos en las siniestras,  como predicadores, 
cálices en las diestras  de oro muy mejores, 
semejavan ministros  de preçiosos señores.1968  

 
This iconographic description of the men, associating them with symbolic accruements, 

might appear to come from an impulse that is similar to that informing the representation 

of the Virtues in the Psychomachia. Perry, however, sees the symbolism as much more 

transparent, stating that the blago, or staff, is “merely a sign indicating the occupation of 

preaching.”1969 

Here again, Oria already knows some of the men but learns that Don Gómez, an 

11th-century abbot of San Millan, is not among their company.1970 The placement of 

historical figures among the saved or the damned or, in the case of Imperial’s Dezir, as 

symbols of wickedness, is common in dream vision literature. In Berceo’s text, however, 

these are individuals who would have been known primarily to the people of the local 

                                                 
1965 Berceo, “Santa Oria,” 52a-55d, p. 106 
1966 Berceo, “Santa Oria,” 56a-57d, p. 106 
1967 Berceo, “Santa Oria,” 58a-59d, p. 106-7 
1968 Berceo, “Santa Oria,” 61a-d, p. 107 
1969 Perry, “Allegory,” 109 
1970 Berceo, “Santa Oria,” 44a-45d, p. 108 
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region adjacent to San Millan and most likely completely forgotten by the time of 

Berceo. As Walsh comments, “The motif of spotting the local and familiar amid the 

paradisiac is, of course, a commonplace in narratives of the other world: the device 

makes access more creditable to the listeners.”1971 

This strengthens his assertion that Berceo invented these textual references to 

create the illusion of having worked with an 11th-century source and since Don Gómez 

also appears in Berceo’s Vida de Santo Domingo as a villainous figure, such a possibility 

cannot be completely dismissed. At the same time, however, the presence of other, much 

more obscure personages in the text, most of them historically corroborated by Uría 

Maqua, does suggest the existence of an account by a writer who was nearer in time to 

the events at hand. 

The saintly men come to embrace Oria, but she feels unworthy of such a 

reception.1972 The virgins explain to her that such heavenly blessings are not based on 

merit but rather on grace received through one’s dedication to Christ.1973 In this way the 

dream guides perform an exegetical function, making accessible and approachable a 

concept or reality that is at first beyond understanding or even emotionally terrifying or 

overwhelming. 

                                                 
1971 Walsh, “Other World,” 294 
1972 Berceo, “Santa Oria,” 67a-68d, p. 109 
1973 Berceo, “Santa Oria,” 71a-d, p. 109 
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 Oria asks her guides to help find her childhood teacher and caretaker Urraca.1974 

They lead her to a great military-like procession that is so long that Oria cannot see her 

teacher but can only recognize her unforgettable voice.1975 Similar references to arrays of 

souls or spiritual beings in appear in the Escala de Mahoma, and they may be part of a 

literary stream that influenced the triumphal processions of historical personages central 

to the dream visions of Boccaccio and Petrarch discussed below.  This same procession is 

found in medieval liturgical drama and is known, generically as the Ordo Prophetarum or 

Procession of the Prophets that is also depicted in many architectural settings of the 

Middle Ages, primarily in the Pórtico de la Gloria of the Cathedral of Santiago de 

Compostela.1976 The Ordines were performed all over Europe and reflected a common 

belief in the same phenomenon in Heaven.  

As they reach the end of this long line of souls, they encounter a richly adorned 

seat which remains empty and under wraps: 

En cabo de las vírgenes toda la az passada, 
falló muy rica siella  de oro bien labrada, 
de piedras muy preçiosas toda engastonada, 
mas estava vazía  e muy bien seellada. 

 
Vedié sobre la siella  muy rica acithara, 
non podrié en est mundo cosa seer tan clara; 
Dios solo faz tal cosa  que sus siervos empara, 
que non podrié comprarla toda alfoz de Lara.1977 

 

                                                 
1974 Berceo, “Santa Oria,” 72a-77d, pp. 109-10 
1975 Berceo, “Santa Oria,” 79a-d, p. 110 
1976 See Moralejo Alvarez, Serafín. “Le porche de la Gloire de la Cathédrale de Compostelle: prolème 
d’interprétation.” Cahiers de Saint-Michel-de-Cuxá 16 (1985): 92-116. 
1977 Berceo, “Santa Oria,” 80a-81d, p. 110 



514 

Here a familiar work of craftsmanship, a tapestry, is invested with powerful spiritual 

qualities, communicated through the references to its brightness, and once again a 

synthesis is created between the ordinary and terrestrial and that which exceeds anything 

knowable on Earth. Berceo holds the seat to be of greater value than the entire kingdom 

of Castile.1978 

 For Perry, Berceo has developed the symbol of the seat in a way that is quite 

transparent rather than as a bearer of complex, hidden meaning:  

The place of the throne signifies that Oria’s merit is higher than that of all other 
virgins. The gold means simply that the reward is worth much, and also probably 
that the “oro” is especially suited for “Oria,” a pun not unfamiliar to readers of the 
poem. Berceo’s chance to wax symbolic is over precious gems […] However, the 
gems are bypassed with the vague “preciosas.” As in the case of “bright as the 
sun,” the epithet is admirative rather than descriptive.1979 

 
Given the nature and intended public of hagiographical literature, this more superficial 

and one-dimensional treatment of imagery is to be expected and fully appropriate. 

 Oria is next shown a celestial convent where the souls of saintly hermits enjoy 

their eternal rest.1980 These are followed by a large gathering of martyrs,1981 and beyond 

them Oria sees the apostles and evangelists: 

Vido a los apóstolos  más en algo logar, 
cascuno en su trono  en quí devié juzgar; 
a los evangelistas  y los vido estar, 
la su claridad omne   non la podrié contar. 
 
Estos son nuestros padres, cabdiellos generales, 

                                                 
1978 Berceo, “Santa Oria,” 82a-d, p. 110 
1979 Perry, “Allegory,” 110-11 
1980 Berceo, “Santa Oria,” 83a-84d, pp. 111-12 
1981 Berceo, “Santa Oria,” 87a-88d, pp. 112-13 
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príncipes de los pueblos, son omnes principales; 
Jesu Christo fue papa,  éstos los cardenales, 
que sacaron del mundo las serpientes mortales.1982 

 
Curiously, these illustrious figures are referenced almost in passing and given no physical 

description. Although they are set in a higher position and their appearance is 

accompanied by a doctrinal reference to their honored role in Christ’s plan of salvation, 

in the defeat of evil in the guise of serpents, there is nothing in the emotional tone of the 

poem that sets them apart from the other groups of souls Oria has thus far encountered in 

the work. 

 Much more attention is given to the elaborate seat and to Voxmea, its guardian: 

Vistié esta mançeba  preçiosa vestidura, 
más preçiosa que oro,  más que la seda pura, 
era sobreseñada   de buena escriptura, 
non cubrió omne vivo  tan rica cobertura. 
 
Avié en ella nombres   de omnes de grant vida, 
que servieron a Christo con voluntat complida, 
pero de los reclusos  fue la mayor partida, 
que domaron sus carnes  a la mayor medida.1983 

 
This reinforces a theme expressed throughout the poem, namely, that great heavenly 

rewards await those who take up the difficult path of self-denial. Oria, for example, is 

captivated by the seat and learns that it has been prepared for her by God, to be enjoyed if 

she can stay on the path that is free from sin.1984 Walsh sees a correspondence of the 

motif of the journey toward a heavenly seat with the Visio Tnugdali:  

                                                 
1982 Berceo, “Santa Oria,” 89a-90d, p. 113 
1983 Berceo, “Santa Oria,” 93a-94d, p. 114 
1984 Berceo, “Santa Oria,” 96a-98d, pp. 114-15 
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Oria, asleep, will behold the same sequence (rarely altered) of heavenly 
processions that the soul of Túngalo and Oria move toward the same focal motif: 
the revelation of a wondrous throne or chair (siella) reserved for one still alive 
(that is, Túngalo and Oria, who must return to the Earthly body before taking 
possession of the throne).1985 

 
This is Walsh’s strongest evidence in support of his theory that Berceo crafted the Vida 

de Santa Oria not by adapting an 11th-century Latin Vida but from his own imagination, 

nourished by a familiarity with a wider tradition of saintly dream visions that had 

developed closer in time to Berceo’s epoch, such as the Latin version (c. 1150) of the 

Irish Visio Tnugdali, of which a 14th-century Spanish translation survives.1986   

 In a short dialogue between Oria and Voxmea that beings in strophe 99, however, 

we learn that this vision of the heavenly seat, so attractive to the nun, is only a preview of 

an afterlife for which she is not quite prepared: 

«Si como tú me dizes,» díxoli sancta Oria 
«a mi es prometida  esta tamaña gloria, 
luego, en esti tálamo,  querría seer novia, 
non querría del oro  tornar a la escoria» 
 
Respondóli la otra,   como bien razonada: 
«Non puede seer esso,  Oria, esta vegada; 
de tornar as al cuerpo,  yacer emparedada, 
fasta que sea toda   tu vida acabada.»1987 

 
Just as in the Dream of Scipio, a kind of divine law appears to be at work that places a 

temporal boundary around the vision that must always respect the pre-ordained life 

course of the Dreamer. 

                                                 
1985 Walsh, “Other World,” 297 
1986 Walsh, “Other World,” 292 
1987 Berceo, “Santa Oria,” 99a-100d, p. 115 
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 Oria prays to God through the intercession of the holy martyrs that she might be 

able to stay in Heaven. She is not granted a view of the face of God but does hear his 

voice, captured in gentle verse, informing her that she has further work to accomplish and 

suffering to endure on Earth.1988 Oria expresses to God her fear that if she returns to her 

life in the world, she will lose forever what she has gained in Heaven.1989  

 In strophes 108 and 109, which can be seen as the climax of the first vision, God 

offers words of comfort: 

Dixol aún de cabo  la voz del Criador: 
«Oria, del poco mérito non ayas nul temor, 
con lo que as lazrado  ganesti mi amor, 
quitar non te lo puede  ningún encantador. 
 
«Lo que tu tanto temes  e estés desmedrida, 
que los Çielos son altos, enfiesta la subida, 
yo te los faré llanos,  la mi fija querida, 
que non abrás embargo en toda tu venida.»1990 

 
This builds on the contrast that the poem is developing between the delightful, carefree 

life of Heaven and the harsh purgation one must undergo while still alive in the body to 

be able to earn such a reward. 

 The martyrs guide Oria back down the staircase and return her soul to her 

body.1991 For Oria the morning awakening is bitter: 

Abrió ella los ojos,   cató en derredor, 
non vido a los mártires,  ovo muy mal sabor; 
vídose alongada  de muy grande dulzor; 

                                                 
1988 Berceo, “Santa Oria,” 102a-104d,” pp. 115-16  
1989 Berceo, “Santa Oria,” 107a-d, p. 116 
1990 Berceo, “Santa Oria,” 108a-109d, p. 117 
1991 Berceo, “Santa Oria,” 111a-d, p. 118 
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avié muy grande cuita  e sobejo dolor. 
 
Non cuidava veer    la hora ni el día 
que podiesse tornar  a essa cofradía; 
doliésse de la siella  que estava vazía, 
siella que Dios fiziera  a tan grant maestría.1992  

 
As will be made clear in this review, it is more common for dream visions to end with a 

sense of great peace after personal psychological burdens have been worked through and 

lifted, rather than, as here, with a sense of loss and regret at finding oneself removed from 

the glories of heaven and once again consigned to the prison of corporal life.  

 Oria submits herself to an even more severe discipline, abusing her body and 

keeping vigil in prayer.1993 Berceo narrates that after passing a period of 11 months in 

continual mindfulness of God, Oria is granted a second vision, taking place the third 

night before the feast day of Saint Saturnine, which following the Mozarabic calendar 

was celebrated November 29.1994  

 In contrast to the spiritual tranquility that marked the beginning of the first vision, 

Oria falls into this second dream from a state of mental and physical exhaustion brought 

on by her self-administered physical punishment and forced wakefulness: 

Serié la meatat   de la noche passada, 
avié mucho velado  Oria era cansada,  
acostase un poco,   flaca e muy lazrada, 
non era la cameña   de molsa ablentada.1995 

 

                                                 
1992 Berceo, “Santa Oria,” 112a-113d, p. 118 
1993 Berceo, “Santa Oria,” 114a-115d, p. 118 
1994 Berceo, “Santa Oria,” 117a-118d, p. 119 
1995 Berceo, “Santa Oria,” 120a-d, p. 120 
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Small details such as the description of Oria’s bedding lacking comfortable feathers 

contribute to the image communicated throughout the poem of the nun’s devoted 

asceticism. The dream texts discussed in this chapter do not focus this carefully on the 

physical setting of the sleeping Dreamer. Rather, the mind of the reader is more 

commonly drawn to a well rounded consideration of the individual psychology of the 

protagonist which is here left at a more one-sided and impersonal level. This is to be 

expected in a hagiographical text. 

 Three virgins wearing dazzling white garments greet Oria, carrying a luxurious 

bed. They ask the young nun to sit upon it and enjoy its comfort.1996 Despite Oria’s 

objections that she does not deserve this pampering, the virgins place her upon it and 

carry her.1997 

 The chamber they are in becomes filled with a kind of spiritual power: 

Luego que fue la freira en el lecho echada, 
fue de bien grandes lumbres la çiella alumbrada, 
fue de vírgenes muchas en un rato poblada, 
todos veníen honrarla  a la emparedada.1998 

 
Once again Oria is welcomed as a kind of dignitary. The motif of bright light in dream 

literature is most often associated with great spiritual beings and here it heralds the entry 

of the Virgin Mary.  

 According to Uría Maqua, this is the centerpiece and points to the fulfillment of 

all three visions: 

                                                 
1996 Berceo, “Santa Oria,” 121a-123d, p. 120-21 
1997 Berceo, “Santa Oria,” 124a-d, p. 121 
1998 Berceo, “Santa Oria,” 128a-d, p. 122 
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El poema tiene, pues, una estructura trabada, con una parte central a la que se 
subordinan todas las demás; las que le preceden marcan la línea ascendente del 
ascetismo de Oria, hasta culminar en la visita y promesa de la Virgen María; las 
que le siguen no son sino la realización de dichas promesas, y en el nivel 
estructural marcan una línea descendente con relación a la parte central de la que 
dependen.1999 

 
This represents a kind of ring structure such as encountered in the Somnium Scipionis. 

Oria begins in a state of quiet contemplation, experiences life changing visions that come 

at the price of great physical suffering and, at the end of the third dream, will pass away 

to her final rest. It is the climax of the second dream that gives meaning to this process of 

inner transformation. 

Oria, who was the center of attention, is now properly situated in relation to the 

celestial hierarchy and the virgins command her to stand and greet Mary.2000 The nun is 

overwhelmed to be considered worthy to meet the Blessed Mother,2001 whose appearance 

brings even more light to the chamber: 

Abés avié don Oria  el biervo acabado, 
plegó la Glorïosa,   ¡Dios tan buen encontrado!, 
relumbró la confita  de relumbror doblado; 
quie óbviese tal huéspeda serié bien venturado. 
 
La Madre benedicta,   de los Çielos Señora, 
más fermosa de mucho que non es la aurora, 
non lo puso por plazo  nin sola una hora, 
fue luego abraçarla  a Oria la serora.2002 

 

                                                 
1999 Uría Maqua, “Introducción,” 37 
2000 Berceo, “Santa Oria,” 130a-d, p. 122 
2001 Berceo, “Santa Oria,” 131a-d, p. 122 
2002 Berceo, “Santa Oria,” 132a-133d, p. 122-23 
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Mary reassures Oria that God is with her and promises that her death will bring great 

recompense.2003 Oria asks for a sign from God that will finally put her mind at ease,2004 

and in strophes 38 and 39 Mary responds by revealing to her that she will soon be visited 

by a mortal illness: 

  Esto ten tú por signo,  por çertera señal: 
  Ante de pocos días   enfermarás muy mal, 
  serás fuert embargada  d’enfermedat mortal, 
  qual nunca la oviste  terrásla por tal. 
 
  Veráste en grant quexa, de muert serás cortada, 
  serás a pocos días   desti mundo passada, 
  irás do tu codiçias,  a la silla honrada, 
  la que tiene Voxmea  por ti bien guardada.2005 
Although Berceo may not have studied these works, this resonates with the same spirit as 

the words of Africanus to Scipio, advising him that few days remain for him on Earth, 

and also reflects some of the same emotional tonality found in the Consolation of 

Philosophy where the Prisoner is always acutely aware that he is in his final days. In the 

selection of texts contained in this chapter this kind of direct prediction is unusual. In 

most cases, although the protagonist is forever changed by his vision there is at least an 

implicit return to what will be an ordinary life rather than a rapidly impending death. 

 A folio from the “Códice in folio,” the earliest original manuscript of Berceo’s 

works is missing,2006 meaning that little context is provided for the third vision. What 

                                                 
2003 Berceo, “Santa Oria,” 135a-d, p. 123 
2004 Berceo, “Santa Oria,” 136a-137d, p. 124 
2005 Berceo, “Santa Oria,” 138a-139d, p. 124 
2006 Uría Maqua, note to Vida de Santa Oria, 125, indicates that missing folio would have been numbered 
CIX 
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survives, however, is Berceo’s narration of Oria’s great physical suffering from illness at 

the onset of this final spiritual experience: 

Yaziendo la enferma  en tal tribulaçión, 
maguera entre dientes  fazié oraçión, 
querié batir sus pechos, mas non avié sazón, 
pero querié la mano  alçar en essi son.2007 
 

Consistent with the psychological states accompanying the first and second vision, Oria 

is in deep connection with her spirituality, maintaining her contemplative practice even in 

the face of unrelenting pain. 

 In this vision Oria suddenly finds herself at the Mount of Olives: 

Traspúsose un poco  ca era quebrantada, 
fue a Mont Oliveti  en visïón levada, 
vido y tales cosas  de que fue saborgada; 
si non la despertasen  cuidó seer folgada. 
 
Vido redor el monte  una bella anchura, 
en ella de olivos  una grant espessura, 
cargados de olivas  mucho sobre mesura, 
podrié bevir so ellos  omne a grant folgura.2008 

 
This brief passage is of interest because it mentions nothing of the means by which Oria’s 

soul was brought to this holy place and because initially she is alone here. Perry connects 

the biblical tradition of the Mount of Olives as a place of agony to the nun’s anguish at 

the end of her life and at this point in the tale.2009 It is, however, described as an idyllic 

and happy space, an appropriate expression of the eternal rest she has been seeking. A 

contingent of saintly men dressed in white silk adorned with gold brocade comes to greet 

                                                 
2007 Berceo, “Santa Oria,” 141a-d, p. 125 
2008 Berceo, “Santa Oria,” 142a-143d, p. 126 
2009 Perry, “Allegory,” 113 
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her, among them a soul named Don Sancho who she recognizes but who has been lost to 

history.2010  

In a fascinating turn of events, Oria’s consciousness is divided between the 

peaceful freedom of the afterlife realm and her body suffering on her bed. She is 

tormented by her anxious mother, who tries to prevent her final passing by awakening 

her: 

Con esto la enferma   ovo muy grant pesar, 
en aquella sazón  non querrié espertar, 
e asedié en grant gloria, en sabroso logar, 
e cuidava que nunca  allá podrié tornar.2011 

 
This recapitulates a theme suggested at Oria’s awakening from her first vision, namely, 

that anyone who has had a taste of the highest joys to be found in the spiritual world will 

find the return to Earthly life to represent an incredibly limiting burden. 

Perhaps for this reason Cicero in the Dream of Scipio is careful to include 

Africanus’s injunction that it is strictly forbidden for a man to shorten his Earthly sojourn 

through suicide. In contrast, as is found in later medieval dream visions, a healthier 

balance can be struck between spiritual and corporal life, and between Heaven and the 

natural world, such that the endpoint of the pilgrim’s journey becomes a point of 

harmonious resolution from which it will be possible to continue life on Earth from a 

place of greater integration and contentment. 

                                                 
2010 Berceo, “Santa Oria,” 145a-146d, p. 126 
2011 Berceo, “Santa Oria,” 148a-d, p. 127 
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 Oria’s worried mother brings Don Munio to her daughter, in the hope that he can 

communicate with her.2012 Although Oria is upset and scolds them for keeping her from 

entering Paradise,2013 she shares her vision of the Mount of Olives with Munio.2014 He 

sympathizes with her desire to depart from life but convinces her that her time has not yet 

come.2015 

 Berceo humorously interrupts as narrator to keep the action moving forward: 

En esta pleitesía  non quiero detardar, 
si por bien lo tobieredes quiérovos destajar; 
a la fin de la dueña  me quiero acostar, 
levarla a la siella,  después ir a folgar.2016 
 

Berceo takes full advantage here of the freedom allowed by third-person narration to 

place himself at greater distance from the material at hand. The narrative voice in dream 

vision literatures often seeks this level of objectivity, but it is more difficult to achieve 

when it is so closely connected with the actions of the pilgrim figure. 

 The final section of the poem is devoted to Oria’s death and the waking and 

dreaming visions of her mother Amuña. Oria’s death, as Berceo relates, takes place on 

the feast of Saint Gregory, celebrated the 12th of March. Don Munio and Don Gómez, the 

administrator of tithes at San Millán, are concerned for doña Amuña who has been 

                                                 
2012 Berceo, “Santa Oria,” 152a-d, p. 128 
2013 Berceo, “Santa Oria,” 154a-155d, p. 128 
2014 Berceo, “Santa Oria,” 157a-161d, p. 129 
2015 Berceo, “Santa Oria,” 162a-d, p. 129 
2016 Berceo, “Santa Oria,” 163a-d, p. 130 
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keeping constant vigil over her dying daughter. They convince her to return to her bed to 

rest where she has a vision of Oria’s father Don García.2017 

 Don García now acts as a dream guide who, in strophe 71, gently attempts to 

bring his wife to accept the unalterable reality of Oria’s impending death: 

Sepas, dixo Garçía,   fágote bien çertera, 
cerca anda del cabo,  Oria, de la carrera, 
quenta que es finada,  ca la hora espera, 
es de las sus jornadas  ésta la postremera.2018 
 

Doña Amuña, however, falls into even greater despair. After sharing her vision with Don 

Munio she asks Oria to report any final visions she may be experiencing as she makes her 

crossing into Heaven.2019 Oria explains that her suffering is too great and to speak would 

only interfere with her final moments.2020 Santa Oria dies with her hands raised together 

in a gesture of thanksgiving.2021 

 Doña Amuña is deeply disturbed by her daughter’s death, but she is granted a 

dream that brings her great comfort. Strophes 191-92 of the Epilogue describe this dream 

which takes place on the early morning of Pentecost in mid-May: 

Cantadas las matinas,   la liçencia soltada, 
que fuesse quis quisiesse folgar a su posada, 
acostósse un poco  Amuña bien lazrada, 
e luego ensoñó   la fija amada. 
 
Abrazáronse ambas  como fazién en vida. 
«Fija, dixo la madre,  avédesme guarida, 

                                                 
2017 Berceo, “Santa Oria,” 168a-169d, p. 131 
2018 Berceo, “Santa Oria,” 171, p. 132 
2019 Berceo, “Santa Oria,” 173a-175d, p. 132 
2020 Berceo, “Santa Oria,” 176a-177d, p.  132-33 
2021 Bereco, “Santa Oria,” 180a-d, p. 133 
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quiero que me digades quál es vuestra venida, 
o si sodes en pena  o sodes end salida.»2022 

 
This passage is unusual in the level of self-awareness doña Amuña possesses as Dreamer. 

The protagonist of a dream vision usually is more passive in relation to the dream guide 

and rarely questions the reason for her visitation. In Amuña’s dream, however, this kind 

of interrogation grows naturally out of the mother-daughter relationship between 

Dreamer and guide. 

 Oria explains the unusual reason for her visit, to receive communion in absentia 

on this day of great significance to Christian life.2023 This is consistent with a pattern seen 

throughout the poem, where holy days are times of unusual permeability of the 

boundaries separating the spiritual realm from the terrestrial world.  

The daughter’s visit appears to serve a deeper function, however, of bringing 

solace to Amuña, who wants to be sure her daughter did not suffer in her entry into 

Heaven and that she is now truly at peace.2024 Oria states that the Virgin Mary herself 

stayed with her the night before her entry into Paradise,2025 and that now she is in a truly 

blessed place populated by the Holy Innocents: 

«Madre», dixo la fija,  «estó en buen logar, 
qual nunca por mi mérito non podría ganar. 
 
«Entre los inocentes  so, madre, heredada, 
los que puso Erodes  por Christo a espada. 
Yo no lo merezría   de seer tan honrada, 

                                                 
2022 Berceo, “Santa Oria,” 191a-192d, p. 136 
2023 Berceo, “Santa Oria,” 195a-d, p. 137 
2024 Berceo, “Santa Oria,” 197-a-199d, p. 138 
2025 Berceo, “Santa Oria,” 200a-d, p. 138 
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mas plogo a don Christo la su virtud sagrada.»2026 
 
 These soothing words also stand as an aid to the devout audience, who will place 

their thoughts on the eternal rewards of Christian life and the doctrine of salvation 

through grace. The text can thus serve as a kind of meditation for the recipient, a function 

McMahon indicates as integral to the dream vision tradition.2027 The testimony of Oria 

becomes a kind of guarantee that the faithful will enter into the peace of God at the end of 

their Earthly sojourn. 

 Berceo’s Vida de Santa Oria represents an interesting blend of a hagiographical, 

true-to-life account of what is purported to be an authentic spiritual experience with a 

poet’s literary treatment of this material. As a dream vision it lacks much of the 

development of a definite philosophical orientation and the relationship of the protagonist 

to her dream guides through dialogue is kept to a quite elementary level. Nevertheless, 

this work shows a sensitive portrayal of a Christian otherworld with a lyrical depiction of 

imaginary spaces that resonate with universal spiritual motifs appearing in many of the 

other texts in our survey. 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
2026 Berceo, “Santa Oria,” 201c-202d, p. 138 
2027 See my page 426. 
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8. Roman de la Rose 

 The Roman de la Rose, an extensive mid 13th-century French dream text, is 

universal in scope, encompassing two seemingly opposed themes and ways of seeing the 

world. At a surface level the Roman is a fictionalized, often humorous account of a dream 

that appears to fully address the concerns and suffering of an enamored young 

protagonist. A carefully worked narrative scheme channels the presentation of core ideas, 

often expressed through dialogue between the Dreamer and various allegorical 

personages, toward an apparent, yet bawdy, resolution within the dream space of an 

inner, erotic conflict.  

At a deeper level, however, the Roman is a dream allegory embodying serious 

philosophical issues, one that is connected in full consciousness to its predecessors in this 

literary tradition. At this more essential level the Roman can be seen as a thoughtfully 

ironic and passionate response to an intellectual and spiritual crisis that beset both the 

Parisian academic milieu and the broader foundations of European culture during the 

final centuries of the Middle Ages.  

 The Roman2028 consists of two sections, each written by a different author. The 

first, smaller section, which appears to be incomplete, was penned c. 1230-35 by 

                                                 
2028 All quotes in this dissertation come from the 1995 edition of the English prose translation made by 
Charles Dahlberg, The Romance of the Rose (Princeton: Princeton U.P., 1995). Dahlberg, Romance, 26, 
states that this edition is based on the French edition of Ernest Langlois, who aimed to “reconstruct a 
critical, “archetypal” text based on all of the surviving manuscripts.” 
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Guillaume de Lorris2029 and was greatly expanded by its second author Jean de Meun2030 

some 40 years later.2031 

 In drawing attention to the cultural context of the Roman, Kathryn Lynch 

underscores that in 13th-century France the Scholastic age, characterized by a rationalistic 

search for knowledge that sought to reconcile faith with natural science was coming to an 

end. Theology and philosophy came into open conflict, culminating in Bishop Tempier’s 

condemnation of Aristotelian and Averörristic propositions in 1277 that had a chilling 

effect on the pursuit of free inquiry. In the educational system, however, the study of 

poetry, connected with the teaching of grammar, had already been greatly affected by the 

growth of science, and literature and was, in effect, already divested of the place of honor 

it had enjoyed in the 12th century:  

Instead of being studied in its own right for the profound truths it might reveal – 
as it had been in the twelfth century, when understanding the auctores was an 
important part of the grammatical instruction – poetry now came more frequently 
to be classified in the accessus ad auctores as part of ethics, or worse, in works 
offering an Aristotelian classification of the sciences, as a division of logic; […] 
Even a philosopher like Thomas Aquinas, who was willing to consider poetry as 
an instrument of moral edification, had little sympathy finally for the way that 

                                                 
2029 Dahlberg, Roman, 1, states that nothing is known of the life of Guillaume de Lorris, aside from the 
brief mention made in the dialogue in Jean de Meun, Romance, 186-9, between Jean de Mean as fictional 
character and the God of Love. Lorris is a small town to the east of Orléans, a 13th century intellectual hub. 
2030 According to Dahlberg, Roman, 2, Jean de Chopinel, from the village of Meung-sur-Loirs to the 
southwest of Orléans, migrated to Paris, which was becoming the new center of learning. He was likely 
connected with the University of Paris and is believed to have lived from 1292-1305 in a house on Rue 
Saint-Jacques that was very near Robert Sorbon’s college for poor theology students.  Other works of Jean 
include a Testament and Codicile, as well as translations of Boethius’s De consolatione, Vegetius work on 
Chivalry, Giraud de Barri’s Letters of Abelard and Eloise, Aelred of Rievaulx’ On Spiritual Friendship. 
2031 Dahlberg, Romance, 1-2, arrives at the date for the later section in part from references in the text to the 
conflict taking place in 1268 between Charles of Anjou and forces of Manfred and Conradin over control of 
Sicily. The narrator refers to this as a current event. Jean de Meun could therefore not have been writing 
after 1284, the year of Charles’s death. The dialogue between the God of Love and Jean mentions the 40 
years that have passed since the writing of the first part was interrupted by Guillaume’s untimely death.  
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symbolic modes of expression such as those elaborated by twelfth-century writers 
in their theories of fabula and integument could reveal spiritual truth.2032 

 
This changing environment would produce a dream vision text that could not merely 

unconsciously reproduce its forbears but would instead engage in a kind of deep, ironic 

play with literary conventions to criticize a world in which it was becoming ever more 

difficult to put its highest ideals into practice. 

Lynch views the work as a unified whole, but one in which the heterogeneous 

possibilities offered by Guillaume de Lorris were distilled by Jean de Meun in his single-

minded pursuit of a philosophical theme. Guillaume, she believes, was a great synthesizer 

of literary currents:  

It was Guillaume’s innovation to bring together in a single work the genres of 
love debate, romance, and vision; to invent, in one of those generic admixtures 
that characterize the progress of literary history, the love vision. He was the first 
to use the dream as a framework for a love problem – certainly an inversion of the 
more strictly moral purpose of Boethius and Alain – the first to put visionary 
guides, like Reason and the God of Love, into direct competition.2033 

 
Guillaume’s writing, while more than compact than Jean’s, reflects a greater variety of 

registers of narrative voice and dialogue, and a correspondingly more intense cultivation 

of imagery that serve this complex interweaving of literary forms.  

 Jean de Meun, according to Lynch, narrowed the focus of the work:  

If Guillaume’s purposes were synthetic, Jean’s were of a more analytic bent. Of 
the several genres in which Guillaume had worked, Jean selected one – the 
philosophical vision – and wrote as though Guillaume’s work could be 
comprehended wholly in the tradition of Boethius and Alain de Lille.2034  

                                                 
2032 Lynch, High Medieval, 17-18. 
2033 Lynch, High Medieval, 120 
2034 Lynch, High Medieval, 122 
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By inscribing the work within this tradition, Jean could more easily raise questions of 

serious ideological and cultural import. 

Because of the complex intellectual quandaries swirling about him, however, 

Jean’s unique adaptation of the philosophical dream vision could not be straightforward. 

As Lynch indicates, his path to affirming the core values of texts in the tradition initiated 

by Boethius, which are essentially enactments of the integration of reason with faith, of 

scientific and divine knowledge, was to express his vision through the distancing mode of 

satire: 

For a thirteenth-century university poet, then, satire might be an appropriate mode 
for artistic endeavor. Its obliquity enabled the artist to reassert the validity of a 
world view based on the harmonies of nature and grace, while conveying at the 
same time a growing concern about the probability of human success in 
apprehending or representing the world as the mirror of truth that he knew it to 
be.2035 

 
In this sense Jean was an adventuresome writer who, while playing with an inherited 

literary form, wished nevertheless to advocate for the preservation of the marriage of 

scientific inquiry with faith that had been the hallmark of the Renaissance of the 12th 

century and the Scholastic movement it had conceived. 

  The Roman narrates the dream of a young man in his twentieth year. The narrator 

remarks that at least five years have passed since the time of the dream, offering him an 

opportunity for critical reflection and, one may suppose, for greater objectivity.2036 The 

protagonist or pilgrim figure will encounter a series of dream personages who are 
                                                 
2035 Lynch, High Medieval, 141 
2036 Guillaume de Lorris, Romance, 31 
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allegorical in the sense that they are not fully developed in their individual psychology 

but instead represent definite philosophical points of view. As Dahlberg cautions, the 

poet as narrator speaks in a voice that is distinct from the pilgrim or Dreamer, and the 

reader is likely to fall into error if he assumes that their utterances of those or any of the 

allegorical characters represent the author’s basic worldviews:  

In short, the poet, through his two voices and through the ironic echoes set up by 
his technique, can say the same things both directly and ironically. Such 
complexity exists on the simplest level, that of the first-person narrator, Dreamer 
or Lover, through whose voice alone we hear those of the other characters. To 
take even this voice as consistently that of the poet is dangerously misleading; to 
take those of the other characters as such is to compound the danger of 
abandoning the literary controls the two poets have established.2037 

 
Dahlberg insists, however, that once one puts aside any attempt to find the voice of 

Guillaume or of Jean, “it becomes possible to see the play of ironies directed toward the 

consistent development of a theme. However hilarious they become, they are directed, 

more simply in Guillaume’s case, more elaborately in Jean’s, toward the revelation of the 

Lover’s headstrong folly in his pursuit of the rose-sanctuary-con.”2038 This is a helpful 

caution to readers of any dream vision text in which it is vitally important to look for 

meaning as much at the level of narratological technique and disposition of basic ideas as 

at the surface layer of the dialogue of the principal characters.  

At the opening of the Roman, Guillaume de Lorris self-consciously evokes the 

conventions of literary dream vision literature and the medieval reception of the dream 

theories of Macrobius: 
                                                 
2037 Dahlberg, Romance, 8 
2038 Dahlberg, Romance, 10 
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Many men say that there is nothing in dreams but fables and lies, but one may 
have dreams which are not deceitful, whose import becomes quite clear afterward. 
We may take as witness an author named Macrobius, who did not take dreams as 
trifles, for he wrote of the vision that came to King Scipio. Whoever thinks or 
says that to believe in dreams coming true is folly and stupidity, may, if he wishes 
think me a fool; but, for my part, I am convinced that a dream signifies the good 
and evil that may come to men, for most at night dream many things in a hidden 
way which may afterward be seen openly.2039 

 
The narrator asserts, therefore, that dreams can give true knowledge, but this truth is 

often veiled and can only be fully understood retrospectively, in the Macrobian sense of 

the sominum. He takes responsibility for creating a narrative framework for the dream 

which, he claims, came to him as an impassioned twenty year old, on an evening in 

which he was apparently free from inner struggle and conflict, a dream he credits with 

absolute truthfulness.2040 

Although the Roman was composed in full consciousness of the literary dream 

vision genre, the work represents, as Dahlberg indicates, a sharp break with this tradition. 

To begin with, the references to Macrobian dream and literary theory quoted above are 

made in a fully ironic sense grounded in apparent contradiction and a kind of deception 

that nevertheless serves to establish the underlying ideological framework of the poem: 

Evidence of a basic allegorical intent lies in the opening of the poem, where 
Guillaume cites Macrobius as one “who did not take dreams as trifles”; for an 
examination of Macrobius’s doctrine on dream allegory leads to the conclusion 
that Guillaume’s citation indicates that he is using a fabulous narrative (narratio 
fabulosa) to conceal, and reveal, an art or developed doctrine of love. In such an 
art, the clear sexual symbolism of the rose has its place as one of the kinds of 
love. But to interpret the poem simply as an erotic dream would violate the 
Macrobian and medieval concept of dream-allegory. Macrobius puts erotic 

                                                 
2039 Guillaume de Lorris, Romance, 31 
2040 Guillaume de Lorris, Romance, 31 
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dreams into the category of nightmares, which are “not worth interpreting,” and 
Jean de Meun develops this idea of Macrobius in a passage in the sermon of 
Nature (18343-424). The citation of Macrobius’s doctrine by the two authors 
indicates a scheme in which the sexual symbolism gains its significance from its 
relationship to other kinds of love. 

 
In other words, through its painstaking thematic development, the surface allegory of the 

pursuit of erotic love is complemented by a deeper philosophical examination of the 

many-sided nature of love itself. In this way, the Roman, in fact, remains true to the 

Macrobian category of the narratio fabulosa, justifying in part the use of a dream that 

actually ends in a way wholly inappropriate to a traditional literary dream vision. 

It is clear from the start that this will be a dream fueled by erotic impulses, rather 

than inspired by divine love. Fittingly, its setting is connected with idyllic nature on a 

clear spring day in the month of May:2041  

I became aware that it was May five years or more ago; I dreamed that I was 
filled with joy in May, the amorous month, when everything rejoices, when one 
sees no bush or hedge that does not wish to adorn itself with new leaves. The 
woods, dry during the winter, recover their verdure, and the very Earth glories in 
the dews which water it and forgets the poverty in which the winter was 
passed.2042 

 
The narrator recounts that he experienced a false awakening within the dream, 

discovering that it was already “full morning.” He relates that “I got up from bed 

straightaway, put on my stockings and washed my hands. Then I drew a silver needle 

                                                 
2041 The spiritual and psychological significance of the month of May and its connection to dream vision 
literature will be discussed briefly in Chapter 4. 
2042 Guillaume de Lorris, Romance, 31 
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from a dainty little needlecase and threaded it. I had a desire to go out of the town to hear 

the sounds of the birds, who in that new season, were singing among the trees.”2043 

 Having left the city he finds a crystalline stream in which he washes his face, 

admiring a “wide, beautiful meadow.”2044 The meadow, he continues, contains “a large 

and roomy garden, entirely enclosed by a high, crenelated wall, sculpted outside and laid 

out with many fine inscriptions.”2045 He describes these as a series of paintings rendering 

grotesque women, recalling the depictions of the Vices in Prudentius’s Psychomachia. 

He expounds upon the image of a deformed woman, Hatred, and evokes the repulsive 

Avarice with striking figurative language: “This image was ugly; dirty, badly shaped, thin 

and miserable-looking, she was as green as a shallot; she was so discolored that she 

looked sick. She seemed a thing dying of hunger, one who lived on bread kneaded with 

strong, bitter caustic.”2046 These descriptions blend a vivid visual sense with a keenly 

expressed emotional tonality of disgust.   

Lynch traces this motif of architectural artistic imagery in the context of a literary 

dream back to the scenes Aeneas finds outside the temple of Apollo in Book VI of the 

Aeneid and feels it may also represent a nod to the living pictures of the world seen on 

                                                 
2043 Guillaume de Lorris, Romance, 32; Eva C. Hangen, Symbols: Our Universal Language (Wichita, KS: 
McCormick-Armstrong, 1963), 178, connects the symbols of needle and thread with “household art” and 
“feminine industry.” We see, then, a possibility for ordinary domestic attachment superseded by a desire to 
experience the freedom of nature on a fine spring day, opening the scene to the energies of erotic abandon.  
2044 Guillaume de Lorris, Romance, 32. Face-washing is an action that also appears in Imperial’s “Dezir,” 
v. 11, p. 306. In Imperial’s work, it serves as symbolic of self-purification, a ritual preparation for the 
journey that is to begin. Here in the Roman, in contrast, it seems to be more of a simple, naturalistic 
depiction of a scene from daily life. 
2045 Guillaume de Lorris, Romance, 32 
2046 Guillaume de Lorris, Romance, 33 
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Natura’s gown in Alain de Lille’s De planctu.2047 For Piehler, they serve much the same 

function as a cathedral gargoyle: “Such figures derive from the gargoyles and other 

apotropaic figures to be seen guarding the churches of the era from hostile psychic 

powers by facing them off, mirror-wise, with depictions of their own fearful 

resemblances.”2048  

The women portrayed, in fact, contain deeply repulsive and hostile 

characterological tendencies, all of them antithetical to the pursuit of romantic love, that 

remain largely outside the moral universe of the poem. In the Roman we will see, instead, 

an abundance of examples of the corruption of the mind through its abandonment to 

erotic love and bondage to materialism. This presentation of the mind’s tendencies 

through static and moving images in architectural spaces is related in function to the less 

spatially bound use of triumphal processions that appear in later dream vision texts. 

 There follow equally horrible images of Envy, who squints with one eye shut; 

jaundiced Sorrow; Old Age with her faded beauty; Pope Holiness, who projects a false 

aura of saintliness; and Poverty, shivering in ragged clothes.2049 In contrast to this 

foreboding façade, the protagonist finds great beauty in the precinct of the garden itself, 

and his descriptions set a standard for the dream vision genre: 

The wall itself was high and formed a perfect square; it took the place of a hedge 
in enclosing and shutting off a garden where no shepherd had ever entered. The 
garden stood in a very beautiful place, and I would have been so grateful to 
anyone who had been willing to lead me inside, either by ladder or by steps; for, 

                                                 
2047 Lynch, High Medieval, 120 
2048 Piehler, Visionary Landscape, 102 
2049 Guillaume de Lorris, Romance, 34-37 
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to my belief, no man ever saw such joy or diversions as there was in that 
garden.2050 
 

As already encountered in the work of Berceo, the garden of delight in visionary 

literature can represent what Christian faith and doctrine regarded as the highest 

happiness and ultimate aim of human life, the union with a divine Creator or for the 

enjoyment of the solace of the Virgin Mary’s motherly tenderness. In contrast the 

pleasure garden in the Roman de Rose is a protected space, the hortus conclusus 

discussed in the work of Augspach,2051 a precinct completely removed from what would 

have been seen as the contaminating influences of the common people and designed 

expressly for the youthful pursuit of Earthly, erotic pleasures. Piehler shows how the 

garden in the Roman resonates with both divine and sensual overtones: 

The enclosed garden […] became for a number of reasons the natural symbol of 
the private morality of an exclusive class, though allegorical loci, separated from 
normal life by some form of barrier, were also employed for this purpose. Such 
gardens through their Biblical and Patristic associations were particularly suited 
for parodying the beliefs and institutions of the Church and the parody in turn 
served to define and to model the private morality. At the same time the parody 
could express the poet’s doubts, slight or strong, about the final validity of such 
moralities. Allegorists were also able to find in the garden a wealth of priapic 
associations which could be drawn on to symbolize the erotic aspects of the 
courtly way of life. Hence the particular appropriateness to the allegorist of the 
gardens in Genesis and the Song of Songs with their combined spiritual and erotic 
overtones.2052  

 
The reader might be lead to believe that Guillaume intended to defend and fully explore 

the values of courtly, romantic love, as embodied in this splendidly portrayed garden 

                                                 
2050 Guillaume de Lorris, Romance, 37 
2051 See my pages 491-94. 
2052 Piehler, Visionary Landscape, 105 
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space. However, there is even stronger evidence that the Roman as a whole, especially as 

reworked through Jean’s continuation, upends this erotic literary tradition. The young 

Dreamer, in failing to set aside Earthly passion or to raise it up to a vision of a higher, 

spiritual form of love, lays bare the shallowness and incompleteness of the ideals of 

courtly poetry. 

 In creating this argument Jean de Meun has much to work with in Guillaume’s de 

Lorris’s raucously unflattering portrayal of the supposedly noble, pleasure-seeking youth 

populating the garden. The first young woman he encounters, Idleness, departs at every 

point from the ideals of flawless feminine beauty of the courtly love tradition:  

She had hair as blonde as a copper basin, flesh more tender than that of a baby 
chick, a gleaming forehead, and arched eyebrows. The space between her eyes 
was not small but very wide in measure. She had a straight, well-made nose, and 
her eyes, which were gray blue like those of a falcon, caused envy in the 
harebrained.2053 

 
This lady has no life beyond that of spending her days wrapped in self-absorption, 

enjoying carefree comfort and the pleasures of the body, arranging her hair and pursuing 

liaisons with her lover Diversion. 

 The young dreamer seems completely blind to these deep physical and 

psychological flaws, so that when he is let into the garden he believes he has reached an 

Edenic paradise: 

Then I entered into the garden, without saying another word, by the door that 
Idleness had opened for me, and when I was inside, I was truly happy and gay and 
full of joy. Believe me, I thought that I was truly in the Earthly paradise. So 

                                                 
2053 Guillaume de Lorris, Romance, 37-38 
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delightful was the place that it seemed to belong to the world of spirit, for, as it 
seemed to me then, there was no paradise where existence was so good as it was 
in the garden which so pleased me.2054 

 
He has in this way equated the realm of erotic passion with sacred ground. In describing 

his experience in retrospect, however, he uses the words “I thought” and “it seemed,” 

giving further suggestions that he was living under a form of deception. 

 Continuing this conflation of the erotic with the spiritual, he describes the 

beautiful youth Diversion and his boisterous companions as almost divine beings: “There 

he enjoyed himself, and with him he had people so fair that, when I saw them, I did not 

know where people so beautiful could have come from, for in absolute truth, they seemed 

winged angels.”2055 The theme of seeming appearances versus truth is reiterated. 

 The band of youth are celebrating with song and dance in a scene reminiscent of 

the condemnation of Sensuality in the Psychomachia.2056 Here, the protagonist has his 

first encounter with the God of Love, describing his role and appearance:  

It is he who apportions the gifts of love according to his desire, who governs 
lovers, and who humbles the pride of men, making sergeants of seigneurs and 
servants of ladies, when he finds them too haughty. In his bearing the God of 
Love did not resemble a boy. His beauty, indeed, was greatly to be valued.2057  

 
He is shown bedecked with flowers and covered in song birds.2058 

                                                 
2054 Guillaume de Lorris, Romance, 39 
2055 Guillaume de Lorris, Romance, 40 
2056 Guillaume de Lorris, Romance, 41 
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 The protagonist is once again awestruck by his glowing, erotic vision of the 

pleasure garden and cannot imagine a higher human happiness. He gives this account of 

the youths and the life they lead there:  

Already they were stopping the carols, for most of them were going off with their 
sweethearts to shelter under the shade of the trees in order to make love. God! 
What a good life they lead! He who does not long for such as life is a fool. He 
who could have such a life might dispense with a greater good, since there is no 
greater paradise than to have one’s beloved at one’s desire.2059 

 
This is, at its essence, a dream landscape and a community of dream characters sustained 

by a projection of sexual desire, an enchanting force powerful enough to extinguish any 

concern the Dreamer might have had for a more spiritual form of love.  

The garden here is a humanized space, both one step removed from nature in its 

civilized orderliness and one step beyond nature in its lush abundance of edible flora: 

The garden was a completely straight, regular square, as long as it was wide. 
Except for some trees which would have been too ugly, there was no tree which 
might bear fruit of which there were not one or two, or perhaps more, in the 
garden. There were apple trees […] that bore pomegranates. […] There was a 
great abundance of nut trees that in their season bore fruit such as nutmegs […]. 
There were almond trees, and many fig and date trees were planted in the garden. 
He who needed could find many a spice there, cloves, licorice, fresh grains of 
paradise, zedoary, anise, cinnamon, and many a delightful spice good to eat after 
meals.2060 
 

As Augspach indicates, this is a garden that with its abundance of fruit trees and spices is 

steeped in a lush Oriental esthetic, brimming with an erotic sensibility.2061 The 

description continues of trees spread out in the manner of a park; of deer, squirrels and 
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rabbits; an abundance of flowers of all colors and many fountains.2062 Rather than 

symbols of spiritual repose or reflection, these fountains are associated with the overall 

theme of exuberant desire, as they moisten the grass on which the youth enjoy their erotic 

pursuits. This pleasure garden is the polar opposite of the sober, peaceful garden of Mary 

in Berceo’s introduction to his Milagros. 

 The protagonist focuses on one fountain in particular, beneath the tallest pine tree 

in the garden. He associates what is essentially a monument to Narcissus with the 

seemingly opposite qualities of truthfulness and delusion. On the one hand he claims that: 

“Just as the mirror shows things that are in front of it, without cover, in their true colors 

and shapes, just so, I tell you truly, do the crystals reveal the whole condition of the 

garden, without deception, to those who gaze into the water […].”2063 And then he relates 

his own regrettable experience of peering into it: “it was a painful hour when I admired 

myself there. Alas! How I have sighed since then because of that deceiving mirror. If I 

had known its powers and qualities, I would never have approached it, for now I have 

fallen into the snare that has captured and betrayed many a man.”2064 He admits, in 

retrospect, that by gazing into the Narcissus fountain he effectively took a wrong turn and 

abandoned his freedom of will. 

 This sense of being captured by beautiful appearances continues as the 

protagonist is particularly taken by the sight of one magnificent rose: 
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Among the buds I singled out one that was so very beautiful that, after I had 
examined it carefully, I thought that none of the others was worth anything beside 
it; it glowed with a color as red and as pure as the best that Nature can produce 
[…]. The stem was straight as a sapling, and the bud sat on top, neither bent nor 
inclined. Its odor spread all around; […] And when I smelled its exhalation, I had 
no power to withdraw, but would have approached to take it if I had dared to 
stretch out my hand to it. But the sharp and piercing thorns that grew from it kept 
me at a distance.2065 

 
The eponymous rose here, the central motif or seminal image of this work that bears its 

name and symbolizes the beloved to be conquered, is shown with full attention given to 

its material sensuality and singularity. It is seen as an object to be desired and possessed, 

as something that enchants and overpowers the will and reason of the lover. It is also 

shown to be an object that puts up obstacles to being easily taken and has the potential to 

cause great pain. 

The first and primary potentia animae to appear in the Roman de la Rose is the 

God of Love. He is not a figure who will guide the protagonist as a pilgrim toward a 

vision of God, but rather an implacable teacher of the reality of erotic love to whom the 

protagonist must yield all control of his heart. The relationship between student and 

master begins in Chapter 2, as the God of Love “attacks” the youth with the first in a 

series of his magical arrows: 

The God of Love, who had maintained his constant watch over me and had 
followed me with drawn bow, stopped near a fig tree, and when he saw that I had 
singled out the bud that pleased me more than did any of the others, he 
immediately took an arrow and, when the string was in the nock, drew the bow – 
a wonderously strong one – up to his ear and shot me in such a way that with 
great force he sent the point through the eye and into my heart. Then a chill seized 
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me, one from which I have, since that time, felt many a shiver, even beneath a 
warm fur-lined tunic. Pierced thus by the arrow, I fell straightaway to the Earth. 
My heart failed; it played me false.2066 

 
Young Guillaume is put through a trial in which he alternately suffers the depths 

of lovesickness and the joy of seeing his beloved rose,2067 as five more arrows are shot 

into his heart. Dahlberg shows how up to this point of the narrative, the Dreamer has been 

progressively captivated through the sense of sight: 

The imagery of Chapter I emphasizes the role of sense impressions. Sight images 
predominate and underline the idea that love begins with sight, “disordinate 
glances.” The two crystal stones in the fountain of Narcissus suggest the eyes, and 
Sweet Looks is the name of the allegorical character who carries the two bows 
and ten arrows for the God of Love. Five of the arrows encourage love and five 
others discourage it. The series of the five encouraging arrows, while it does not 
correspond in details to the series of the five bodily senses, begins and ends with 
names that suggest sight. Beauty, lying in the beholder’s eye, leads through 
advancing degrees of intimacy – Simplicity, Openness, Company – to the 
subjective sight-impression of Fair Seeming.2068 

 
This follows, Dahlberg suggests, the stages of love proposed in the De Amore of Andreas 

Capellanus, in which sight stirs the imagination, the heart is moved to delight and the 

power of human reason is defeated.2069  

The God of Love declares to the Dreamer that he has lost his free will and is 

under his full command: “Vassal, you are taken. There is no chance for escape or 

struggle. Surrender without making any resistance. The more willingly you surrender the 

sooner you will receive mercy. He is a fool who resists the one whom he should flatter 
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and before whom he would do better to beg.”2070 The young man fully submits to his 

master and, as a promise of his loyalty, surrenders the key to his heart.2071  

According to the conventions of dream vision literature established by Cicero and 

Boethius, the Dreamer never chooses a course of action through which he would lose his 

freedom but is, instead, led step by step out of his psychic bondage by guiding figures of 

great moral authority. While he may be receptive in his condition of despair and 

vulnerability to a dream guide’s remedies and recommendations for how he may regain 

lost freedom, he would never yield his will in the manner of Guillaume’s Dreamer to a 

potentia animae who clearly does not have his best interests in mind. As one considers 

the Roman’s radical break from tradition, one begins to see through the attractive veneer 

of the surface tale with its overt resolution of the Dreamer’s obstacles to finding the bliss 

of carnal love. The reader who looks more thoroughly into the text is drawn instead to 

ponder the philosophical questions implied by the deeper allegory.  

 The protagonist now interrupts his narration to speak more directly about the 

purpose of relating his long dream:  

I tell you that he who will hear the end of the dream can learn a great deal about 
the games of Love, provided that he wishes to wait while I tell the tale in French 
and explain the dream’s significance. The truth, which is hidden, will be quite 
open to you when you hear me explain the dream, because it doesn’t contain a 
lying word.2072 
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In this way he once again self-referentially links his work to the dream vision genre, 

suggesting that his account, although narrated as if it were a real experience, is related to 

the Macrobian notion of a true dream, a category that belongs as much to medieval dream 

science as to literature. 

 After agreeing to the God of Love’s ten commandments required of a follower 

who would pursue his prescribed path to successfully winning the beloved, the deity 

explains that the way of love is bittersweet, where a glimpse of the beloved in all her 

beauty will bring both “great joy” and will cause the heart to “fry and burn.” The pursuit 

of Earthly love, moreover, is not a journey like a meditative ascent, heading toward an 

ultimate resolution in union with God, but rather an unending pull of desire coming from 

an unfillable lack, subject to laws that can never be fully mastered by the lover.  

As the God explains to Guillaume:2073 “This is the battle, the fire, this is the 

struggle that lasts forever. A lover will never possess what he seeks; something is always 

missing, and he is never at peace. This war will never finish until I seek the peace.”2074 

This sets up a narrative tension as the reader begins to question whether and in what form 

this peace will be granted to the youth and this is precisely the resolution we will not 

have in the interrupted narrative of Guillaume. The young protagonist, in any case, is 

having a radically different and more complex experience than the carefree, elegant youth 

enjoying physical love in the garden. 

                                                 
2073 When Jean de Meun, Romance, 186-89, inserts himself as a character in dialogue with the God of Love, 
they refer to the action of the Roman as entirely pertaining to “Guillaume” as protagonist. 
2074 Guillaume de Lorris, Romance, 64 
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 In his dialogue with the protagonist, the God of Love turns to the theme of 

dreaming:  

And I will tell you of a great wonder: there will be a time when you will think that 
you are holding her, with shining face, quite naked in your arms, just as if she had 
become wholly your sweetheart and your companion. Then you will build castles 
in Spain and will take joy in nothing so much as in going around deluding 
yourself with this delectable thought that contains only lies and fables. Then you 
will begin to weep and say 
 
 “God, have I been dreaming?” 

 
Love brings false dreams with tantalizing illusions that torment the lover. This sting of 

Love’s observation, however, is tempered in part by its relationship to the larger 

framework of what the narrator has claimed to an account of a “true” dream. 

 Within the ideological universe of this exploration of erotic life, the allegorical 

figure of Hope plays a similar, yet more benign role as a deceiver. Although a source of 

solace for the lover, she is very far removed from any spiritualized portrayal of the 

Christian, theological virtue of Hope found in the literary dream vision tradition. As the 

God of Love explains: 

Hope brings comfort, and he always thinks that some change will see him free. He 
whom Love keeps in his prison has exactly the same expectation: he hopes for a 
remedy; this hope comforts him, and his heart’s desire brings him to offer his 
body in martyrdom. Hope makes him bear pains that no one can tell for the joy 
that is worth a hundred times as much. Hope triumphs through suffering and 
enables lovers to live. Blessed be Hope, who thus furthers the cause of lovers!2075 

 
Hope is directed, then, toward the aim of one day possessing the beloved and allows the 

lover to endure the painful captivity of Love. Hope appears with his companions and 
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allies Sweet Thought, Sweet Talk and Sweet Looks, who personify basic strategies that 

help in the battle to win the desired love.2076 

 The path to this love, however, is full of obstacles and in the dream of the Roman 

de la Rose many of these hindrances also become allegorical personages. The first of 

these to be described is Resistance: “[…] he was keeper and guard of all the rosebushes. 

The wretch was off to one side, all covered with grass and leaves, in order to spy on and 

catch unaware all those whom he saw reaching out their hands toward the roses.” 2077 

Resistance is assisted by his allies Foul Mouth, Shame, Fear, Jealousy and Chastity.2078 

 The right path to the beloved is portrayed in much of the work as stepwise, to be 

followed with a reverent heart and good intentions rather than in violent leaps. After the 

youth Fair Welcoming, son of Courtesy, has generously assented to the protagonist’s 

desire for a leaf to be taken from near the rosebud, he chastises him for asking directly for 

the bud itself: “You would indeed have made a fool out of me if you had plucked the 

rosebud from its bush. It is not just to strip it of its nature, and you are base to ask it. Let 

it grow and improve.”2079 The reader begins to appreciate that the proper timing and an 

attitude of basic respect for the beloved are key elements to successfully pursuing love. 

 Reason, a new and very different potentia animae enters the scene in Chapter 3, 

one whom the young hero of the Roman will ultimately reject. She is described as an 

emblem of perfect moderation and equilibrium: 

                                                 
2076 Guillaume de Lorris, Romance, 67-69 
2077 Guillaume de Lorris, Romance, 70 
2078 Guillaume de Lorris, Romance, 70 
2079 Guillaume de Lorris, Romance, 71 



548 

She was neither young nor white with age, neither too small nor too short, neither 
too thin nor too fat; the eyes in her head shone with two stars, and she wore a 
crown on her head. She looked like a person of high estate. By her appearance 
and her face it seemed like she was made in paradise, for Nature would not have 
known how to make a work of such regularity. Know, if the letter does not lie, 
that God made her personally in his likeness and in his image and gave her such 
advantage that she has the power and the lordship to keep man from folly, 
provided that he be such that he believe her.2080 

 
The figure Reason springs from the tradition of both Lady Philosophy of the Consolation 

of Philosophy and Natura from Alain de Lille’s De planctu naturae. She provides a 

helpful point of contrast and yet, because she is not taken seriously by the protagonist, 

one comes to understand that the Roman is decidedly not a guide for the soul’s ascent to a 

celestial paradise and not a work designed with harmonious regularity. It is, instead, a 

work full of twists, turns and digressions that explores many aspects of the folly of erotic 

love. 

Lynch sees Jean’s Reason as a figure drawn from the dream vision tradition, who 

resonates with its idealism:  

She takes the role of Philosophy from the De consolatione and of Natura from the 
De planctu, perhaps even of Reason from Augustine’s Soliloquia, the role of 
instructing a visionary flawed in understanding, unable to interpret properly the 
world he sees and desires. Reason, therefore, becomes the one character in the 
poem with unquestioned authority,2081 

 
In Jean’s further development of Reason, she is presented evenhandedly, allowing her to 

advocate these values openly rather than subjecting her to the process of ironic distortion 

applied  to the Roman’s more unsavory dream guides. As Piehler insists, however, from a 
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narratological perspective she is a potent figure of opposition: “Resoun is outside the 

pattern; or to put it another way, she is an internal rather than an external impediment to 

the progress of the affair, and thus the more redoubtable an adversary. Ultimately she will 

have to be reconciled if the garden is to survive.”2082 

  Reason attempts to lead the protagonist away from his submission to the God of 

Love by speaking of the damage that following his path will bring:   

A man who loves can do nothing well nor attend to any worldly gain: if he is a 
clerk, he loses his learning, and if he follows some other trade, he can hardly 
accomplish it. Moreover, he suffers more than a hermit or a white monk. The pain 
of love is immeasurable and its joy of short duration.2083   

 
In response the youth affirms his fidelity to his master regardless of the consequences to 

his body or soul.2084 The problem here, as Lynch highlights, is that the Dreamer is closed 

to receiving Reason’s teaching, making the kind of ascension to divine truth offered to 

the Prisoner in the Consolation an impossibility: “Unfortunately Reason’s pupil has not 

achieved here the kind of preparatory or ‘medicinal’ grace that in the vision form could 

make him ready for her teachings.”  

 This same chapter features yet another potentia animae, the goddess Venus, one 

who merely intercedes for the young man rather than engaging with him directly as a 

teacher. It is clear from her description that although she is a numinous presence, her 

force acts in the material, rather than the spiritual world: 
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She is the mother of the God of Love. In her right hand she held a blazing torch, 
whose flame had warmed many a lady. She was so quaint and so beautifully 
adorned that she looked like a goddess or a fairy. Whoever saw her could 
recognize from her splendid adornment that she was not a religious. I shall not 
now mention her dress, her handkerchief, the gold lace on her hair, her buckle or 
her belt, for I should delay too long; but you may know that she was very elegant 
but without a trace of pride.2085 

 
In spiritually oriented dream visions, divine beings are rarely portrayed as “elegant” and 

adorned in finery. Here, as in Boccaccio and Petrarch, such overtly human features are 

ascribed to less than holy allegorical personages or mythical beings who are emblematic 

of more earthly qualities of the human psyche. 

 Venus convinces Fair Welcoming to allow the youth to kiss the rose, bringing the 

reader into a deeper connection with this core motif. The result of this major 

advancement along the path to love is bittersweet: “No one need ask if I was joyful, for 

into my heart there entered an odor that drove out my sorrow and sweetened the woes of 

love that had long been so bitter. I had never been so comforted. […] Even so, I have 

suffered many troubles and bad nights since I kissed the rose.”2086 Love, in Guillaume’s 

allegorical world, is described as changeable, and painfully unstable.2087 

 Foul Mouth, who has seen the young man express his love, spreads word of his 

deed, awakening Jealousy, who then reproaches Fair Welcoming, whom Shame tries to 

protect. Jealousy, wishing to protect Chastity, builds a moat and high wall around the 

rosebushes and a tower in which she imprisons Fair Welcoming. Fear, meanwhile, 
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reproaches Resistance for his laxity, and Resistance promises never again to let his guard 

down, adopting a crueler aspect. The young hero suffers great grief and the poetic “I” 

gives a detailed description of the newly-built garden architecture: 

This foundation, all in suitable dimensions, went down to the foot of the moat and 
grew narrower as it rose, so that the construction was very strong. The wall was 
so regularly made that it formed a perfect square; each side extended a hundred 
fathoms, so that the whole was as long as it was broad. The turrets, side by side, 
were richly crenelated and made of square stone. There were four at the four 
corners, very difficult to knock down, and again at the four gates, where the wall 
was thick and high.2088 

 
This allegorical imagery powerfully conveys the nature of the psyche’s rigid defenses 

thrown up against the threatening awakening of erotic love in the Dreamer’s mind. 

 Jean de Meun’s continuation of the Roman begins with the fourth chapter which 

is dedicated to the extended discourse of Reason. Where there is a tight relationship 

between allegorical imagery, action and philosophical commentary in the work of 

Guillaume de Lorris, Jean de Meun’s section is filled with long, sermonesque digressions 

that tend to dilute a visual component that is based in less detailed descriptions. 

 Near the beginning of this extended conversation between Reason and the young 

Dreamer, the would-be teacher warns him against trusting in Hope:  

No one knows what to hold to since he doesn’t know what will happen, and thus 
he who draws too near to Hope is a fool. For when she constructs a good 
syllogism, one must be in great fear lest she draw the worse conclusion; we have 
sometimes seen many who have been deceived by her.2089 
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This marks a change in tone, as a dose of worldly skepticism enters into the advice given 

to the Dreamer from all sides. 

Reason’s counsel here is directly modeled upon the words of Lady Philosophy in 

the De consolatione, as she likewise wishes to cure the young man of his distorted 

“outlook” and lead him from the “prison” of his bondage to the God of Love.2090 In the 

universe of Jean de Meun, however, idealism and calm clarity give way to doubt in the 

efficacy of language itself to convey meaning. Reason offers a description of romantic 

love that is full of seemingly irresolvable contradiction: “Love is hateful peace and loving 

hate. It is disloyal loyalty and loyal disloyalty, fear that is completely confident and 

despairing hope. It is reason gone mad and reasonable madness.”2091 This troubadoresque 

use of descriptive language mimics a discourse given by Natura in the Planctu 

naturae.2092 

Reason’s attack on romantic love’s folly is, however, intentional and part of a 

well planned philosophical exposition. As Dahlberg observes, her commentary on love is 

nourished in part by Jean de Meun’s reading of both Alain de Lille’s Complaint of Nature 

and Andreas Capellanus’s De Amore.2093 The speech is structured to help both the 

protagonist and the reader to appreciate the multidimensional nature of love and to see 

the moral blindness and health destroying effects of a one-sided, obsessive, pursuit of its 

erotic manifestation: 
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If we grant that Reason’s discussion of love presents its kinds in terms of a series 
of contrasting definitions, with a transitional definition of the natural love from 
which the others begin, and a long recapitulation in terms of the love of Fortune, 
we must still see clearly that among these loves, that of the Lover is a cupidinous 
love, not the ‘simple physiological function” that in itself is neutral.2094 
 

Reason, then, in the spirit of a true dream guide, wishes to open the Dreamer’s mind to a 

wider range of possibilities concerning love, both to fortify his imagination and to inspire 

him to choose a more mature conduct. 

Unlike the Prisoner in the Consolation, however, the young protagonist of the 

Roman is too attached to his pursuit of erotic love to be able to receive Reason’s 

admonitions and instead grows impatient: 

Thus Reason preached to me. But Love prevented anything from being put into 
practice, although I had heard the whole matter word for word, for love drew me 
strangely and hunted through all my thoughts like a hunter whose course lies 
everywhere. He kept my heart constantly under his wing, and when I was seated 
for the sermon, he kept watch over me, outside of my head, with a shovel. 
Whenever Reason cast a word into one ear, he threw one into the other, with the 
result that she wasted all her efforts and only filled me with anger and wrath.2095 
 

Reason’s dialogue, tied to a long literary tradition, seems almost anachronistic and rings 

hollow, even if she represents the only voice of sanity in the text.  The surface narrative, 

in fact, seems to be gently guiding the reader to welcome the less edifying message of the 

God of Love and the worldly characters who will follow, who preach the wilder pleasures 

and adventures of erotic life as absolutely necessary for full human happiness. Love 

offers powerful words that are shoveled into the passive Dreamer’s mind, stealing his 

freedom and, perhaps, attracting the lazy reader. 
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 Reason advocates pursuing the pure love of friendship,2096 an enduring value she 

contrasts with the instability of Fortune.2097 She then refers Guillaume to the Consolation 

of Philosophy and the advice given there to the Prisoner that he should seek the eternal 

life of the soul:  

He who believes his country is here is very much a wretched captive and a naïve 
fool. Your country is not on Earth. You can easily learn this from the clerks who 
explain Boethius’ Consolation and the meanings that lie within it. He who would 
translate it for the laity would do them a great service.2098  

 
One is reminded both of the value placed on the work by Jean and of its method of 

transmission in his day. 

This playful intertextual discourse with the dream vision tradition, however, sheds 

a light on the very different cultural values that influenced the creation of the Roman de 

la Rose. As discussed, it is clear that the protagonist of this work refuses to consider what 

he regards the empty recommendations of cool Reason. This is because he is motivated in 

part by a very practical, urbane skepticism that sees a world that does not at all match the 

Platonic ideals preached by Reason. Guillaume complains: ‘“I would be a stupid fool 

indeed if I wanted to seek such loves, since there are no more of them on Earth. Where 

then would I seek such a love when I wouldn’t find it here below? Can I fly with the 

cranes, or indeed, like Socrates’ swan, leap beyond the clouds?”2099 This shows the extent 

to which Jean recognizes the growing gap between the idealism of the dream vision 
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tradition he clearly admires and its feasibility as a way of life in a world falling into ever 

greater materialism. 

The young man, in fact, is motivated by an almost economic calculus that sees 

erotic love as a kind of material gain. He tells Reason why he cannot serve her: “’Lady’, I 

said, ‘I can be nothing other than I am. I must serve my master, who will make me a 

hundred thousand times more rich when it pleases him, for he should give me the rose if I 

know well how to exert myself for it.’”2100 From this point forward the influence of 

Reason as a potentia animae will wane. The Dreamer has refused her invitation to grow 

in true self-knowledge and he has opted instead to follow the God of Love. 

Another important psychological teacher of the dreaming Guillaume is the 

character Friend, who reinforces the materialist, worldly value of astuteness. He advises 

him here, for example, on the utility of duplicitousness in finding a way to release Fair 

Welcoming from his imprisonment: 

If the old woman and Jealousy need you, serve them with your skill. You should 
be courteous to them, for courtesy is a thing that is highly valued, but they must 
not be able to recognize that you are intending to deceive them. You must proceed 
in this way: one should lead one’s enemy to be hanged or drowned, with arms 
around his neck, with caresses and flattery, if one can reach one’s goal no other 
way.2101 

 
On the surface, this kind of discourse serves as a manual for cleverly conducting one’s 

affairs in a complex, morally conflicted world. Figures such as the Old Woman and 

Jealousy also represent forces in the mind of both the Dreamer and the reader that can 
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facilitate the pursuit of romantic love. At a deeper level, however, they stand for 

acquiescence to a corrupt and diseased frame of mind that would have jarred the 

experienced reader of a dream vision text, once he had put aside his laughter. The overall 

effect of these exchanges between these fraudulent guides and the Dreamer seems to be 

one of inspiring a countervailing desire for a truer system of values. 

Friend is a slippery figure who can, at times, also appear to reinforce the essential 

good nature of Guillaume, encouraging him in the pursuit of basic virtues. Here he 

praises the value of developing keen judgment: “But good sense, if one wants to acquire 

it, keeps its master company as long as he can live on Earth, and it is worth more at the 

end of his life than it ever was at the beginning. It always goes forward and is never 

diminished by time.”2102 Nevertheless, as the tale unfolds, Friend’s idea of “good sense” 

is shown to have more in common with craftiness than with right reason. 

 Friend vacillates between a pragmatic and disenchanted view of human love -- in 

which mankind has lost all sexual freedom from a distant Golden Age through the 

subsequent development of the institution of marriage -- and an idealistic vision of 

romantic love. The symbol of the rose appears again as a manifestation of the rare quality 

of pure love between man and woman that is tinged with a spiritual power: 

So it is, companion, with your rose, which is such a precious thing that you would 
not take any possession of it if you could have it. When you take possession of it, 
as your hope foretells, and your joy overflows, than take care of it in the way that 
one should take care of such a little flower. Then you will enjoy the little flower 
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with which no other compares; you will not find its equal in perhaps fourteen 
cities.2103 
 

This return of the rose motif seems to contribute a deepening tone of seriousness to a 

work that is full of bawdy humor and salacious advice.  

As Dahlberg observes, however, such earnestness is illusory, and a deeper issue is 

at stake in the configuration of the Friend and his cohorts as allegorical figures. Through 

their discourses they depart radically from the genre’s traditional role of dream guide or 

potentia animae in a way that, in the end, serves the Roman’s inherent condemnation of 

the Dreamer’s precipitous journey along the path to erotic love, undertaken with a mind 

divorced from the elevating qualities of human reason: 

Friend’s counsels of deceit and trickery, a mockery of true friendship, become 
more and more grotesque and bear fruit in the figures of False Seeming and the 
Old Woman. These passages, often thought of as digressive displays of Jean’s 
encyclopedic erudition, are in fact central to the intrigue because the speakers 
represent qualities characteristic of cupidinous love: the deceitful exterior and 
flagrant self-seeking, among others. At the same time, they reflect in their 
perversity the value of the reason that is being overthrown.2104 

 
On the surface these antiheroic figures offer a kind of knowledge that makes the realm of 

romantic love accessible to the inexperienced Dreamer. At a deeper level, they help to 

establish a moral universe built on sharp contrasts. This particular dream vision shares 

with the other works covered in this chapter’s survey an aim of educating the heart and 

mind of the attentive reader who wishes to grow along the path to philosophical and 

spiritual maturity. It does, however, so by taking the via negativa, through which an 
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unwholesome example can speak for itself with almost no need for direct commentary or 

interpretation by the narrator, whose voice would in any case be antithetical to this 

didactic mission. 

 Piehler emphasizes that in Jean’s continuation the spatial aspect of the dream is 

largely undeveloped and is eclipsed by the power of the dialogues to convey the deepest 

values of the work:  

In Jean de Meun’s continuation of the poem, the potentialities of the garden as an 
allegorical device are so neglected that it becomes a half-forgotten backdrop for 
the dialogues, monologues and somewhat inappropriately staged psychomachia 
that make up the bulk of his contribution. On the whole, therefore, Jean hardly 
succeeds in turning the juxtaposition of landscapes and dialogues he inherited to 
much profit. Dialogue almost entirely supplants the allegory of landscape and, 
where the latter does appear, it is not often effectively used.2105 

 
This would seem to confirm Lynch’s observation that Jean is chiefly an intellectual, 

philosophically minded writer, who has chosen to develop one dimension of the kernel 

provided by Guillaume at the expense of other possibilities. 

The mind of the young Dreamer is clearly divided. He wishes to take a shortcut to 

his desired rose through the path of “Give-too-Much,” or profligate generosity. The next 

guide, perhaps a reflection of his troubled conscience, is Wealth, who will not allow him 

to walk this path. She reiterates Reason’s opinion of human love with blunter force: “As 

long as men live in such madness, they think that they are very wise. Live! Indeed, they 

do not do so; rather they die while they dwell in such torment, for one should not give the 

name life to such madness and folly. Indeed Reason knew what to tell you, but she could 
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not cure you of your stupidity.”2106 It is telling that Guillaume carries out his false 

solicitation of Foul Mouth, recommended by Friend, with a sense of doubt and guilt. 

 As mentioned in connection to the Consolation of Philosophy, in dream vision 

literature the potentiae animae serve as figures with far-reaching access into the intimate 

recesses of the Dreamer’s mind, who can diagnose and challenge his weaknesses by 

recommending an antidote to wrong attitudes, imparting in this way a renewed sense of 

encouragement and purpose. The God of Love now enters and apparently accomplishes 

all three of these goals at once:  

Your heart is not very steadfast, but unfortunately full of doubt; indeed I know the 
whole truth about it. The other day you wanted to leave me. You were just a little 
short of robbing me of the homage due me, and you made a sorrowful complaint 
about Idleness and me. Moreover, you said of Hope that she was not certain in her 
knowledge, and you even considered yourself a fool for coming into my service, 
and you agreed with Reason. Weren’t you indeed a wicked man?2107 

 
One has the impression that Love says this with tongue in cheek, knowing that this 

wavering is an unavoidable part of his path to romantic love. He generously offers to 

send in his men to help seize the castle to free Fair Welcoming.2108  

 As the battle plans are drawn up, a special role is resolved for False Seeming, that 

of surveillance of the enemy camp. This is another example in which morality is given in 

shades of gray, where evil forces might be put to practical use to further a greater good. 

False Seeming describes his basic character, however, with a level of clear insight found 

in more spiritual dream visions in which good and evil are never seen to mix: “Without 
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fail, I am a traitor, and God has judged me a thief. I am perjured, but one hardly knows 

before the end what I am bringing to an end, for several who never recognized my fraud 

have received their deaths through me, and many are receiving them and will receive 

them without ever recognizing it.”2109 This vice of treachery will be given a more iconic 

and rigid, but similarly detailed, description in Francisco Imperial’s portrayal of one of 

the seven vices, the Bestia Juderra. 

 The next potentia animae, the Old Woman, intercedes for Guillaume by granting 

him access to her imprisoned son Fair Welcoming. Through a dialogue with her son, she 

acts indirectly upon the mind of the Dreamer, who is there as a witness. Where she had 

been formerly seen as cruel, distant and punitive to Guillaume, she now encourages Fair 

Welcoming to walk the path of love. Her point of view is imbued with the urbane 

materialism that often enters the Roman de la Rose and gives voice to a dubious feminine 

vision of romantic love, one that is filtered through the layers of consciousness of a 

fictional male Dreamer, a masculine narrative voice and an author who is also a man. She 

praises the commandments of the God of Love but with a crasser reinterpretation: “Fair 

son, never be generous; and keep your heart in several places, never, in one. Don’t’ give 

it, and don’t lend it, but sell it very dearly and always to the highest bidder.”2110 Romantic 

love is equated here with material or monetary transactions. 

In the Old Woman’s universe, honesty is also not of prime concern: “When 

Jupiter reassured his wife Juno, he swore by the Styx to her in a loud voice and falsely 
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perjured himself. Since the gods gave them, such examples should assure pure lovers that 

they too may swear falsely by all the saints, convents and temples.”2111 Once again, it is 

clear that in Guillaume’s dream, the guiding figures often promote a very calculated 

vision of the most suitable forms of human conduct. 

Moral conscience is also, however, always at work. After Fair Welcoming 

receives Guillaume, the young Dreamer is emboldened and reaches out to take the rose, 

only to be surprised by Resistance, who repels his advance:  

You understand poorly what Fair Warning offered you when he allowed you to 
speak to him. He gladly offered you his goods, but only in an honest way. You 
had no concern over honesty, but took the offer simply, not in the sense that one 
ought to take it, for it must be understood without saying that when a worthy 
person offers his service, it is only in a good way, and he who makes this promise 
so understands it.2112 

 
As a potentia animae, Resistance serves as a figure within the psyche of the Dreamer 

who, although superficially an obstacle in the path, suggests to the young man how to 

pursue his love from a mature, upright, dignified and reverential state of mind, rather than 

from a blind sexual impulse. 

 The narrator reminds the reader, however, that this a literary dream text rather 

than a real world oneiric experience. He does this by stating his intentions to put his 

dream into writing as a carefully constructed poem, already removed at one step from the 

directness of any sort of real dream imagination:  

You will have an adequate art of love, and if you have any difficulty, I will clarify 
what confuses you when you have heard me explain the dream. Then, if someone 
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creates opposition, you will know how to reply about love, and you will have 
heard me gloss the text. And then, by this text, you will understand whatever I 
have written before and whatever I intend to write.2113 

 
He is, therefore, submitting the dream to a timeworn medieval practice of literary 

interpretation, the gloss, aimed at creating a definite effect in the reader, at least on the 

surface level.  

 The protagonist as narrator then shows how, as a work of literature, his extended 

poem is indebted to an entire literary tradition and its meaning grounded in accepted 

authority: “I do nothing but retell, just what the poets have written between them, when 

each of them treats its subject matter that he is pleased to undertake, except that my 

treatment, which costs you little, may add a few speeches.”2114 He is admitting that his 

way of crafting and framing his dream account has been influenced by earlier dream 

poets and yet this ironic statement says nothing openly about the ways in which he has 

completely reshaped what he has inherited. Jean has used the revolutionary force of 

satiric humor as the foundation of the great number of “few speeches” he has added, yet 

all the while he has kept true to the system of values of the classic dream vision.    

 The allegorical battle scenes that follow can clearly be traced back to the late 

antique tradition of the Psychomachia. Here Pity moves against Resistance:  

Pity, who is in accord with everything good, held, instead of a sword, a misericord 
that was flowing all over with weeping and tears. If my author doesn’t lie, this 
weapon would pierce a rock of diamond – if indeed it were so directed – because 
it had a very sharp point. Her shield was made of comfort and bordered with 
lamentation, full of sighs and complaints. Pity, weeping many tears, pierced the 
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scoundrel on all sides while he defended himself like a leopard, but when she had 
bathed the dirty, unkempt scoundrel in tears, he had to soften.2115 

 
Just as in the Psychomachia, even if this work did not directly influence the Roman, 

deeply human psychological qualities become literary characters with little psychological 

depth who are, instead, given a carefully nuanced metaphorical treatment that includes 

detailed descriptions of their accoutrements, weaponry and methods of waging war.   

 The battle reaches a point of crescendo, with things going badly for the band of 

the God of Love, who is moved to ask his mother Venus to intercede. In a harangue she 

rails against the powers of Chastity and Jealousy as forces that hinder women from freely 

seeking the company of men. She is equally concerned with men, asking Love to swear 

to get all of them, too, on her side. He helps deepen the message of the surface allegory, 

calling for the erotic dimension of life to be given its proper due as absolutely necessary 

to human happiness:  

Never, at least in truth, will men be called worthy unless they love or have loved. 
It is a great sorrow where there live men who avoid the diversions of love, 
provided that they can maintain them. May they come to a bad end. I hate them so 
much that if I could I would destroy them all.2116 

 
In the psyche of the Dreamer, Love as a potentia animae speaks with the power of anger 

to makes a strong, challenging case for sensual love. As in a real dream experience, the 

narrator is confronted with a message from the unconscious depths that is outside his 

control. 
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 This simple message becomes part of a more focused and sustained philosophical 

exposition. Chapter 9 is dedicated to Nature’s confession, in which she unburdens herself 

of her grief at what she sees as the great shortcomings of mankind in the erotic realm, 

which she connects intimately to her mission in the world. In a work that to this point has 

been very Earthy and Earthbound, the motif of celestial imagery, which is central to the 

literary dream vision genre, now enters. Nature praises the work of the stars in God’s 

creation: 

I should not complain of heaven; it turns forever without hesitation and carries 
with it in its polished circle all the twinkling stars, powerful over all precious 
stones. It goes along diverting the world; beginning its westward journey, it sets 
out from the last and does not stop turning backward, carrying all the wheels that 
ascend against it to retard its movement. But they cannot hold it back enough that 
it ever, on their account, runs so slowly that it does not take 36,000 years to come 
exactly, with an entire circle completed, to the point where God first created it. It 
follows the extent of the paths of the zodiac with the great heavenly circle, which 
turns on it as on a form. It is the heaven that turns so exactly that there is no error 
whatever in its course.2117 

 
This precise, almost dry description foreshadows what in many places will become a 

highly scientific discourse and here, indeed, the corresponding sense of awe is lacking 

that accompanies the cosmic imagery depicted by Cicero and Boethius and would be 

developed by Dante. 

 As Dahlberg explains, Jean de Meun’s Nature and Genius are personages drawn 

from Alain de Lille’s Complaint of Nature. In the Roman, however, they are voices 

speaking from an incomplete and limited moral vision. Their counsel ultimately leads the 
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Dreamer, who hears only what he wishes to hear, away from the pursuit of the greatest 

spiritual Good, the search that has been the central concern of the literary dream vision 

from its inception:  

Jean […] takes over the figures of Nature and Genius from Alanus, a fact that 
gives “nature” a prominent place in relation to love. And the development of the 
poem places these figures at the service of the Lover’s self-seeking interpretation 
of the function of natural love. If it may lead in two directions, there is no 
mistaking the direction the Lover wants it to take.2118 

 
It is, however, as easy for the reader as it is for the protagonist to be held captive by the 

arguments of Nature and Genius, which at times seem grounded in the unassailable logic 

of cool scientific rationality and at other points ring forth with a passionate sense of 

conviction.  

 For Lynch, Genius and Nature become dangerous forces in the mind of the young 

Dreamer because he has refused to avail himself of the integrating and elevating power of 

reason: 

Not even Genius is a competent moralist. Though the purveyor of some wisdom, 
he uses the stories of Cadmus’s sowing and of Jupiter’s castration of Saturn as 
incitements to sexual indulgence, while he condemns Orpheus for his refusal to 
plow. Lady Nature, as many have pointed out, becomes Alain’s Natura bereft of 
responsibility for man’s understanding. Genius, likewise, becomes the Dreamer’s 
ingenium – his imagination as a kind of instinct for truth – but without the training 
upward toward truth that reason can provide to that faculty. It cannot be said that 
Jean advocates views stated by these characters. Instead, they provide a vehicle 
for making an oblique comment on the folly of one who denies to reason the 
proper precedence in the soul.2119 
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2119 Lynch, High Medieval, 130-31 
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After Nature explores at length the theme of free will and predestination, in a discourse 

clearly modeled on the Consolation of Philosophy, she makes her first clear criticism of 

mankind which is at the center of her complaint:  

However, if a reasonable creature, whether mortal man or divine angel, all of 
whom should give praise to God, is foolish and does not know himself, this defect 
comes to him from his vice, which troubles and fuddles his sense, for such a 
creature can indeed follow reason and can use free will; there is nothing that can 
excuse him from doing so.2120 

 
Just as in the earlier commentaries of Reason, Nature calls both the Dreamer and the 

readers of the romance to ethical account. This blending of true moral insight with a more 

practical and limited point of view is key to the articulation of the work’s apparent final 

resolution which feels logical and attractive at first glance, yet raises many unanswered 

questions.  

As Dahlberg points out, Nature here is bereft of Reason, meaning she appears 

only in her “post-lapsarian” or “fallen” condition, in which vision is filled with error.2121 

This shows again how the Roman’s didactic program, which it shares with all 

philosophical dream vision texts, is carried out on many levels. On the surface the 

allegorical figures advocate for positions that in their inadequacy remit to a deeper, 

somewhat hidden substrate where the core teachings of the poem are available to the 

careful and well prepared reader. 

                                                 
2120 Jean de Meun, Romance, 297 
2121 Dahlberg, Romance, 19 
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 One symptom Nature finds closely connected with the loss of Reason in human 

life is the presence of deceptive dreams, which always results from excess passion. In one 

example, she points to extreme religious practice as a source of unhealthy visions:  

Or there are those who, with great devotion, do too much contemplating and 
cause the appearance in their thought of the things on which they have pondered, 
only they believe that they see them quite clearly and outside themselves. But 
what they see is only a trifling lie, just as with a man who dreams. He sees, I 
think, the spiritual substances in their actuality, as Scipio did formerly. He sees 
hell and paradise, heaven, air, sea and Earth’s creatures and people in all kinds of 
activity.2122 

 
The tone here is very close to a tendency seen in the medieval medical theories of 

dreaming described in Chapter 2, through which certain aspects of dream life were cast as 

unproductive or even pathological and attempts were made to find physiological and 

rationally scientific causes for dream disorders. 

It is telling that Nature singles out Scipio’s dream, which was celebrated by the 

Neoplatonists, as an example of a disturbed process of the mind. In this sense, Nature 

embodies what Jean may have felt concerning the dangerous erosion of the spiritual 

significance of dreaming under the advances of a materialistic science. As Lynch 

emphasizes,  

Her purely naturalistic discourse on dreams stands in sharp contrast to Reason’s 
use of them in exempla and to the presuppositions of this revelatory dream poem 
itself, which degenerates into an insomnium, an unreliable dream, only because 
the Lover refuses the oracular wisdom originally offered him.2123  

 

                                                 
2122 Jean de Meun, Romance, 303-4 
2123 Lynch, Romance, 133-34 
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The Dreamer is left in a kind of prison. He has been dissuaded by poisonous influences 

within his own psyche from harmonizing his corporal life with heavenly wisdom, and 

therefore his dream can never escape Nature’s bounds. 

 Nature, however, does not always denounce disorder but at times suggests new, 

wholesome principles from which to live life. In one such section, she contributes to the 

discourse on social classes that was very much in the minds of literate men in 13th-

century Western Europe. Large groups of people, especially from the merchant classes, 

were gaining considerable wealth and political power that defied the traditional, rigid 

caste structures based on blood nobility that had governed social organization for 

centuries since the fall of the Roman Empire. For Nature, nobility is not inherited, but is 

instead a kind of integrity of mind and soul, one that can belong to anyone but which 

must be earned by a firm dedication to a virtuous life: 

In order to conquer nobility, which is very honorable on Earth, all those who wish 
to gain it must know this rule; whoever turns his desire toward nobility must 
guard against pride and laziness, must give himself to arms and to study and must 
empty himself of baseness. He must have a heart that is humble, courteous, and 
gentle in all places and toward all people, except, of course, toward his enemies 
when no agreement can be reached. He should honor ladies and girls, but not 
confide too much in them. […] Such a man should have praise and esteem, 
without blame or reprimand, and he, not others, should receive the name of 
nobility.2124  

 
This clearly is in accord with the Lope de Barrientos’s description of the ideal candidate 

for a “true dream,” explored in Chapter 2, and as will be developed further in Chapter 4, 

this is a definition of character-based nobility that is almost identical to the spirit that 

                                                 
2124 Jean de Meun, Romance, 309 
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nurtured Francisco Imperial’s generation of 15th-century philosophically oriented 

Castilian poets of the Cancionero de Baena. 

 Nature returns to her core theme, that mankind alone is the part of creation that 

has utterly failed. She offers a ray of hope in detailing the unique role of Christ in the 

redemption of this fallen state. Just as her descriptions of the stars, meteorological 

phenomena, the elements, etc. incorporate a 13th-century scientific understanding of the 

natural world, her description of Christ uses Platonic geometric formulations in a way 

that is consistent with the dream vision genre. She says of the Virgin Mary and Jesus: 

But it is true without fail that she whose womb swelled understood more than 
Plato, for she knew from the time that she bore Him and rejoiced in doing so, that 
He was the wondrous sphere that can have no end, that shoots its center through 
every place and whose circumference has no fixed place. She knew that he was 
the wondrous triangle whose unity creates three angles, but whose three angles 
make only one whole. He is the triangular circle, the circular triangle who 
harbored in the Virgin. Plato did not know as much as that; he did not see that 
triple unity in this simple trinity, the sovereign deity clothed in human skin, in 
God who is called creator.2125 

 
This is a place in the text where Nature’s voice clearly resonates with the spiritual 

impulses that shine through the traditional literary dream vision, one that unites a Platonic 

geometry with Christian doctrine.2126 Here, at least, the plane of the surface allegory of 

erotic love and the deeper level of authentic values actually coincide. 

                                                 
2125 Jean de Meun, Romance, 316. McMahon, Meditative Ascent, 231, addresses the Platonist and Christian 
idea of the circle as a symbol of eternal life: “According to the Timaeus, ‘time is a moving image of 
eternity’ (37d-e). So, too, does a circle imitate its center, for the whole circle, in two dimensions, is 
implicitly contained in its dimensionless center point.” 
2126 Katherine Lee Rawlings Jenner, Christian Symbolism (Chicago: A.C. McClung, 1910), 24-25, 
describes the symbolism of the triangle and circle in medieval culture: “The most abstract figure 
representing the Trinity is the form of a triangle. Sometimes the triangle is contained in a circle, thus 
expressing the Divine Triplicity in Unity. For the most beautiful meditation on the use of the symbol of the 
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 In the next chapter Genius seeks to remedy the ills of Nature and proclaims her 

decree to an eager public: 

[…] let all these disloyal apostates of high rank or low, who held in despite the 
acts by which Nature is supported, be excommunicated and condemned without 
delay. And let him who strives with all his force to maintain Nature, who 
struggles to love well, without any base thought, but with lawful labor, go off to 
paradise decked with flowers.2127 

 
Here the theme of sexual love as a necessary natural force has been wedded to the earlier 

depictions given by the God of Love of eros as a kind of religious faith. There is at least 

an attempt made to ennoble a corporeal drive by suggesting its legitimate place in human 

life. 

 Nevertheless Genius, like Nature, is a flawed dream guide. Although he makes a 

strong case and appears to smoothly guide the Roman to a harmonious conclusion, he 

suffers, as Dahlberg notes, from a lack of authority and will not stand by his message:  

His function is […] appropriate to the identification naturalis concupiscentia 
[natural inclination], but is at variance with the priestly expression of it in the 
form of a Mass and with his priestly robes. When he sets out to help lovers, he 
takes off these robes, but when he arrives at the council of barons, he receives the 
inappropriate robes of a bishop from the inappropriate hands of the God of Love. 
After his sermon, he throws down his torch and vanishes so that no one knows 
what has become of him.2128 

 

                                                                                                                                                 
circles I would refer the reader to the Paradiso, Canso xxiii.” Dante’s geometric imagination of the 
godhead will be discussed below. McMahon, Meditative Ascent, 41, explains that the circle, a fundamental 
symbol in dream vision texts: “symbolizes procession and return, creation and salvation, and the circular 
movements of the heavenly spheres. These, in turn, evoke the still circle of divinity, for the circle is an 
ancient image of perfection, stability, and wholeness.” 
2127 Jean de Meun, Romance, 322 
2128 Dahlberg, Romance, 20 
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This renders his discourse more dreamlike and ephemeral, placing the poem’s 

superficially resounding ending on shakier philosophical and moral ground. 

 Genius now begins to speak about the eternal rewards for a life of virtue. Calling 

for people to spread his peaceful message, he develops an elaborate vision of a heavenly 

garden, the Park of the Good Shepherd, a place where the faithful – those who have 

dedicated their lives to love in all its forms -- find their rest with Christ as the Good 

Shepherd: 

And if you preach in this way, upon my word and promise and as long as your 
deeds accord with your words, you will never be prevented from entering the park 
of the lovely field where the son of the virgin ewe in all his white fleece leads his 
flock with him, leaping over the grass. They follow after him, not in a crowd, but 
in a scattered company, along the narrow calm path that is so little traveled and 
beaten down that it is covered with flowers and grass. The little white ewes, good-
natured and open, go along grazing and eating on the young grass and flowers that 
spring up there. But you must know that they have a pasture of such wondrous 
nature that the delightful little flowers that spring up fresh and clean, all in their 
spring maidenhood, are as young and new as stars winking through the green 
grass in the morning dew.2129 

 
This is a bucolic paradise that draws upon the classical locus amoenus and shares much 

in common with the Marian poetic imagination expressed in the introduction to Berceo’s 

Milagros de Nuestra Señora. Key here is the wilder space of the open meadow, which 

contrasts with the contained and highly cultivated space of the erotic pleasure garden 

presented at the beginning of the Roman. And yet, as Genius sees it, this is a place 

reserved only for those who cooperate with Nature’s plan of sexual reproduction. 

                                                 
2129 Jean de Meun, Romance, 328 
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Genius draws a series of parallels between the pleasure garden and the heavenly 

paradise to show the many shortcomings of the human built space. Evoking the 

deceptively graceful garden full of carousing, elegant youth, he remarks: “There is 

nothing here that can be stable; whatever he saw is corruptible. He saw carols that will 

pass away; all those who dance there will disappear, and so will all the things that he saw 

enclosed in them.”2130 He is bringing a sense of resolution to the provocative images that 

have shaped the development of the entire poem by casting them into the light of 

accepted Christian doctrine, effectively robbing them of much of their power.  

In the depiction of this new garden, Piehler sees a notable departure from the 

norms of dream vision literature:  

The Park of the Good Shepherd stands finally in no clear relationship to the Rose 
Garden, for Genius assists very actively in the assault on the Castle of the Rose, 
just after comparing the Rose Garden so slightingly to the Good Park. The 
apparent ambiguity in this is not resolved. He seems to have forgotten, moreover, 
that he is giving his sermon in the very garden he is attacking. The landscape and 
the dialogue are no longer in harmony. 

 
If seen in the context of the satirical nature of the Roman, it may well have been Jean’s 

intention to incorporate the Park of the Good Shepherd into the text in a way that lacks 

full cohesion. It is worth noting, however, that Genius is careful to establish many basic 

contrasts at the level of imagery between the two gardens in a way that draws the reader 

to see something of authentic spiritual value in the Park of the Good Shepherd. Like 

                                                 
2130 Jean de Meun, Romance, 333-34 



573 

Nature, Genius is a speaker whose voice can at times reach the deeper level of the work’s 

core values. 

This voice crescendos to a climax in Genius’s comparison of the principal 

fountains found in the paradise and the pleasure garden, such as his comments on the 

source of light found in the fountain of the Christian heaven: 

 […] in this fountain there shines a carbuncle that is marvelous beyond all 
marvelous stones, completely round and with three facets. It sits in the midst so 
tall that one sees it plainly glowing throughout the park. Neither wind nor rain nor 
cloud can deflect its rays, so beautiful and noble it is. […] But no sin illuminates 
it; it has a color so pure, so bright and shining, that the sun that brightens the twin 
crystals in the other water would be dark and murky beside it.2131 

 
This fountain, then, produces its own light and, as Genius elaborates, does not enchant 

the person who gazes into its waters but instead allows him to understand the nature of 

the whole park and even to gain true self knowledge. In a basic attitude that can also be 

found in sections of the  Escala de Mahoma and the Commedia, Genius attempts to 

modestly bear witness, in ways that must fall short, to glimpses of supernatural spaces of 

unfathomable splendor and beauty. The reader is reminded to leave behind any notions of 

what he is now capable of seeing in the world or producing in his imagination. 

 Lynch interprets this representation of the ideal fountain, which she refers to as 

the Triple Well, as a healing image: “The Triple Well provides a corrective to 

Guillaume’s Perilous Fountain; it is a mirror of God that affords the only whole view of 

Paradise, the kind of view that the mirror of vision ought typically to provide.”2132 It 

                                                 
2131 Jean de Meun, Romance, 336 
2132 Lynch, High Medieval, 136 
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cannot, however, fulfill the function that Genius wishes it to perform because the 

Dreamer has not properly prepared his mind to receive its influence and apply its wisdom 

to his situation:  

Jean’s Dreamer is invited by Genius, that power within, to make the progress 
from image to significance that characterizes true visionaries. But the Lover’s 
soul has not been correctly ordered to truth; the fleeting image of redemption 
offered by his imagination remains only that, fading images whose significance 
the Dreamer cannot organize into action. Genius’s lapse is thus the Lover’s lapse, 
as it perfectly reflects the Lover’s own libidinal overcharge.2133 

 
What should be the climax of a meditative ascent devolves into a missed opportunity for 

the redemption of corporal desire through a harmonization with the divine soul. 

This leads to the end of the dream vision, one that outwardly seems to coincide 

with Robert McMahon’s detailing of the trajectory of the meditative ascent, in which an 

allegorical work of spiritual value will build in intensity right to its fulfillment. In 

preparation for this, Genius make a gesture that ritually communicates Nature’s desires 

and sets the stage for a supposed integration of erotic and divine love: 

Genius preached to them thus, delighting and comforting them. Then he threw 
down his candle on the spot, and its smoking flame spread among everyone. 
There is not lady who might protect herself from it, so well does Venus know how 
to spread it, and the wind caught it up so high that all living women have their 
bodies, their hearts and their thoughts permeated with that odor.2134 

 
The emphasis is on the element of fire, which here appears to convey both holiness and 

sexual passion as a united force. 

                                                 
2133 Lynch, High Medieval, 136 
2134 Jean de Meun, Romance, 338 
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 The reader, however, is in no way left with a sense of solemnity such as Boethius 

conveys in the final vision of the Prisoner in the Consolation of Philosophy. In the 

Roman, the bawdy use of sexually charged language and imagery is never properly 

resolved so as to support a morally or theologically sound view of human or divine love, 

a final  note that must be struck in a classic meditative ascent text. It can therefore be 

inferred that this culmination is farcical and intentionally ineffective. Dahlberg comments 

on the satiric, self-referential nature of the ending:   

more than ever in this latter part of the poem, the comedy is a fundamental part of 
the poem’s meaning, for the very blasphemy off the mock religiosity of the 
Lover’s quest, figured in terms of an aberration of the celestial pilgrimage, shows 
the depth and extent, as well as the ridiculousness, of the full and final overthrow 
of reason, where everything is turned upside-down and black seems white. The 
futility of such a perversion is hinted at in the closing lines of the poem – 
“straightaway it was day, and I awoke” – which suggests that the Lover’s 
insomnium is fleeting and insubstantial.2135 

 
 The young man is now finally given free reign to erotically unite with his 

beloved. She is described as a passive image of ideal beauty harboring an inner sanctuary 

between two pillars, an absurd metaphor for her genitalia that begins an extended 

allegorical depiction of the sexual act based on a sophisticated, ironic play of 

language:2136  

It was my wish that, if I could bring my entire harness, just as I carried it, up to 
the harbor, I might touch it to the relics if I were allowed to bring it close to them. 
And I had done so much and wandered so far, my staff entirely unprotected by 
ferrule, that, vigorous and agile, I knelt without delay between the two fair pillars, 

                                                 
2135 Dahlberg, Romance, 21 
2136 Jean de Meun, Romance, 340 
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for I was very hungry to worship the lovely, adorable sanctuary with a devoted 
and pious heart.2137 

 
Where the meditative ascent should end with a final encounter with divinity, any 

religious impulse within this Dreamer is directed toward and dispersed in the enjoyment 

of his beloved. 

 With the climax having been reached, the ending of the poem and the 

protagonist’s reentry into the waking world is very abrupt: “Before I stirred from that 

place where I should wish to remain forever, I plucked with great delight the flower from 

the leaves of the rosebush, and thus I have my red rose. Straightaway it was day, and I 

awoke.” While the Dreamer finally wins the delights of erotic love, he has been 

prevented by his overpowering desires from growing toward a higher form of 

understanding. He has gained nothing of lasting value, and the delights of the dream 

evaporate. 

The Roman, however, has a capacity to effect a positive change within the fully 

aware reader. As Lynch indicates, Jean leads us to “deplore” the lack of vision of the 

Dreamer, yet in the process we learn something about the value of a philosophical 

approach to living by appreciating the self-delusion of a young Dreamer who lacks all 

realization of this kind of life, whose consciousness as a dream figure, in fact, ultimately 

dissolves into nothingness.2138 As Piehler observes, the Dreamer, in the end, has been 

construed so that he breaks with the genre’s convention, fully developed in the 12th-

                                                 
2137 Jean de Meun, Romance, 351 
2138 Lynch, High Medieval, 140 
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century Complaint of Nature, of an ideal protagonist who ascends from a state of misery, 

confronts his inner turmoil and arrives at a state of divine illumination:  

where the Chartrians depicted high spiritual pilgrimage, Jean gives us a pretty fair 
representation of the inner lives of the rest of us, shapeless and inconsistently 
motivated as they are. This is the way most of us live, and to complain of his 
unwillingness or inability to give an adequate structure to his poem is in a sense to 
complain of his excessive fidelity in representing the human condition. 

 
To recapitulate, Jean belonged to an age that had begun to question the possibility of 

making such an ascent and, with its scientific outlook, was more inclined to for strive for 

a full appreciation of man as he really was rather than as he should be. At the same time, 

in Jean’s hands, the dream vision is a genre in which a poet can use the darker shades of 

humor to instruct the reader in the acquisition of the wholesome view of life that is core 

to the genre’s deepest purposes. As Lynch affirms, at no point did Jean disparage the 

literary dream itself: “Value, in this poem, resides finally in the theory of vision that gave 

to the philosophical vision its original shape as a subgenre. Though he pokes fun at the 

Dreamer, in no way does Jean de Meun poke fun at that theory.”   

 

 

9. La Escala de Mahoma 

The text of the Escala de Mahoma is a translation commissioned c. 1263 by the 

Castilian monarch Alfonso X the Wise from a certain Don Abraham, a Jewish  member 

of his team of linguists and scholars working at the famous school of translators at 
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Toledo.2139 To date, the Spanish text has not been found and the only known surviving 

versions are Latin and French translations made in 1264 by the Italian Buenaventura de 

Sena,2140 one of Alfonso’s notaries and scribes.2141 

 The Escala text represents a crystallization of a rich folkloric tradition, in which a 

narrative kernel contained in the Koran was greatly expanded in the popular imagination, 

inspiring a textual tradition in the Muslim world that can be dated back at least to the 9th 

century.2142 As Miguel Asín Palacios states, the impetus for this evocative literature of 

Mohammed’s otherworldly journeys is a very small reference appearing in the Muslim 

holy book:  

One brief allusion only appears in the Koran: “Praised by He [the Lord]” – runs 
the first verse of the seventeenth chapter --- “who called upon His servant 
[Mahomet] to travel by night from the sacred temple [of Mecca] to the far-off 
temple [of Jerusalem] whose precinct We have blessed, in order to show him Our 
wonders.2143 

 
This event, however, represents the moment of greatest transformation in the life of the 

Prophet. 

This Koranic passage inspired three basic cycles of hadiths, a broader, didactic 

genre of texts celebrating the life of Mohammed. In the Iberian Peninsula, the hadiths, 

                                                 
2139 José Muñoz Sendino, “Prólogo,” and “Manuscritos y traductores,” La Escala de Mahoma, ed. José 
Muñoz Sendino (Madrid: Ministerio de Asuntos Exteriores, 1949), xii, 15 
2140 Muñoz Sendino, “Los caminos de la leyenda a Dante,” La escala, 84, 103, explains that as one of 
Alfonso’s notaries and scribes, Buenaventura was part of a contingent of Italians who frequented the court 
of Alfonso, attracted in part by his ultimately unsuccessful bid to become Holy Roman Emperor, an effort 
that linked Castile intimately to several Italian city states. 
2141 Muñoz Sendino, “Manuscritos,” 22-23 
2142 Miguel Asín Palacios, Islam and the Divine Comedy, trans. Harold Sunderland (Lahore, Pakistan: 
Quasain, 1977), 3 
2143 Asín Palacios, Islam, 3 
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which were regularly used by Sufi preachers, also served as a kind of devotional 

literature at a time when stricter, more dogmatic sects of Islam began to take root there in 

the 12th century.2144 In the first group, texts that can be traced back to the 9th century, 

Mohammed appears as narrator of the isrâ’, his nocturnal journey from Mecca to 

Jerusalem.2145 As Bernard Darbord and César García de Lucas explain:  

La literatura del Isra (‘viaje nocturno’) evoca el viaje del profeta de la Meca a 
Jerusalén cuatro años antes de la emigración a Medina (622). En el mismo lugar 
del oratorio de Jerusalén se eleva hoy la mezquita al-Aqsa, cuyo nombre evoca el 
versículo de la sura. Todas las versiones del mira’j comparten puntos en común: 
estos pertenecen a una cadena de autoridades, o que legitima su creencia.2146 

 
The second cycle includes versions of Mohammed’s autobiographical account of the 

mi’râj, his ascension into the circles of heaven and descent into the infernal realms. A 

final cycle, a tradition almost as old as the first two, reflects an attempt to synthesize the 

isrâ’ and the mi’râj.2147 

 Asín Palacios believes that an increasing literary sensibility guided the creation of 

the synthetic texts, such as the version that served as the basis for the Escala:  

As the date of the version is not later than that of the fragmentary tales, it would 
seem as if Moslem traditionists had decided upon such fusion at an early period. 
This decision, no doubt, was based on considerations of art rather than theology, 
the object being more to satisfy, with one complete story, the curiosity of the 
faithful than to justify the existence of so many fragmentary and often 
contradictory versions of one and the same event.2148 

                                                 
2144 Muñoz Sendino, “Los caminos,” 184 
2145 Asín Palacios, Islam, 4 
2146 Bernard Darbord and César García de Lucas, “El Libro de la escala de Mahoma, acerca del fabuloso 
viaje del Profeta,” La utopía en la Literatura y en la Historia, ed. Fernando Carmona Fernández and José 
Miguel García Cano (Murcia, Spain: Universidad de Murcia, Secretariado de Publicaciones e Intercambio 
Científico, 2008), 60 
2147 Asín Palacios, Islam, 32-33 
2148 Asín Palacios, Islam, 35 
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Muñoz Sendino believes that the version of the mi’râj selected by Alfonso X was of 

extraordinary literary value: “es ésta, traducida por Alfonso, la más extensa y con más 

elementos descriptivos, más aptos para saciar el gusto literario y sed de cosas 

maravillosas ultraterrenas.”2149 Darbord and García de Lucas also speak to what has 

attracted readers to the text:   

Es una obra que tienen [sic] mucho en común con los tratados proféticos y 
apocalípticos: recoge la experiencia de un hombre elegido por la divinidad, testigo 
excepcional de aquello que el común de las gentes no puede alcanzar a ver. Nos 
encontramos con una característica esencial de estos relatos apocalípticos: 
expresan verdades dogmáticas, rectas, ineluctables, libres de las categorías básicas 
de la vida humana, a saber, de los límites del espacio y del tiempo.2150 

 
 In producing the French portion of his published text, Muñoz Sendino used 

manuscripts which he discovered at the Bodleian Library in Oxford2151 and for the Latin 

he used a manuscript he serendipitously found at the Bibliotheque Nationale in Paris.2152 

He was able to confirm that a copy of the same Latin text is housed at the Vatican 

Library. All of these manuscripts date from the end of the end of the 13th or beginning of 

the 14th centuries.2153  

A study of linguistic idiosyncrasies in the manuscripts from Oxford and Paris 

helped Muñoz Sendino to localize their origin in the region of Brittany.2154 He was not 

surprised by this, given that many Frenchmen in the retinue of Jeanne, Countess of 

                                                 
2149 Muñoz Sendino, “Razón de esta traducción en el ciclo de obras de Alfonso X,” La Escala, 63 
2150 Darbord and García de Lucas, “Libro,” 54 
2151 Muñoz Sendino, “Manuscritos,” 3-4. The manuscript is: Oxford: Bibl. Bodleiana. Ms. Laud Misc. 537 
2152 Muñoz Sendino, “Manuscritos,” 3, 6. The manuscript is: Paris: Bibliot. Nacional. Cod. lat. 6.064 (ant. 
lat. 4.722) 
2153 Muñoz Sendino, “Manuscritos,” 3: The manuscript is: Vatican Library: Cod. Lat. Vat. 4072 
2154 Muñoz Sendino, “Los caminos,” 82 
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Ponthieu, and second wife of Fernando III, had accompanied her to Castile and that in 

King Alfonso’s court there was also a significant contingent of French nobility reflecting 

Alfonso’s many blood ties to the French monarchy.2155 All of this supports Muñoz 

Sendino’s claim that manuscripts of the Escala could have been circulating throughout 

France, a possible source of later transmission of the legend to Dante.  

Muñoz Sendino’s thesis in the introductory chapters to his edition of the Escala is 

that Dante must have come into contact with a copy of Alfonso’s translations of the 

work2156 or at least have had secondhand yet detailed notice of the legend of the mi’râj. 

Mindful of the fact that true genius cannot create in a vacuum,2157 he sees the Escala as 

having provided much of the raw imagistic material and impulse for the Divine Comedy:  

aquí todo el mundo de las leyendas musulmanas, aun animadas de un temblor de 
creencia y de fervor místico en algunos de sus exégetas, eran campo abierto, para 
que toda su imaginería fantástica y deslumbrante, embebida y trascendida por el 
genio de Dante en un mundo superior de arte, creencia y pensamiento, cobrara 
arquitectura y realidad sublime en los tercetos de la Divina Comedia, síntesis 
armoniosa y bellísima de todo saber, sentir e imaginar en aquellos años, albores 
del siglo XIV.2158 

 
In other words, Dante’s work, which is recognized as a great synthesis of centuries of 

Christian wisdom, was likely also nourished by Muslim literary currents in much the 

same way that Western scientists and philosophers were finding inspiration in the newly 

available translations of Arabic texts. 

                                                 
2155 Muñoz Sendino, “Los caminos,” 82 
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Another route of transmission to Dante may have been through Buenaventura de 

Sena and the other Italian collaborators in Alfonso’s translation projects, all of them 

imperial notaries who maintained some connection with their home cities in Lombardy 

and Tuscany.2159 Alfonso X, through his involvement in the affairs of Gascony,2160 and 

especially through his incessant and ultimately failed attempt to become Holy Roman 

Emperor, traveled extensively in southern France and Italy with his entourages and 

attracted men such as Buenaventura to his court. Since many of these men were also 

dedicated to letters, they may well have helped to spread the Escala manuscript.2161 

These conflicts were also reflected in poetry that served as an inspiration for Dante’s 

insertion of his own political views into his texts. Muñoz Sendino concludes from this 

that Dante must have at least known of the splendor of the court of Alfonso X.2162 

In 1260, Dante’s teacher Bruneto Latini was himself embroiled in this 

international power struggle as an ambassador to Castile from the Commune of Florence, 

and the court of Alfonso made a great impression on him.2163 His own works from this 

time reflect an Arabic sensibility and incorporate themes at least parallel to those found in 

the Escala:  

En Francia concibe y escribe primero el Tesoretto en verso (1262), de tanto 
simbolismo y descripciones parecidas al mi’rāŷ y el Tesoro después (1266), 
enciclopedia de saber medieval, que Dante estudió. Alegórico el uno, erudito y 
voluminoso el otro, ambos contienen una buena porción de ideas y noticias de 
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aportación y origen árabe, que, sin ningún género de dudas admiten todos, 
adquirió en su gran parte en España.2164 

 
Muñoz Sendino conjectures from this that Bruneto may well have seen a copy of the 

Arabic text that Alfonso used in his production of the Escala, or perhaps even a draft of 

the Spanish translation itself.2165 

Dante may also have gained access to the Escala manuscript or had notice of the 

mi’râj legend through the comings and goings of French and Italian troubadours, such as 

the Genoese Bonifacio Calvo, who involved themselves deeply in  the life of King 

Alfonso’s court.2166 Merchants, too, with their extensive networks and close contacts with 

Spain’s Jewish communities, were also known at times to have literary interests and 

could have brought the manuscript to France or Italy.2167 Finally, the communities of 

Jewish scholars in Spain were closely linked to their cohorts in southern France and Italy, 

and their members were known for their itinerant way of life and could easily have 

spread notice of the legend.2168 

 Muñoz Sendino mentions the Italian Immanuel ben Salomo as a remarkable 

Jewish scholar and poet who greatly admired Dante, lamenting his death with a panegyric 

sonnet, and may well have enjoyed his friendship.2169 As an older man looking back on 

                                                 
2164 Muñoz Sendino, “Los caminos,” 118 
2165 Muñoz Sendino, “Los caminos,” 120 
2166 Muñoz Sendino, “Los caminos,” 125-26 
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his life, he composed a Dantesque allegorical poem.2170 Although it is not certain that he 

knew of the mi’râj legend, it very possible he associated with scholars and translators 

who were intimately connected to the translation of hispano-arabic texts and were aware 

of this tradition.2171 

Among the many historical and cultural forces that had been bringing the Western 

world into contact with Muslim cultures and religion for centuries were intense 

commercial activities, pilgrimages to the Holy Land, the Crusades, missionary work, and, 

in the case of Spain and Sicily, the experience of being dominated by or living in close 

proximity to Islamic culture.2172  

With the ultimate failure of the Crusades, the 13th-century Christian world 

developed a new strategy for facing the threat posed by Islamic religion and culture. 

Where the path of the sword had become ineffective, a new zeal for evangelization took 

its place within the Catholic Church. To change and confront a religion considered 

anathema, however, required a thorough knowledge of its basic writings and cultural 

context.2173 This coincided with the much more impartial and tolerant effort, outlined in 

Chapter 2, to profit from the great riches of Muslim culture, which had developed its 

sciences and philosophy to a much higher degree than had been reached in Western 

Europe.2174  

                                                 
2170 Muñoz Sendino, “Los caminos,” 176 
2171 Muñoz Sendino, “Los caminos,” 176 
2172 Muñoz Sendino, “Los caminos,”79 
2173 Muñoz Sendino “Razón,” 38 
2174 Muñoz Sendino “Razón,” 38; See my pages 321-25. 
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Muñoz Sendino believes that the Escala belongs to a tradition of anti-Islamic 

literature dating back to the work of the 12th-century reformer of the Cluny order, Peter 

the Venerable.2175 At the end of the 13th century the martyred San Pedro Pascual, as he 

spent his final years in Moorish captivity, created a Spanish summary of the Latin 

translation of the Escala that was made available to him in Granada. Although Pedro is 

known for his great tolerance in his missionary work, he placed this summary within a 

volume of texts refuting the Muslim faith that were written in the same spirit as the 

apologetic Manual of Peter the Venerable.2176 As San Pedro Pascual had devoted his life 

to study and had spent time in Florence, Muñoz Sendino feels it is almost certain that 

Dante would at least have heard of him.2177  

 Buenaventura de Sena’s prologue to his Latin text succinctly and modestly 

reflects this didactic intention:  

vt Macometi non minus abusiva quam derisoria contra Christum tenere attemptata 
notescant, et ipsius Christi fidei veritas comparata mendaciis plus delectet, de 
hyspano conuerti eloquio per singula in latinum; redditur namque lux ex 
tenebrarum cognicione accepior, et contrariorum quorumlibet iuxta sepositorum 
euidencior est natura.2178 

 
Muñoz Sendino states, however, that the text soon took on a life of its own: 

“independientemente de las intenciones de Alfonso el Sabio y de su notario 

Buenaventura, la traducción pasó rápidamente a ser un arma de combate en manos de los 
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que por entonces se enfrascaban en las lides misionales entre musulmanes.”2179 A 

Spanish summary of the Latin text appears in the missionary text of San Pedro Pascual’s 

Impunación de la Seta de Mahoma (c. 1300) and an identical translation is found in the 

work of Roberto Carracciolo da Lecce (c. 1400).2180  

 Alfonso X includes a summary of the work in his Estoria de Espanna,2181 giving 

the work a much wider distribution in Castilian than it would have enjoyed in Latin. The 

Infante Don Juan Manuel refers to the Escala and its ideological intention in his prologue 

to the Libro de Cetrería: “Otrosi, fizo trasladar toda la secta de los moros, porque 

pareciesse por ella los errores en que Mahomad, el su falso profeta, les puso, et en que 

ellos están hoy día.”2182  

The Escala narrates an otherworldly voyage that breaks the boundaries of space 

and time. As Darbord and García de Lucas indicate, this tale of Mohammed’s spiritual 

travels follows a pattern well established in vision literature:   

En las descripciones del más allá, no se nos anticipa necesariamente el futuro; en 
ellas, el relato es homogéneo, con ida y vuelta, pero según un cronotopo 
marcadamente fantástico, por lo menos con respecto a los cánones de la vida 
cotidiana. Estas obras tienen muchos estilemas en común con los libros de viajes: 
el narrador hace su relato en primera persona tras haber sido transportado a los 
lugares que contemplará. El protagonista de este tipo de narraciones, en cambio, 
deberá llegar al mundo maravilloso empleando, claro está, un medio excepcional. 
Las distancias podrán ser portentosas, inhumanas.2183 
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This is a type of vision seen in the Judeo-Christian Scriptural tradition in the Book of 

Enoch and the apocryphal Gospel of Nicodemus.2184 In the period of just one evening the 

Prophet is carried to Jerusalem, bears witness to all of the heavenly realms, is brought 

face-to-face with God, visits the terrestrial Paradise and descends into the infernal 

regions. The framework of the dream narrative then, allows for a tremendous 

compression of space and time. 

 It would be helpful here to enumerate some of the basic elements that may 

suggest points of contact between the various versions of the mi’râj, which vary quite 

significantly, and Dante’s Divine Comedy. Asín Palacios lists the following: 

Beatrice, human indeed, but rendered angelic through the Beatific Vision, 
descends from heaven with divine permission to conduct Dante to the Throne of 
God. Through space they fly; and likewise Gabriel leaves Mahomet. In both 
ascensions the travelers pass through the astronomical heavens, tarrying awhile in 
each to converse with the blessed and receive enlightenment on theological 
problems. The prophets in the Moslem heavens are the saints in Dante’s poem. 
The literary artifice in both works is identical, no matter how they differ in art and 
spiritual detail.2185 

 
The Escala text, while reflecting these basic narrative kernels, is perhaps less akin to the 

Comedy than some of the Arabic iterations of the mi’râj explored in depth by Asín 

Palacios. The similarities, however, still strongly suggest some kind of relationship 

between the texts and, in any case, a review of the Escala provides an excellent 

opportunity to highlight the more universal aspects of the dream vision across cultures. 
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 Mohammed’s dream, narrated in first person, begins with the Prophet falling 

asleep after having spent a time in deep spiritual contemplation: 

[...] Mecke in domo mea essem et iacerem in lecto propio et iuxta uxoreum meam, 
cui nomen erat Ohmeni, et multum uigilauerim in lege dei sollicite cogitando, et 
post huiusmodi uigilacionem aliquantulum dormire inceperim, ecce statim uenit 
ad me Gabriel angelus et se michi in hanc formam ostendit, videlicet;2186  

 
This is a dream evoked, in part, by pondering of the nature of God and divine laws, fitting 

a pattern already established the literary tradition and following the medieval 

understanding of dream life, where extraordinary dreams are likely to come to those who 

practice serious disciplines of the soul. 

Although this work is comparable to a hagiographical text, meant to be read as a 

true account in support of the Islamic faith and the holiness of Mohammed, the archangel 

Gabriel can nevertheless be seen as a character within Mohammed’s mind if this work is 

approached as a literary dream vision text. Gabriel, the strongest of the potentia animae 

who will appear in his dream, is described as extraordinarily beautiful and radiant: 

quod eius facies erat alba plus quam lac aut nix aliqua, et capilli erant 
rubicundiores corallo multum eciam rubicundo; habebat enim supercilia bene 
ampla ualde et os pulcherrimum et bene formatum; dentes quidem albos et ualde 
claros; et existens indutus vestibus omni re albioribus ac ditissime operatis cum 
perlis et lapidibus preciosis.2187 

 
This emphasis on otherworldly brightness and remarkable bodily features and garments is 

consistent with the longstanding tradition of depicting guides in dream vision texts. Of all 

                                                 
2186 Escala, 265 
2187 Escala, 265-66 



589 

the texts explored in this chapter, this work stands out for its emphasis on color and 

repeated references and comparisons to precious stones. 

 Within the dream, he recognizes that this brilliant presence is Gabriel, rises from 

his bed, proceeds to his doorway and ritually prostrates himself.2188 He notices that 

Gabriel has an animal with him, a little larger than a donkey but smaller than a mule, who 

is also stunningly beautiful to behold.2189 Gabriel orders him to mount the sacred being, 

named Alborak, introduces Mohammed to him as the greatest messenger and prophet of 

God, and the creature carries him with inexpressible speed to the temple of Jerusalem.2190 

 In Chapter III, when they have stopped, he sees a ravishingly beautiful maiden 

who asks him to wait for her. He describes his own very human behavior in her presence 

as a detached observer, as a projection of himself into the story-like space of his dream 

narrative: “Ego quidem expectaui eam; et cum apropinquasset ac uellet michi loqui, 

reliqui eam, uelud dedignatus non modicum, et sum ultra profectus.”2191 We see that the 

Mohammed of the dream behaves like a semi-autonomous character whose behavior the 

narrator cannot fully control or censure. Nevertheless, here, as throughout the dream, 

Mohammed as protagonist remains steadfast to his deepest moral values. 

 Gabriel interprets for Mohammed the figure of the maiden, who stands in the 

dream as an allegorical symbol: “Scias quod domina illa, cunctis solis induta coloribus, 

est mundus iste, qui deliciis omnibus plenus extat; et quia expectauisti eam, scias bene 
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quod gentes tue plus solaciorum plusque deliciarum habebunt quam omnes alie gentes, 

que unquam in preterito furerint uel sint eciam in futuro.”2192 Asín Palacios connects this 

woman, even if she has the capacity to enchant the Dreamer, to the figure of an old 

woman as symbol of the “temptation of the world” that Dante incorporates into his 

Purgatorio.2193 

This espisode reveals two important details: first, that Gabriel is revealing to 

Mohammed his great destiny as a spiritual leader; and second, that within the spiritual 

ideology of this text, sensual pleasures and delights are seen as worthy rewards for the 

devout who turn away from these ephemeral gratifications in their Earthly sojourn. This 

is a core theme that will be further developed as the narrative unfolds. 

 In Chapter IV a throng of prophets is in the temple standing in a circle, rendering 

homage to Mohammed and praying as a community.2194 Gabriel orders Mohammed, 

because of his illustrious role as “rex prophetarum omnium et cunctarum gencium 

dominus,”2195  to say the first prayer and after entoning two simple entreaties, he rises to 

his feet. The prophets recognize him as one of their own and celebrate, extending him 

honors. Embracing him, they tell him that God has prepared great rewards for him and 

his people, a message that will be repeated many times throughout the text. 
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The first vivid description of heavenly architecture is presented in Chapter V. 

Mohammed paints this picture of the stairway that is central to the work’s meaning and 

structure:  

[...] ecce Gabriel me per manum accipiens duxit extra templum et ostendit michi 
quandamm scalam, que durabat a primo celo usque ad teram, ubi stabam. Erat 
enim scala illa pulcrior res quam unquam uisa extiterit, et ipsius pedes iuncti erant 
ad lapidem illum, ad quem descenderam ego primo; gradus quidem eius in hac 
maniere facti erant, videlicet; quod primus erat de rubino, secundus de smaragdo, 
tercuis de perla albissima, et quilibet aliorum de precioso lapide iuxta naturam 
suam, cum perlis operatus et auro purissimo tam ditissime, quod nullum cor 
hominis cogitare hoc posset.2196  
 

As Darbord and García Lucas emphasize, the Spanish word escala doesn’t quite match 

with the description given of this architectural feature: “La palabra elegida no parece la 

más adecuada para designar una estructura cuyos peldaños están formados por pesadas 

piedras preciosas […] y cubiertos por una lujosa alfombra verde.”2197 Like all of the 

structures of the heavenly worlds Mohammed will describe, the stairs are built of gold, 

silver, rubies, emeralds, pearls and other precious stones and, like many of the wonders 

Mohammed will encounter, they are so filled with light that they overwhelm the senses. 

 Mohammed meets the Angel of Death2198 and the Guardian of Hell.2199 The Angel 

of Death explains that the beautiful angels he sees before them, who emit a pleasant odor, 

separate the souls of the just from their bodies and welcome them with soothing 
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words.2200 The souls of the wicked are, in contrast, harshly condemned and ripped cruelly 

from their corpses, only to find that Heaven has been closed to them.2201  

In the figure of the Guardian of Hell, described in the Escala in menacing terms, 

Asín Palacios sees a clear model for the boatman of Hell in the Divine Comedy:  

Mahomet’s meeting with the Keeper of Hell, however, obviously has its parallel 
in the scene where Dante is refused passage by the boatman Caronte and grim 
Minos. The poet has merely reproduced the Moslem scene in a more artistic form, 
adapted from the classical mythology.  The Moslem Keeper, wrathful and 
glowing like red hot coal; his curt refusal to open the door; and the imperious 
command from on high – all seem like rough sketches of Dante’s boatman.2202 

 
The presence of the guardian figure in classical and Muslim cultures and later adopted in 

such a vivid way by Dante, bolsters the case for a direct connection between the Escala 

and the Divine Comedy. It might, however, also indicate a common archetypal or 

imagistic source within the depths of the human psyche operating independently of 

literary traditions and cultures. 

 In Chapter IX, Mohammed and Gabriel encounter yet another angelic being with 

his feet planted in the abysses and head reaching into the heavens: “Hic namque angelus, 

habens capillos suos ualde longos et super humeros iacentes ipsius, habebat eciam alas 

colorum omnium, qui pulcriores erant quam uiderit homo unquam. Erat enim angelus iste 

factus ad modum galli, et ostenderat sibi deus omnes horas, quibus fieri oraciones 

debebant.”2203 Asín Palacios relates this sacred cock to Dante’s elaborate image in the 
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Paradiso of a sublime celestial eagle, a figure made up of a multitude of angelic beings 

standing in formation, all continually singing God’s praises, showing the same form of 

devotion performed the Escala’s avian angel.2204 Asín Palacios also comments that this 

musical motif is well integrated into the Divine Comedy: “In Dante’s poem, the celestial 

spirits also sing hymns of praise from the Holy Scriptures and the poet attempts to 

convey the majesty of the harmony by comparing it with sounds of nature and music.”2205 

 In Chapter XI, Gabriel and Mohammed climb the staircase to the first heaven, at 

the level of the moon. As Asín Palacios underscores, the division of the heavenly spaces 

in the Escala into successively higher levels is one of the most basic points of similarity 

between the account of Mohammed’s voyage and Dante’s Paradiso:  

In both stories there are as many stages as astronomical heavens. The difference 
in number and designation merely denotes the superior scientific knowledge of a 
cultured poet whose work appeared five centuries later than the tales of those 
inerudite Moslem Dreamers. Apart from this, it is clear that the seven heavens 
traversed by Mahomet are identical with those that Dante names after the seven 
stars of the Ptolemaic system; the Moon, Mercury, Venus, the Sun, Mars, Jupiter, 
and Saturn, to which he adds the sphere of the Fixed Stars, the Crystalline heaven 
and the Empyrean. The counterparts of these in the Mahometan story are the three 
final stages: the Lotus-tree, the House of Habitation, and the Throne of God. 

 
A significant point of qualification, however, is that Dante imbued each of his circles of 

heaven with definite psycho-spiritual qualities corresponding to each of the planets. In 

contrast, the version of the mi’râj that was translated for the Escala text presents an 

arrangement of the celestial levels that at times seems to serve little function beyond that 

of providing a formal and spatial framework in which the narrative can unfold. 
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The moon is described as an unfathomably enormous realm made of iron: 

Dum ego Machometus et Gabriel mecum similiter uenissimus ad primum celum 
superius nominatum, ecce respicientes uidimus quod totum erat ferreum, et 
habebat tantum in spisso vel spissi soliditate quantum posset homo ire in VC. 
annis, et tantumdem spacii erat inter ipsum et aliud secundum celum.2206 

 
By mentioning the basic material element of this world and by succinctly noting its 

dimensions, the narrator establishes a formula that he will follow quite rigidly in his 

descriptions of all of the heavenly worlds. Throughout the text, distances are almost 

always measured in spatial-temporal units.2207 As Asín Palacios observes in his reading 

of a passage from one of the Arabic versions of the legend, this text shows a similar 

tendency to monotony, “excessive hyperbole and constant repetition” as the descriptions 

of each successive level of heaven and the actions taking place there follow a strict 

pattern.  

 Similarly formulaic is his description of the angel who guards the doorway to this 

heaven: “angelus ita magnus, quod ipse in longitudine sua habebat spacium itineris 

hominis per mille annos, et tantum in latitudine quidem sua.”2208 This becomes part of a 

repeated emphasis in the text on perspective, where the spiritual world is shown as 

inconceivably vast and men as infinitesimal beings. This outlook will, however, be 

counterbalanced when the narrator speaks of a God who both loves all of creation and 

metes out severe justice and who is capable of knowing the smallest details in the moral 

life of each person. 
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 The text also uses strict parallelism as it catalogues the various beings inhabiting 

each successive level of heaven. After showing the guardian at the entryway to each 

separate realm, as already seen, the narrating Mohammed details an almost immeasurable 

host of angels which have characteristics that are very unique for each celestial level, 

such as the strange horned angels of this heaven of the moon: 

[...] Et erant hii angeli numero septuaginta milia; quorum quilibet habebat 
septuaginta milia capitum, et quodlibet caput septuaginta milia cornuum, et 
quodlibet cornu septuaginta milia nodorum, et iner unum nodum et alium erat 
spacium itineris hominis per quadraginta annos. [...] quod in quodlibet 
predictorum capitum erant septuaginta milia facierum, et quelibet facies habebat 
septuaginta milia orum, et quodlibet os septuaginta milia linguarum; et quelibet ex 
linguis illis sciebat septuaginta milia loquelarum, et eciam laudabat deum 
septuaginta milibus horarum in die.2209 

 
This basic pattern, in which a bodily feature is shown bifurcating exponentially into 

smaller and smaller divisions, like branches of a tree or fractals, will repeat numerous 

times throughout the next. Here heads divide into thousands of faces and each face into 

thousands of tongues. The narrator attempts to capture in words, in retrospect, what must 

have been a shockingly exotic and even frightening image in his dreaming mind. 

Mohammed’s dream offers, in this way, glimpses of a series of worlds that are in almost 

all aspects radically other than the terrestrial world. In this respect the Escala de Mahoma 

is perhaps the least human-scaled work of all that are covered in this review of dream 

vision literature. 
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 A touch of humanity enters these heavens, however, as Mohammed meets one or 

two great prophets at each level of heaven:  

[...] ecce inter angelos illos, uidi duos homines, qui sedentes super duas sedes 
claritatis nimis pulcri erant, et tam corporum statura quam facierum forma 
mirabiliter bene facti; habebant enim capillos suos omnes albos ad modum niuis, 
et barbas eciam magnas et in eundemn similiter modum albas; uestimenta quidem 
ipsorum erant eta albissima, quod uix poterat respicere homo ipsa; nam circa 
ipsorum capita ualde maximam claritatem habebant.2210 

 
Almost all the prophets follow an iconographic pattern where they are described as 

amazingly beautiful, with flowing white hair and long beards, clothed in brilliant white 

garments, and with heads surrounded by a great glowing light. This type of imagery may 

have inspired Dante in his depiction of the dream guides Virgil, and especially Cato, both 

of whom certainly informed Francisco Imperial’s portrayal of Dante as a teacher coming 

to him as a visitation from the spirit world. 

 Now Gabriel, as a tour guide of the heavens, interprets the scene for Mohammed:  

[...] Scias, Machomete, quod ille, qui sedet in inferiori sede, uocatur Yohanna ibm 
Zacharia, quod interpretatur, Iohannes filius Zacharie; est enim hic ex dei 
prophetis unus; ille tamen alius, qui alcius sedet, uocatur Yza ibm Mariem, quod 
interpretatur Ihesus filius Marie; hic enim Ihesus spiritus dei est et ipsius eciam 
genitus verbo fuit.2211 

 
Most of the descriptions of the prophets in the chapters devoted to the heavenly worlds 

are, like these, very brief and matter-of-fact. John the Baptist and Jesus, for example, 

enjoy almost the same level of prominence in this lowest heavenly space. Jesus is, 

consistent with Christian teaching, described as the “spirit of God also his begotten son 
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through the Word.” Here, nevertheless, he merely greets Mohammed, telling him that 

God has prepared great things for him and his people and he will not appear again in the 

work.   

The theology of dream vision texts usually reflects a highly individualized, 

personal and deeply felt spirituality, whether Neo-Platonist or Roman Catholic. The 

theology of the Escala de Mahoma appears to be a little more general and dogmatic. 

Even though a deep love and reverence for the prophet is palpable in the text, he is given 

much less development as a subjective dreaming presence. Instead, the work’s portrayal 

of the prophet and the spirit world closely supports, in an almost formally prescribed 

sense, the basic tenets of Islam set forth in the Koran, which is mentioned and quoted 

from repeatedly throughout the text. Jean-Patrick Guillaume speaks of the narrative style 

as “dry,” stripped down to its bare essentials, which he emphasizes is in keeping with the 

basic intention of the work as apologetic rather than esthetic.2212 

In Chapter XVI, the prophet Moses is an exception to this rule and is given a 

fuller, more engaging level of character development that reflects a deeper sense of his 

humanity. After he is shown in a simple, formulaic description to be sitting on a throne 

made of light,2213 matching the portrayals of all the other prophets Mohammed will meet, 

Moses expresses himself as a powerful witness to the great role God has prepared for the 

Prophet: 
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Scias, Machomete, quod deus te uult et populum tuum magnis ieiuniis et non 
paucis oracionibus onerare; tu autem roga ipsum ut alleuiet ea tibi, quia populus 
tuus aliter sustinere non posset; nam ego ipse aliquando super hiis rebus in tanto 
labore fui cum filiis Israel, quod hoc nemo recitare ualeat. Sepe namque rogaui 
domino ut michi alleuiaret huiusmodi, nec uoluit pro me facere inde quicquam. 
Quare consulo tibi laborare instanter ut populus tuus non sit nimium oneratus; 
quod si feceris, populus tuus te diliget et sequetur quocumque uoueris; sin autem, 
scias quod ipsi non te diligent; immo habebunt odio, nec eciam credent in aliquo 
uerbis tuis. Ego uero Machometus iuro per nomen dei quod nunquam uidi 
hominemm aliquem, qui tantam habebat pietatem de populo meo, quantam 
Moyses frater meus habebat.2214 

 
In a warmly humorous way, Moses advises Mohammed as a future prophet to recognize 

the human frailty and limits of his followers so that they will follow him with greater 

love, sharing his own lack of success in gaining God’s favor for limiting the demands he 

had placed on the Jewish people. Mohammed is, for now, set apart from Moses 

throughout the text as a stricter, more unyielding kind of prophet.  

 In Chapter XVIII, the entrance to the seventh heaven is guarded by an angel so 

sacred that his wondrous appearance cannot be communicated through human language: 

“quem nemo qualis esset recitare ualeat, excepto solum deo, qui ipsum fecerat et 

crearat.”2215 As mentioned above, this model of ascending levels of holiness served, 

perhaps, as a model for Dante in the creation of his hierarchy of spiritual worlds, yet is 

brought to much greater and more subtle fruition in the Divine Comedy.  

The angelic throng, whose beauty similarly defies description,2216 is dedicated to 

nothing more than praising God.2217 The emphasis here is placed on the overpowering 
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celestial music they create: “Erat enim cantus ipsorum tamm magnus eciam et tamm 

fortis, quod michi uisum fuit ut omnes angeli, quos in celis omnibus antedictis iam 

uideram, essent uelut semisopiti facti ad modum syncopin parientum, et similiter quod 

omnes celi cuncteque terre audiuerint cantum illum.” Gabriel and Mohammed are almost 

left senseless and are taken by great fear. In spiritually oriented dream vision literature 

ranging from the Somnium Scipionis to the Commedia, fear of the divine is an important 

part of the emotional terrain the protagonists must confront.  

 The illustrious human soul living at this level is Adam who reveals to 

Mohammed more of the great honors God has reserved for him as a prophet to a beloved 

people. The reader learns that the realms of paradise, which have been closed to 

humanity, will be opened to Mohammed and, through him, to all of his followers.2218 

Adam embraces him, places his hand upon his head and humbly prays to the Lord.2219 

 In Chapter XIX, beyond the eighth heaven, Mohammed approaches the holiest 

ground, the throne of God. The prophet describes it as a space veiled even from the sight 

of the angels:  

[...] peruenimus ad quandam separacionem factam de cortinis, que inter deum et 
angelos separabant. Erant ibi similiter circuli quidam, qui aliam separacionis 
maneriem faciebant; et circa eosdem circulos erat angelorum multitudo quam 
maxima, qui dicuntur cherubin; horum quidem numerum nemo sciebat nisi solus 
deus, nec eciam scire posset.2220  
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There are, he recounts, series after series of seventy curtains each, of every imaginable 

color. God’s space, or the most spiritually vibrant dimension of the universe, is given a 

degree of architectural materiality here that contrasts sharply with the otherworldly vision 

of God given in Dante’s Paradiso.  

In the twentieth chapter God, now at a distance of “less than two ballistas,”2221 

addresses Mohammed directly: “Scias, Machomete, quod tu es apud me magis honoratus 

quam omnes alii nuncii, et magis exaltatus eciam quam omnes alie creature, quas 

fecerim, siue sint angeli siue homines aut dyaboli.”2222 Western dream vision literature 

nearly always emphasizes the dream subject’s fallibility as a flawed seeker of divinity or 

spiritual truth. This passage, in contrast, affirms a belief in Mohammed’s nearly perfect 

role as the greatest prophet and leader of a people especially favored and cherished by 

God,2223 tying this dream vision to the basic tenets of the Islamic faith. The message of 

Mohammed’s greatness is repeated throughout the text, but is accompanied by 

descriptions of Mohammed’s almost superhuman piety, courage and submission to God’s 

will. 

 After telling the reader how God commanded that all his followers fast for sixty 

days yearly and say prayers fifty times a day,2224 Mohammed describes the throne of 

God:  
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Erat enim cathedra illa tante claritatis, quod nullus dicere hoc ualeret, e intra 
cathedram illam erat ipsa quatuor elementa, ut pote ignis, aer, aqua et terra; et 
post hec utrumque seculum et paradisus eciam et infernus. Ista quidem omnia 
creauerat deus intra cathedram memoratum, que magis splendebat quam res ulla 
fuerit splendida uisa unquam. 

 
Darbord and García de Lucas see this throne imagery as belonging to the Scriptural 

tradition established in passages such as I Kings, 10:18-20 and Enoch, 14:18.2225 This is, 

in effect, the center of the universe, both in its spiritual and material dimensions, yet once 

again its description while somewhat lyrical, has the nature of a simple catalog or 

enumeration of what the protagonist sees. As analyzed below, Dante in the Paradiso 

develops a very different kind encounter between his protagonist and the Godhead, one 

much more carefully planned as a work of great literature.  

 In Chapter XXI a band of angels said to be the greatest in the universe are shown 

carrying the throne of God. These are tetramorphs, each with four faces representing 

man, an eagle, lion and bull. This same iconography appears in Ezequiel I:10 and the 

Apocalypse IV:7.2226 

Habebat enim quilibet eorum angelorum quatuor facies: unam ante, aliamm retro, 
aliamm a dextris et aliam a sinistris; et similiter figuras IIIIor: unam hominis, 
aliam aquile, aliam leonis, et aliam tauri. Erant quidem cuncta ipsorum corpora 
plena oculis, et eorum quisque similiter sex alas habebat, duas ad volandum, alias 
duas ad laudandum deum, et de reliquias duabus, que earant flamme ignis, 
cooperiebant eciamm uultus suos.2227 

 
The reader also learns of the mindboggling scale of God’s throne: “Et intra cathedram 

illam sunt celum et terra et eciam mundus totus; et hec ita paruum quid uidentur esse in 
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cathedra sicut iam granum sinapis in palma alicuius magni hominis uidetur.” Mohammed 

is describing a place that is at once a center of everything and contains the whole of the 

universe. As discussed above, a nearly identical motif appear in Cicero’s Somnium 

Scipionis and, as Asín Palacios indicates, Dante in the Paradiso also looks back upon the 

utter smallness of the Earth suspended within the celestial circles.2228 

 In Chapters XXII and XIII, Mohammed draws the reader’s attention to the 

hundreds of thousands of arrays of warrior angels who surround God’s throne and also 

inhabit the level of heaven immediately below it.2229 As he descends back to this level, he 

sees two great rivers flowing betwen these martial ranks, one shining with the most 

resplendent white waters and the other dark as pitch.2230He then gives a panorama of the 

magnificent geography that appears in this realm: “Post predicta uero flumina erant 

montana quam maxima de niue solum, que in tantum erant albissima quod uix poterat 

respicere homo ipsa. Et post illa montana niuea erat mare illud magnum, quod transit 

omnes terras septem, de quibus loqui in sequentibus audientis.” This is the “White 

World,” where the narrator describes the first of many great spiritual mountains. Beyond 

the mountain lies a sea full of angels who pray for all creatures of the deep, obediently 

and ceaselessly giving praise to God. 

This inclusion of features taken from the natural world, but enlarged to 

unfathomable dimensions, is central to the landscapes depicted in the Escala and perhaps 
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influenced the geography of the Divine Comedy. The cosmology of the Escala de 

Mahoma is, however, much less Earth-centered than what is seen in the Western dream 

vision tradition:  “Postquam ego Machometus premissa uidi, de quibus superius audiuisis, 

didici postmodum et cognoui quod deus fecerat decem et octo milia mundorum; quorum 

unus est mundus iste, in quo nos sumus.”2231 Even where the protagonists of the Dream 

of Scipio or the Divine Comedy leave the Earth to travel the great celestial circles, they do 

not conceive of such a great multiplicity of worlds, where the Earth loses its centrality. 

 In Chapter XXX Mohammed reaches the first realm of Paradise. These are a 

series of quasi-terrestrial regions within the heavenly circles where the faithful find their 

eternal dwelling places. He describes his first impressions of the preternatural walls of 

this kingdom: 

Et cum uenissemus, ego respiciens uidi quod magni quadrati lapides huius muri 
ita distincti erant inter se, quod ipsorum alii erant de auro, alii de argento, alii de 
rubino, qui inter aureos et argentos erant siti. Huius quidem muri tanta erat 
claritas et tamm magna, quod uix poterat respicere homo ipsam. Vidi eciam quod 
calx, qua ipsi erant coniuncti lapides, tota de musco et ambra erat, cum aqua 
nempe rosacea dissoluta, que ita bene redolebat quod nullus est, qui dicere illud 
posset.2232 

 
This multisensory depiction of a scene, in which one can both imagine the walls of 

unsurpassed resplendence and constructed of the finest materials known to man and then 

read of the heavenly aroma to be found there, sets a model that will shape Mohammed’s 

account of all the paradisiacal realms. Similarly, the poetic narrators of dream vision texts 
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in Western literature often strive to vivify descriptive passages by appealing to all the 

senses.2233 

 As discussed in reference to Berceo and the Roman de la Rose, heavenly gardens 

are central to the Judeo-Christian Scriptural tradition and became an essential component 

of the landscapes of the literary dream vision. Asín Palacios explains that the holy 

gardens of the mi’râj have a Koranic origin: 

The description of the gardens of paradise in this legend is merely a detailed 
reproduction of the paradise of the Koran. The Lotus-tree of the Boundary 
reappears here as a tree of fabulous magnitude, whose branches, laden with 
leaves, whereon dwell the celestial spirits, extend throughout paradise. The 
portrayal of the Kauthar, the river of paradise, is also based on the Koranic 
description. Another tree, the Tree of Happiness, also from the Koran, gives the 
inspiration for the picture of the mansions of the blessed – a picture in which the 
spiritual tone, predominant in other visions, is absent.2234 

 
 Darbord and García de Lucas’s commentary on the Escala’s use of imagery that 

is common to the human world is especially apt for the depiction of the realms of 

paradise:  

Los referentes que se usan para la descripción de estas extrañas regiones del más 
allá son, generalmente, los convencionales en el mundo material; lo que cambia es 
la organización, las propiedades o las magnitudes de los elementos. De ese modo, 
encontraremos en los cielos valles, llanuras, ríos, árboles, animales o mujeres, 
aunque todos ellos tendrán características especiales.2235 

 
It seems fitting that the final resting place of the most virtuous humans would incorporate 

some of the pleasures they enjoyed in Earthly life. 
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 As a guide to this perfect celestial landscape, Gabriel tells Mohammed what a 

great honor God has bestowed on him in allowing him to enter it:  

Scias, nuncie dei, quod hii sunt murus et turres paradisi, et iuro tibi per nomen 
dei, quod super illum murum illasque turres nullus adhuc ascendit angelus, 
nullusque diabolus, nulluam eciam et fantasma; quia ipsi custoditi sunt ab 
omnibus creaturis, ne aliquatenus videantur. Tu, autem, Machomete, primus es 
hominu, qui uiderit eos unquam.2236 

 
In dream vision literature, the unknown or fantastic elements that are encountered are 

always given a proper contextualization in this sense, so that nothing enters gratuitously 

into the text and the imagery is used to support its central ideological or theological 

message. 

 In Chapter XXXII, Mohammad asks Gabriel whether the realms of paradise have 

cycles of day and night. Gabriel responds that completely different principles are at work 

in this space than are found on Earth: “dixit quod ibi non est dies, neque nox, neque sol, 

neque luna, eciam neque stelle, sed claritas ibi existens tanta est et tam magna, quod 

claritas solis talis est respectu claritatus illius, qualis est claritas unius stelle respectu 

claritatis solaris.”  

This is, therefore, a visionary space governed by very different laws than those 

experience in the mortal realm. In dream vision texts two kinds of landscapes are 

commonly found. Some are idealistic extensions of the natural world, portrayed as 

incredibly beautiful yet familiarly bucolic spaces. Other topographies, however, such as 

the heavenly paradises and regions of hell described in the Escala, are depicted as alien 
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spaces either completely infused with the light of God or enveloped in the terrifying 

shadows or burning fires of the infernal forces of evil. 

 After viewing the Garden of Eden and its four rivers of honey, milk, pure water 

and wine,2237 Mohammed is shown all seven regions of paradise and gives a detailed 

report in Chapter XXXIV of the seventh, or greatest paradise, the one most cherished by 

God, called Genet hanaym: “Hic autem septimus est uelud castrum paradisorum; nam 

ipse alcior est aliis, et de ipso potest homo cunctos alios respicere paradisos; ad hunc 

eciam uenit deus, quando uult paradisos uidere; et hic est, cum illus uenit, propie domus 

eius.”2238 This is a paradise, then, described like a royal precinct, to which God descends 

from His throne for His own recreation. The highest spiritual beings in the western dream 

vision tradition, in contrast, are not shown to delight in this way in natural settings.  This 

is, however, as Darbord and Garcia de Lucas comments, the most beautiful of spaces, 

reserved for the most perfect believers, and fitting for God’s presence.2239 

Mohammed captures the stunning, otherworldy beauty of this kindgom:  

Alii uero paradisi omnes claritatis existunt; sunt eciam in eis ciuitatis et castra 
quam multa, que omnia claritatis sunt; et eciam palacia, domus, atria, camere, 
cunctaque alia loca infra huiusmodi ciuitates et castra sunt similiter claritatis. Et 
post hec sunt ibi tot arbores et tam diuersarum manerierum, quod nullus est, qui 
dicere illud posset, neque fructuum divuersitatem, quod faciunt; sunt enim 
pulcriores quam rubini uel smaragdi seu aliqui lapides preciosi; et eciam melius 
redolentes quam ulla res, que possit ab homine cogitari. Nam per uiridaria 
huiusmodi currunt flumina de tot maneriebus colorum uini, quod nemo posset hoc 
dicere, nec cogitare in corde suo; et omnia mirabiliter bene redolent. Et 
nichilominus sunt ibi tot tentoria que sunt super ripas illorum fluminum, et tam 
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diuersarumm manerierum; et tot enim eciam domus, que sunt ita pulcre, ita 
nobiles forme mirabilis, quod nullum cor hominis cogitare hoc posset; et omnes 
sunt purissime claritatis.2240 

 
This is a garden and city space that shows elements from the familiar, natural world and 

human civilization taken to a level of absolute perfection. 

This paradise, like the others Mohammed will visit, is not devoid of erotic love. In 

the tents by the river Mohammed finds ladies who are lovely beyond all measure, singing 

songs with angelic voices for the glory of God, in which they declare their perpetual 

virginity. This virginity, however, does not keep them from their destined roles as sexual 

partners and soul mates to the men of God who have merited an eternity in this paradise: 

“Et quantiscunque uicibus mariti cum ipsis agunt, inueniunt eas uirgines, prout ante.” 

Through the intervention of supernatural grace, they bring to heaven an element of 

Earthly sensuality and yet remain forever undefiled. This stands in contrast to the ironic 

attempt to harmonize erotic with the spiritual love seen in the Roman de la Rose, and to 

the abnegation of the material aspects of love that would become intrinsic to the spiritual 

ascent in the Divine Comedy. 

Chapter XXXVIII is dedicated to the garden paradise that is one step down from 

this city of God, called Gent halkolde. In describing this level, where the blessed men 

who rest there will each be given 50 virgins and 8,000 non-virgin maidservants,2241 a 

special emphasis is placed on the endless pleasures of eating to be enjoyed here.2242 A 
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great tree here is seen as having almost magical properties that contribute to this bountiful 

feast:  

et mox arbor illa dabit eti LXX. milia scutellarum cibariorum preparatorum de tot 
carnium maneriebus et auium, quod nullum cor hominis cogitare posset. Et sciatis 
quod huiusmodi aues non habent plumas neque pennas aliquas uel os ullum, nec 
sunt in aqua decocte ad ignem asate; et ita saporose ad comedendum sunt, uelud 
butirum et mel eciam simul mixta; redolent quoque ad modum musci et ambre.2243  

 
In the paradises of Mohammed’s dream, spiritual delight is connected with the literal and 

complete fulfillment of what were once insatiable or rejected bodily desires in Earthly 

life. This evocation of a place where the souls of the just enjoy boundless rewards and the 

wicked are subjected to terrible punishments is essential to the vision of what Darbord 

and García de Lucas call the “utopic” aspect of literary otherworldly journeys.2244  

In Chapter XXXIX Mohammed as narrator describes the great tree of “pleasures 

and joys,” called Thube, which is found on this level of paradise:   

[...] in paradiso est quedam arbor, que arabico eloquio nominatur Thube, quod 
interpretatur, arbor delectacionis et gaudii. Hec namque arbor ita grossa est uersus 
pedem, quod homo cum melori et uelociori mundi tocius equo, et dum nichil aliud 
quam currere faceret, ipsam in centum annis circuire non posset. Est equidem pes 
huius arboris de rubino totus, et terra, ubi plantata est, tota de musco et ambra 
albior quam nix, et redolet ita bene quod nullus recitare hoc posset; [...] Rami 
quoque arboris huius omnes de smaragdo existunt, eiusque folia de samito, et 
flores de pannis aureis pulcrioribus, quam possit homo aliquis enarrare; fructus 
quidem sunt ad modum perlarum ualde grandium.2245   
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This image of a spiritual tree rooted in crystal rock, here ruby, is similar to the way the 

Tree of Life is shown in Francisco Imperial’s Dezir a las siete virtudes.2246 However, this 

tree, with its emerald branches, leaves of sesame seeds, and flowers of golden cloth is 

unlike any tree on Earth. Its setting is likewise otherworldly, as it is surrounded by a 

meadow of saffron crisscrossed by rivers of flowing wine.2247 

 In Chapter XLI, God himself speaks once more, describing the unsurpassed and 

luxurious splendor of the celestial idylls to the newly arrived faithful:  

[...] nequaquam hoc facietis, quia ego uos iam eripui ab omnibus penis et labore 
orandi et a rebus eciam grauabilibus quibuscumque; dedi enim requiem animabus 
uestris; et ecce iam uenit tempus donandi, quod uobis dare promissi. Quare petite 
quicquid uultis et eligite; totum eciam uobis concedatur; nec tamen dabo iuxta 
uestrum meritum, sed iuxta largitatem et celsitudinem meam ac eciam 
pietatem.2248 

 
They are receiving these gifts, which include sensual delights, in part because they have 

given up the pleasures of the flesh on Earth. God tells them that whatever they wish from 

him they can have, showing them castles made with walls and towers made of gold and 

silver, rubies, emeralds, pearls and other precious stones.2249 And yet, as this passage 

shows, God insists that they have not actually earned their way to paradise through the 

practice of virtue but have received a grace extended through divine love and generosity. 

God is playing the role of exegete that Piehler sees as a necessary element of a dream 
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vision text, bringing the reader’s intellect into alignment with the exotic vistas revealed 

by Mohammed as narrator.2250    

 As is common in dream vision literature that depicts Earthly paradises or 

heavenly spaces, attention is drawn in Chapter XXIV to what Mohammed describes as a 

singular “fountain of prefect grace”2251 Gabriel, true to his role in the text, interprets its 

significance:  

dixit quod erat fons, qui nominatur Halkaufkar; quod interpretatur: gracie fons 
perfecte. Et dixit eciam ita michi: Scias, Machomete, quod solum pro te et ad opus 
tuum deus creauit hunc fontem, et in hoc tibi plus gracie contulit et te magis eciam 
exaltauit quam ipse fecerit aliquem alium prophetam, qui hactenus fuerit uel qui 
ulterius sit uenturus; quia fontem istum nunquam alicui alii dare uoluit nisi tibi; et 
ex nunc in antea super omnes alios te uocare prophetum et dei nuncium bene 
potes.2252 

 
Once again, spiritually inspired imagery is used to strengthen the core theological import 

of the Escala concerning Mohammed’s unique role as spiritual leader of all of humanity. 

 In Chapter XLIX, Mohammed again ascends to the throne of God. Much of this 

meeting repeats the motifs that appeared in the first meeting, except that now Mohammed 

becomes infused with and transfigured by the full light of truth and infinite understanding 

and God, placing a frigid hand upon his head, is seen as a being with a human-like 

physiognomy.2253 
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 Mohammed negotiates with God to have the number of days of fasting required of 

his people reduced to 50, and God willingly accedes, speaking of his merciful nature.2254  

There follows a humorous interchange between Mohammed and Moses, in which the 

Hebrew prophet urges him to negotiate for a further lessening of religious requirements, 

appealing to a sense of practical wisdom gained from his own experience: “Machomete, 

frater mi, consulo tibi quod ad dominum reuertaris, et eum exora ut tibi debeat alleuiare 

ieiunia, quia populus tuus ea non posset aliquatenus sustinere.”2255 Mohammed shuttles 

back and forth between Moses and God, eventually whittling down the number of 

required fasting days to 30. Moses realizes he has reached a limit he should not cross:  

[...] ha, Moyses, frater mi karissime; iuro tibi per nomen dei quod nunquam super 
hoc negocio amplius reuertar ad dominum, quia tantum reuerti michi uerecundum 
quodam modo uideretur, et, timens ex hoc grauari eundem, dubito quod ipse non 
reputet in gulositatem quandam, si eum super hoc magis exorari contingat. Hiis 
autem sic peractis, recessi a Moyse, licencia postulata.2256 

 
Amusing diaglogues between spiritual figures offering guidance and Dreamers receiving 

this advice are common in dream vision texts and add a leavening touch of humanity to 

what might otherwise be an overbearing literary genre. 

 Chapter XLIII is an introduction to the infernal worlds through which Mohammed 

will now traverse. Gabriel begins by giving an overview of what he will find there:  

“Scias, Machomete, quod subtus terram istam, ubi gentes sunt, est alia quedam terra de 

igne tota, et gentes similiter, qui sunt ibi; et est ibi eciam mare quoddam igneu, et pisces 
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omnes, qui in eo existunt. Et iuxta terram illam est quedam alia, de igne similiter, et mare 

aliud ac gentes omnes, qui ibi sunt, eciam atque pisces.”2257 There are seven such worlds, 

one next to the other, each containing its own sea of fire.  The creatures and fish 

inhabiting these worlds are also made of fire.2258 The world humans live in, Gabriel 

explains, is supported by a giant green stone held by an angel who, in turn, stands on the 

back of a giant fish. Beyond the fish is a region of total darkness known only to God.2259 

 Just as each level of heaven was populated by a throng of angels of a unique form, 

the infernal realms contain hordes of terrible beasts. Chapter LVII shows how in the 

fourth hell, called Alhurba, ferocious serpents viciously torment the unfortunate sinners 

eternally:  

Et sciatis quod hanc terram repleuit deus serpentibus inferni, qui ita magni et 
grossi sunt, quod hoc dicere nemo posset; nam uniquisque ex hiis serpentibus 
habet in ore suo decem et octo milia dencium; quorum quilibet ita magnus est, 
prout aliqua ex hiis arboribus, que dicuntur palme; grandior eciam quam possit 
homo ullus in vniuerso seculo reperire; radices autem cuiusque istorum dencium 
habent LXX. milia uasorum, que omnia plena sunt ueneno, quod ita forte et 
ardens est, quod ignem adurit inferni. […] Et cum peccatores inueniunt, tangunt 
eos aliquantulum cum dentibus suis, et modicum quid super eos de huiusmodi 
ueneno effundunt, ac uenenum mox eos destruit, et minute per membra diuidit, ac 
eciam per iuncturas a capitbus eorum usque ad pedum ungues.2260 

 
Just as the extraordinary angelic creatures of heaven, the infernal beings are shown to be 

like branching trees in which one anatomic feature is subdivided into thousands. 

Paralleling a practice seen in Western dream vision literature, beautiful creatures of light 
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are contrasted with abhorrent and deformed evil beings. In the Escala, however, they do 

not allegorically represent the specific, abstract categories of evil that are seen in other 

versions of the mi’râj.2261  

 In Chapter LX, Mohammed reaches the seventh subterranean land, where the 

devil and his army live in a city of fire that Asín Palacios sees as a model for Dante’s 

infernal Dis.2262 This region is called Habig, meaning “amazing.” The readers learns that 

from the time of the world’s creation, when they were disobedient to God, the bands of 

demons found here were expelled from heaven by the holy angels who bound their hands 

and feet in iron chains.2263 Mohammed describes the similarly restrained devil: “Est 

autem ita magnus, quod a loco, in quo est, attingit ipse cum capite suo terram istam, in 

qua sumus, et cum suis duobus cornibus, que habet, penetrat super eam.”2264 This image 

of a giant beast locked in chains is very similar to the vision of Satan at the climax and 

ending of Dante’s Inferno, but there it is interwoven with a subtle and very intricate 

psychology of evil that is lacking in the Escala. 

 The devil is separated from the rest of the seventh infernal world by a barrier of 

darkness and beyond the darkness lie his city and castle and there within his throne which 

                                                 
2261 Asín Palacios, Islam, 12-3, mentions a “Version B” of the mi’râj in which infernal punishments are 
carefully calibrated to specific categories of sin and evil, as will be seen in this chapter’s review of Dante. 
2262 Asín Palacios, Islam, 16 
2263 Escala, 417 
2264 Escala, 417 
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is laden with poisons. There are two doorways here, one leading into the realm of Hell 

proper and another into a realm of harsh winds.2265 

 In Chapter XLVIII, Gabriel gives Mohammed a detailed description of the spatial 

and geographical arrangement of the seven infernal worlds which are supported on the 

shoulders of the angel Arzaniel, a companion of the Angel of Death. Arzaniel sits atop 

the bull Behamut who stands upon a great green stone. Upon the stone are a pair of the 

highest mountains in the Earthly system. Beneath the stone lies a region of darkness and 

air and, beneath this, water and a giant fish that sustains everything above it.2266 Darbord 

and García de Lucas have provided [an] excellent philological summary for this imagery 

drawn from Scripture:  

Leviathan es nombre bíblico (Job, XL, 15). Los editores señalan que según 
Tha’labi, autor de una cosmogonía árabe, el piscis maximus de la Escala se llama 
Luthia, también Balhut o Bahmut, deformación de Behemot. El traductor emplea, 
en cambio, Behemot (Behamut) para designar al buey. El ángel que sostiene las 
siete tierras sobre sus hombros es Arzaniel, un equivalente del grecolatino Atlas. 
Los otros elementos constituyen la fuerza que soporta el universo: la piedra 
sostiene el ángel, sobre el buey reposa la piedra verde, el pez sujeta al buey… 
Todos, como el ser humano, temen el fin del mundo.2267 

 
At the center of this system stands the mountain Zare whose circumference is divided 

into seven parts which are the seven infernal worlds, each separated from the others by 

the distance a man could travel in 500 years. The entire infernal region is enclosed and 

surrounded by the much larger mountain of Kaf.2268 Out of the mountain of Kaf grow 

                                                 
2265 Escala, 418 
2266 Escala, 436 
2267 Escala, 72 
2268 Escala, 437 
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many branches reaching such enormous heights that they support all of the heavens. 

Beyond Kaf are the seven seas that encircle the universe.2269 

The gateway to Hell is in the center of the lowest of the seven infernal worlds. 

Mohammed descrbies the sea of fire that surrounds this doorway as a place of 

purification: 

Sunt namque circa os inferni septem maria ignis inferni, mirabili modo ardentis 
fortiter, que coniunguntur insimul et faciunt quoddam mare quam maximum, in 
quo facit deus balneari et purgari animas peccatorum, qui ipso recedunt, et ei, 
dum uiuunt, abrenunciant; et ipsos faciet usque ad diem iudicii sic torqueri; postea 
uero, prout meruerint, iudicabit eosdem.2270  

 
The wrathful side of God appears again, but this passage, which leaves open the 

possibility of hope for the sinners, is one of a handful that may have provided a kind of 

nucleus for Dante’s great development of purgatorial spaces. 

 The realm of the true Hell is a place that echoes the geography seen in the 

heavens, with thousands of mountains, rivers, castles and hallways, except that here 

everything is made of fire.2271 The topography of Hell even includes gardens planted with 

trees made of fire:  

Et post hec eciam sunt nichilominus ex utraque parte super ripas supradicotrum 
fluminum septuaginta milia arborum ignearum; quarum quelibet habet LXX. 
milium manerierum fructus; et in quolibet fructum LXX. milia vermium; et, qui 
minor est ex eis, habet in se tantum ueneni, quod vniuersos mundi homines sic 
interficeret ex eodem, quod carnem ab ossibus separaret. 

 
Such descriptions of desolate ugliness abound in Dante’s Inferno. 

                                                 
2269 Escala, 438 
2270 Escala, 439 
2271 Escala, 446 
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 In Chapter LXXVI, Gabriel describes Azirat, a bridge that spans the sea of Hell 

and is designed as a final test for sinners on the Day of Judgment:  

Scias, Machomete, quod Azirat est pons quidam, quem deus fecit ad probandum 
illos, qui bene credunt in legem tuam, et similiter qui non credunt. Pons autem 
iste, in alto supra infernum situs existens, magis subtilis est quam ullus capillus 
capitis et quam omnis ensis accumen eciam plus accutus. Nam ex utraque parte 
totus plenus est tenalliis atque vnchis et alis instrumentis ferreis ad perforandum 
aptis.2272 
 

Azirat is, in reality, a series of seven bridges of inconceivable length,2273 and except for 

those few who have great faith, the way to God’s judgement is a dangerous, terryfing 

ordeal that one is almost guaranteed to fail and be condemned to eternal suffering.2274 

 In the infernal regions that Mohammed describes, there is even a sense of 

retributive justice where the punishments given fit the sins committed: “Vidi adhuc eciam 

multos homines, qui pulcri existentes quam plurimum in aspectu et valde uidebantur bene 

induti; et cognoui quod erant diuites ex gente mea; et omnes quidem ignis incendiis 

cremabantur.”2275 When Mohammed asks why these elegant, well-to-do men who 

generously gave alms are being burned to ashes, Gabriel explains: “licet ipsi elemosinarii 

fuerint, nichilominus, ualde pleni superbia existentes, multum iniusticie gentibus 

minoribus inferebant.”2276 Their hyposcrisy and abusive treatment of the poor has earned 

them this perfectly calibrated punishment from God, a system that may have influenced 

                                                 
2272 Escala, 460-61 
2273 Escala, 462 
2274 Escala, 467-69 
2275 Escala, 472 
2276 Escala, 472-73 
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Dante in the spatial segregation of his sinners in the Inferno and progressive ritual acts of 

purification endured by the souls in the Purgatorio. 

 In Chapter LXXX, Gabriel, in his parting words to the Prophet, leaves 

Mohammed with a commission: “Ha, Machomete, intendat deus in adiutorium tuum, et, 

quocumque iueris, te conducat, detque tibi similter graciam, ut cuncta retinere ualeas, que 

uidisti, eaque gentibus ostendere, ut per ostensionem, quam eis feceris, sciant ueritatem 

cognoscere ac errorem viamque rectam tenere, et se a mala pariter custodire.”2277 His tour 

of the heights of heaven and depths of hell has armed him with a spirit that he now must 

bring into the world, to lead others on the path to the good and protect them from evil 

ways.  

 Mohammed’s return to the terrestrial world is both enigmatic and quietly 

unremarkable. He is borne by the spiritual creature Alborak and enters his home at the 

break of dawn:   

Cum autem Gabriel hec ad finem dicendo perduxerit, mox ego, super Alborak 
equitans, redii domum meam; apropinquabat enim iam quasi aurora diei; et 
descendens, recomendaui alborak domino deo nostro; ipsa quidem in suo recesu 
inclinauit se michi, et me rogauit ut pro ea ad dominum exorarem. Hiis quoque 
peractis, intraui domum et inueni uxorem meam, uocatam Omheni, que adhuc in 
lecto proprio dormiebat; et cum sedisem super spondam lecti, ecce ipsa statim 
euigilauit a sompno, et respeciens me atque cognoscens quod valde letus eram, 
quesivit a me que huiusmodi leticie causa esset. Tunc ego sibi omnia, que de suo 
posse suaque gloria deus sibi ostenderat michi, enarraui.2278 

 
It would appear that when Gabriel led the sleeping Mohammed away at the beginning of 

the journey, he departed from his bed and house not only in spirit, but in body. The 
                                                 
2277 Escala, 475 
2278 Escala, 475-76 
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boundary between body and soul and between sleeping and waking is usually more 

clearly demarcated in the Western dream vision tradition or, where it is not, the condition 

of consciousness of the Dreamer or visionary is given a fuller commentary.  

 The dream of Mohammed is, like Berceo’s Vida de Santa Oria, an account of 

authentic spiritual experience. In the case of the Escala, it is an attempt to narrate one of 

the seminal events in human sacred history. In this sense it is a “drier,” less inventive 

work, one that seeks to remain faithful to a basic itinerary following established religious 

doctrine or, at least, a powerful legend belonging to popular religious imagination. Given 

these reservations, one can appreciate that the literary dream vision tradition may have 

been influenced as Western writers encountered this richly imagined account of 

Mohammed’s transformation or with another version of his mi’râj, whether written or 

orally transmitted. At the very least, it indicates the degree to which dream vision 

authors, inventing fully fictional sleeping voyages to other realms of consciousness, were 

in touch with a wellspring of living spiritual imagination, partaking in some small way in 

the infinite bounty enjoyed by a true prophet such as Mohammed. 

 
 

10. Dante: La Divina Commedia 
 

Dante’s Commedia clearly stands apart from its peers in the dream vision genre 

not only in its scale but for the quality of its literary imagination and, certainly, its 

immense philosophical and theological ramifications. Kathryn Lynch sees the Commedia 

as a totalizing compendium on the order of Thomas Aquinas’s Summa Theologiae:  
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As a magnum opus, his Commedia is comparable to the Summa theologiae: it is a 
vast synthesis whose very aspiration to reveal the analogies between different 
levels of creation and human endeavor bespeaks its writer’s confidence in a world 
view. Encyclopedic form becomes a defense of philosophically realist content, -- 
as the poet, like a god or like nature – creates his own kind of speculum mundi. 
Thus, the Commedia unites poetically an astonishing diversity of motifs and 
structural elements from other areas of literature and thought.2279 

 
As will become clear, a great part of Dante’s genius is his extraordinary ability to bring 

an incredible range of ideas and ideals into living relationship, all the while developing a 

thoroughly engaging narrative with characters cultivated in their full, individualized 

humanity, and fitting all of these elements into an overarching vision of the whole of the 

work. 

 Dante began working on the Commedia in 1306 while living out the final 15 years 

of his life in exile from his native Florence2280 and it became his chief vocation.2281 The 

years 1313 – 1317 were dedicated to revising the Inferno and the Purgatorio and 

sketching the Paradiso.2282 Manuscripts of the first two books were circulating as early as 

1315, bringing Dante instant fame. The final cantica was completed shortly before his 

death and was quickly brought to publication.2283 

                                                 
2279 Lynch, High Medieval, 146-47 
2280 Robert Hollander, “Introduction,” The Inferno, ed., trans.  Robert and Jean Hollander (New York: 
Anchor Books, 2002), xxiii, explains that Dante had been active in Florentine public life at a time when the 
city enjoyed great political and economic power in Europe. He served as one of six priors, the highest 
public office in the city. His party, the White Guelphs, was deposed by the Black Guelphs in 1302 and 
Dante was forced into exile, never to return to his native city. He lived the rest of his life traveling 
throughout Northern Italy, living for extended periods in Verona and Ravenna, where he died of malarial 
fever in September 1321 at the age of 56. 
2281 Hollander, “Introduction,” xxv 
2282 Robert Hollander, “Introduction,” Paradiso, ed., trans. Robert and Jean Hollander (New York: 
Doubleday, 2007), xv 
2283 Hollander, “Introduction,” Inferno, xxvi 
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 The work was warmly received by “an enthusiastic, illiterate audience” who 

began a tradition of memorizing and reciting the poem.2284 Nevertheless, as Hollander 

conjectures, the obscurity of many of Dante’s philosophical, theological and scientific 

discussions suggests he had well educated readers clearly in mind:  

The educated readers to whom Dante addresses his poem had perhaps 
surprisingly similar educational backgrounds, having been subjected to the seven 
liberal arts: grammar, rhetoric, dialectic […]; arithmetic, music, geometry, and 
astronomy […]. The most educated were mainly priests; they had also studied 
theology, the “highest science,” the only field for the “PhD” in most medieval 
universities, on the model of Paris, where Thomas Aquinas taught. And so, while 
we may feel challenged by any or all of the “fields” that are represented in the 
poem, the educated elite probably could manage to understand a lot more of it 
than we, as is evidenced by the early commentaries, which produce a good deal 
of the lore regarding what we would call astronomy, biology, geology, and 
physics.2285 

 

Dante thought of his work as groundbreaking. At a time when Scholastic 

philosophy had dismissed the work of poets as essentially untruthful, he boldly developed 

the Commedia according to the sense and practice of theological, rather than literary 

allegory: 

According to the Epistle to Cangrande and, more importantly, as found in the 
treatment of subjects in his poem itself […], Dante has adapted the techniques of 
theological allegory to the making of his poem. Characters and events in it are 
portrayed in a historical mode and as part of a historical continuum. Adam, 
Moses, Icarus, Aeneas, Paul, Augustus, Virgil, and Dante are all portrayed as 
having said things or accomplished deeds that are seen in a historical and 
meaningful pattern that gives shape to this poem.2286 

 

                                                 
2284 Hollander, “Introduction,” Paradiso, xxi 
2285 Hollander, “Introduction,” Paradiso, xxi 
2286 Hollander, “Introduction,” Inferno, xxxi-ii 
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Knowing this helps one to avoid receiving the work as a fully allegorical or fictionalized 

literary dream vision such as the Roman de la rose, since Dante as poet took pains to 

create a sense that he had indeed undertaken an otherworldly voyage in flesh and blood. 

For Lynch, the Inferno is modeled on the early Christian dream vision:  

Dante gives us a work partly modeled on the Vision of Saint Paul, a panoply of 
vividly imagined tortures and personalities. Here the pilgrim is established in a set 
of proper emotional attitudes that relate primarily to the way he deals with the 
corporeal world, rather than the visionary world of spiritual images. 

 
In this sense, it contributes less than the Purgatorio to the education of the intellect and 

imagination and the attainment of a philosophical orientation to life, hallmarks of the 

medieval literary dream vision. Lynch does not comment, however, on the way in which 

the Inferno develops a thoroughgoing psychology of evil that serves as necessary ballast 

to the educational program of the Purgatorio. 

In the famous beginning of the Inferno the poet, looking back on his journey as a 

pilgrim figure, expresses his initial dark state of confusion in the predawn hours,2287 lost 

in a forest, linking this work at least indirectly with the spirit of the Consolation of 

Philosophy: 

Midway in the journey of our life 
I came to myself in a dark wood, 
for the straight way was lost. 

                                                 
2287 Robert Hollander, “Introduction,” Purgatorio, ed., trans. Robert and Jean Hollander (New York, 
Anchor Books, 2003), xxx-i, offers the following chronology for the voyage of Dante as pilgrim figure: He 
is lost in sin on a Thursday night in late March or early April of 1300. He begins his descent on Good 
Friday evening, arriving at the depths of the Inferno 24 hours later. The ascent takes another 24 hours, so 
that he arrives on the shore of Purgatory, on the opposite side of the globe, at 6 a.m. Easter Sunday. He 
enters the Garden of Eden early Wednesday morning and departs into the heavenly realms with Beatrice 
that noon. The heavenly voyage lasts about 30 hours, and Dante’s return to his Earthly home is not 
explicitly narrated in the text. 
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Ah, how hard it is to tell 
the nature of that wood, savage, dense and harsh – 
the very thought of it renews my fear! 
 
It was so bitter death is hardly more so. 
But to set forth the good I found 
I will recount the other things I saw.2288 

 
This beginning represents the protagonist’s sudden awakening to his grim and precarious 

life condition. It is paralleled by a commentary, however, that leaves the reader in doubt 

about whether the long journey that is about to take place is, in fact, a dream: “How I 

came there I cannot really tell, / I was so full of sleep / when I forsook the one true 

way.”2289 By raising the possibility that the entire account is a dream, however, Dante as 

poet-narrator is bringing the work into the domain of the dream vision literary tradition. 

 Piehler argues that the opening of the Inferno reflects a unique point in the 

development of the psychology of Western humanity, in which dangerous, pre-rational 

“lower impulses” of the mind became divested, through access to the powers of reason 

and intuition, of their capacity to destroy sanity and the soul. Piehler sees Dante as 

drawing upon a deep well of “primordial” or “dark” imagery, such as the selva oscura 

and the perilous beasts who will divert Dante from a direct ascent of the dilettoso monte. 

He places these images within a framework suitable for the spiritual tasks required of 

medieval man. Now the dark forces must be confronted not as mortal threats, but because 

they interfere with the realization of God’s plan of salvation and the attainment of true 

                                                 
2288 Dante, Inferno, I.1-9, p. 3 
2289 Dante, Inferno, I.10-12, p. 3 
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inner harmony.2290 Dante has in this way achieved a synthesis of “primitive and 

symbolic” elements with the “later more rational, allegorical aspects” of the vision 

tradition, producing a “sustained re-creation of the emotional and psychic as well as 

intellectual power of these images for his contemporaries.”2291 

 After morning breaks and the sight of the sun brings the pilgrim a sense of 

renewed hope, he sets out to climb a steep hill, but is hindered and threatened by three 

ferocious beasts.2292 It is here that the Virgil, the pilgrim’s first potentia animae arrives to 

assist and introduces himself:  

Not a man, though once I was. 
My parents were from Lombardy – 
Mantua was their homeland. 
 
I was born sub Julio, though late in his time,  
and lived at Rome, under good Augustus 
in an age of false and lying gods. 
 
I was a poet and I sang 
the just son of Anchises come from Troy 
after proud Illium was put to flame.2293 

 
In his introduction, then, Virgil reveals himself through sharing autobiographical 

references and details of his literary vocation, both of which are central to his role in the 

Commedia. He is not, however, given a physical description by Dante as narrator. 

 For Piehler, Virgil stands as a figure who brings a sense of orientation to Dante as 

pilgrim in a wilderness that is chaotic, with no recognizable coordinates from which he 

                                                 
2290 Piehler, Visionary Landscape, 112 
2291 Piehler, Visionary Landscape, 116 
2292 Dante, Inferno, 1.16-61, pp. 3-7 
2293 Dante, Inferno, 1.67-75, p. 7 
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could, on his own, interpret his experience.2294 Lynch sees Virgil as an emblem of the 

power of natural reason that has not attained to Christian salvation, who serves as a 

primary source of moral guidance to Dante as pilgrim figure.2295 Hollander appreciates in 

the Commedia Dante’s personal connection to Virgil, one that was so intimate that Dante 

felt free to portray his “mentor” with a healthy dose of human imperfection, rooted in his 

pre-Christian status: “Dante, and perhaps very few after, ever loved Virgil as he did. At 

the same time there is a hard-edged sense of Virgil’s crucial failure as poet of Rome, the 

city Dante celebrates for its two suns, church and empire, but which Virgil saw only in 

the light of the one. For Dante, that is his great failure.”2296 

Virgil, in Piehler’s estimation, represents a new kind of traveler to the underworld 

realm, in consonance with the needs of late medieval culture:  

Vergil is the first man’s psychic evolution, at least to Dante’s knowledge, to 
descend into the underworld and plant the flag of rational comprehension in that 
place of archetypal darkness and confusion. This was done, moreover, not as in 
the Egyptian Book of the Dead, or in the Orphic mysteries, to enable the 
disembodied soul to find the right way to his eternal rest, but rather to enable the 
hero to live a life on Earth with greater understanding and spiritual strength.2297 

 
For Piehler, Dante’s Inferno is spiritually and literarily indebted to Aeneas’s underworld 

descent in Book VI of the Aeneid.2298  Lynch, in much the same way, credits Virgil with 

having provided Dante the “structural model” for a “moral and natural journey toward 

                                                 
2294 Piehler, Visionary Landscape, 117-18 
2295 Lynch, High Medieval, 150 
2296 Hollander, “Introduction,” Inferno, xxxvi 
2297 Piehler, Visionary Landscape, 117-18 
2298 Piehler, Visionary Landscape, 113 
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truth” that especially in the Purgatorio cantica, is developed in consonance with the 

dream vision genre.2299   

Dante as a pilgrim, however, walks into the underworld realm from a place of 

much greater security and spiritual autonomy than Virgil’s Aeneas. Hell is a place for an 

education of the soul that is frequently painful, but, as Piehler stresses, not a place that 

threatens the soul’s dissolution: “The rulers of the underworld had since Aeneas’s day 

lost at the ‘Harrowing of Hell’ whatever independent power had once been theirs.”2300 

 The pilgrim Dante acknowledges him as a teacher, as having been the primary 

literary voice inspiring his own compositions: “You are my teacher and my author. / You 

are the one from whom alone I took / the noble style that has brought me honor.”2301 

Virgil as guide inscribes this dream vision into a rich cultural framework. In one of his 

roles, for example, he will help Dante to develop a new relationship with his worldly, 

artistic aspirations. In the trials he will face in the supernatural spaces, all of his desires 

will be reoriented and transformed by connecting with a deeper, epistemological, 

theological and spiritual substrate. In this way the boundaries of the dream vision genre 

are greatly enlarged. 

 Virgil reveals to Dante that his upward trek has been misguided, offering himself 

as a guide on a surer path, one that will lead, however, into the disturbing “eternal” 

spaces of the lower spiritual world:   

                                                 
2299 Lynch High Medieval, 150 
2300 Piehler, Visionary Landscape, 120 
2301 Dante, Inferno, I.85-87, p. 7 
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where you shall hear despairing cries 
and see those ancient souls in pain 
as they bewail their second death. 
 
Then you will see the ones who are content 
to burn because they hope to come, 
whenever it may be, among the blessed. 
 
Should you desire to ascend to these,  
you’ll find a soul more fit to lead than I: 
I’ll leave you in her care when I depart.2302 
 

In this way he gives both Dante and the reader a sweeping glance of the three vast realms 

the great journey will cover. 

 In Canto II, Virgil reveals that Beatrice approached him as an angelic presence 

and moved him to come to Dante’s aid. He repeats her hortatory speech to him, 

foreshadowing the role she will play as the pilgrim’s feminine potentia animae in the 

Purgatorio: 

O courteous Mantuan spirit, 
whose fame continues in the world 
and shall continue while the world endures, 
 
my friend, who is no friend of Fortune, 
is so hindered on his way upon the desert slope 
that, in his terror, he has turned back, 
 
and, from what I hear of him in Heaven, 
I fear he has gone so far astray 
that I arose too late to help him.2303 

 
Beatrice is thus introduced as an idealized feminine dream presence who, like Lady 

Philosophy in the Consolation of Philosophy, wishes to help a faltering soul to find his 
                                                 
2302 Dante, Inferno, I.115-23, pp. 9-11 
2303 Dante, Inferno, II.57-66, p. 29 
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way back to the spiritual health of divine grace and reason. As this dialogue continues, 

the reader learns that Beatrice was herself entrusted with the care of Dante’s soul by the 

Blessed Mother who communicated her desire to Beatrice through the intercession of St. 

Lucy.2304  

 Canto III opens with the famous inscription at the entrance of Hell,2305 which 

Virgil interprets by explaining that to be able to properly see and bear the suffering of the 

beings dwelling in the place of great misery they are about to enter, Dante must take up a 

spirit of complete trust.2306 The guides of dream vision texts often bring comfort as they 

prepare the Dreamers for the terrible truths that habitually must be encountered as part of 

the deep learning process that is the ultimate purpose of the journey.  

 After passing through a horde of suffering spirits, those who are being punished 

for having been “neutrals,” for failing to live their Earthy lives with conviction or 

passion, Dante and Virgil are greeted by a hostile Charon who guides souls across a river 

and into Hell proper:  

And now, coming toward us in a boat,   
an old man, his hair white with age, cried out:   
“Woe unto you, you wicked souls,   
 
“give up all hope of ever seeing heaven.  
I come to take you to the other shore,   
into eternal darkness, into heat and chill.”2307  

 

                                                 
2304 Dante, Inferno, II.94-114, p. 31 
2305 Dante, Inferno, III..1-9, p. 47 
2306 Dante, Inferno, III.13-18, p. 47 
2307 Dante, Inferno, III.82-87, p. 51 
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As pilgrim figure, Dante will encounter many such personages who scrutinize and 

challenge him. This pattern of confrontation will continue up to the scene of Beatrice’s 

unsparing reproach in the Paradiso that serves as a final preparation for Dante’s entrance 

into the heavenly realms. This will ultimately bring Dante into full and wholesome 

possession of his soul, in a way that stands in sharp contrast to the failure of Reason to 

help the Lover in the Roman de la Rose. 

This spirit of opposition is quickly overcome as Virgil explains to Charon who 

Dante is and the nature of his mission and then comments on the powerful psychic 

impulses underlying the boisterous spectacle they witness of sinners waiting with 

anticipation to cross the river:  

“My son,” said the courteous master,   
“all those who die in the wrath of God   
assemble here from every land.   
 
“And they are eager to cross the river,   
for the justice of God spurs them on   
their very fear is turned to longing.”2308 
  

These souls, then, appear to recognize that they are in the only place where they belong. 

Piehler sees Charon as a kind of shadowy double to Virgil, in that he, too, stands as a 

guide in a spiritual frontier. Dante, however, will only give credence to Virgil, who 

negates the hopeless words of Charon by inspiring the virtue of fearlessness.2309  

Dante’s Hell contains one precinct that is not altogether gloomy and unpleasant. 

The first circle of Hell they enter, Limbo, introduced in Canto IV, is reserved for those 
                                                 
2308 Dante, Inferno, III.121-126, p. 55 
2309 Piehler, Visionary Landscape, 127 
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who never received baptism, and this includes great personages of classical antiquity who 

had the misfortune of being born before their souls could be redeemed by Christ.  

As pilgrim figure, Dante reflects the literary aspirations of the poet Dante. Here in 

Limbo the shade of Virgil is welcomed back as the “loftiest of poets” by a contingent of 

impassive classical literary greats.2310 Virgil introduces them as Homer, Horace, Lucan 

and Ovid.2311 This lays the foundation of a theme that will be developed, in which Dante 

seeks to be numbered among them, linking himself to an unbroken poetic lineage and, at 

the same time, attempting to reestablish the natural idealism of ancient letters in a 

Christian framework. 

Dante as narrating voice paints the almost bucolic scene he witnesses here as 

pilgrim figure: 

We came to the foot of a noble castle, 
encircled seven times by towering walls, 
defended round about by a fair stream. 
 
Over this stream we moved as on dry land. 
Through the seven gates I entered with these sages 
until we came to a fresh, green meadow. 
 
People were there with grave, slow-moving eyes 
and visages of great authority. 
They seldom spoke, and then in gentle tones.2312 

 

                                                 
2310 Dante, Inferno, IV.79-84, p. 71; Cf. Francisco Imperial, “Dezir,” v. 88, p. 308. I am indebted to Brian 
Dutton and Joaquín González Cuenca’s careful annotations of correspondences to Dante for my references 
to Francisco Imperial’s text. 
2311 Dante, Inferno, IV.85-90, pp. 71-73 
2312 Dante, Inferno, IV.106-114, p. 73 
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The imagery here, a mixture of fortress-like or regal architecture and pristine natural 

spaces, draws on the rich, almost iconographic visual repertory that is central to the 

development of the dream vision genre. Among the many notable figures Dante as 

pilgrim meets here are great emperors of antiquity such as Caesar; the Muslim leader 

Saladin; Greek philosophers, including Socrates and Plato; Stoics, such as Seneca and 

great scientific thinkers and physicians such as Ptolemy, Hippocrates, and Avicenna.2313 

This canto both communicates the inflexible theological message that any medieval 

writer would have to respect in his work but also opens the vision to a grand cultural 

panorama that will only deepen as the work develops. Medieval dream texts often both 

display this classical heritage as a sign of erudition and incorporate it with reverence as 

an added substrate of their principal ideological bulwark and purpose. This dynamic is 

developed to its greatest degree by Boccaccio and Petrarch. 

 Canto VI, which presents the third circle of Hell, the level reserved for the 

punishment of the gluttonous, is rich with vividly descriptive and figurative language and 

offers many insights into how a dream vision text is forged from the complex 

interweaving of an abstract concept -- here a theological category of vice -- with poetic 

imagination. As narrator, Dante relates how, still within his dream or vision, he has 

recovered his senses after being overwhelmed by grief to the point of unconsciousness in 

the previous Canto. He first draws attention to the lugubrious meteorological phenomena 

that leave this circle perpetually unsettled:  

                                                 
2313 Dante, Inferno, IV.121-144, p. 75 
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I am in the third circle, of eternal,  
hateful rain, cold and leaden,  
changeless in its monotony.   
 
Heavy hailstones, filthy water, and snow   
pour down through gloomy air.   
The ground it falls on reeks.2314  
 

Similar to the Escala de Mahoma, the description appeals to all the senses: one can 

partake in the frigid, wet air, the grim visual panorama, and the putrid smell. Dante’s 

narration, however, achieves greater depth in lyrically imbuing the scene with an even 

darker emotional tonality. 

 Each level of Hell details particular way in which the sinners there are forced to 

suffer without end. Here the condemned souls, who are seen as “flayed and quartered” by 

the “monstrous beast” Cerberus,2315 are endlessly exposed to the hostile weather: “The 

rain makes them howl like dogs. / The unholy wretches often turn their bodies, / making 

of one side a shield for the other.”2316 This is a prime example of a basic characteristic 

that separates the portrayal of the tormented souls of Hell from their counterparts in 

Purgatory and Paradise. As Lynch emphasizes, these former humans are seen in their full 

physicality: “In the Inferno, though what the pilgrim sees are shades, he sees them, in 

Augustinian terms, corporeally. They take on a physical presence the shades in Purgatory 

lack for him.”2317 Dante takes the most care of all of the dream vision poets in this survey 

to create this realistic sense of bodily presence in the visionary beings. In the following 

                                                 
2314 Dante, Inferno, VI.7-12, p. 115 
2315 Dante, Inferno, VI.13-18, p. 115 
2316 Dante, Inferno, VI.19-21, p. 115 
2317 Lynch, High Medieval, 147 



632 

two cantiche, this same level of detail will be brought to bear on the portrayal of human 

psychology – of the soul’s components of will, affect and intellect at work in the 

individual human personality. 

Dante’s description of the sinners moves from the physical to the soul level and 

the utter hopelessness of those who receive this eternal torment: “We were passing over 

shades sprawled / under heavy rain, setting our feet / upon their emptiness, which seems 

real bodies.”2318 A form of divine justice that has been perfectly calibrated to address a 

specific transgression of moral law leaves these sinners, who are cast in full relief by the 

poet’s highly symbolic language and imagery, completely hollowed out of their former 

humanity. 

 As in all of the circles of Hell, however, the human element is brought back into 

focus when Dante, as pilgrim, is able to speak with a sinner, either a famous personage, a 

local figure known by the poet or even a close, personal friend, who helps to orient both 

him and the reader to the nature of the vice that corresponds to each level. At the same 

time, these historical figures often bring in a level of social commentary that links the 

exploration of sin in the imaginary space to tangible, ongoing evils in the everyday 

world:  

Your city, so full of envy   
that now the sack spills over,   
held me in the sunlit life. 
 
“You and my townsmen called me Ciacco.   

                                                 
2318 Dante, Inferno, VI.33-36, p. 117 
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For the pernicious fault of gluttony,  
as you can see, I’m prostrate in this rain.”2319 

  
Here the sin of gluttony becomes linked to an invective against the evils eating away at 

both the pilgrim’s and sinner’s home city of Florence. Dante asks about the fate of the 

city and Ciacco, a porcine nickname that may have belonged to an otherwise unidentified 

Florentine banker who destroyed his health through his excessive love of food,2320 offers 

a prediction:  

After long feuding  
they shall come to blood. The rustic faction,  
having done great harm, will drive the others out.  
 
But in turn it shall fall to them,  
within three years, by power of him  
who now just bides his time.2321  

 
Dante’s vision appears to draw upon the generic convention established by Cicero, where 

predictions of future political events provide a context of relevant historical reality to 

what would otherwise remain an intensely inward and closed psychological exploration. 

Here Ciacco is foreseeing events that actually took place in May 1300, shortly after the 

timeframe of the fictional journey, when the Cerchi family and the White Guelphs, called 

“rustic” (selvaggia) because of their country woodland origins, banished the Blacks from 

Florence.2322 

                                                 
2319 Dante, Inferno, VI.49-54, p. 117 
2320 Robert Hollander, notes, Inferno, 125 
2321 Dante, Inferno, VI.64-69, p. 119 
2322 Hollander, notes, 125 
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Political commentary in the Commedia both contributes a sense of realism to a 

world of exotic landscapes, torments, expiations and rewards and allows Dante to project 

his personal social concerns into the text. These worldly observations meld with a greater 

theological and philosophical discourse to form an ideological anchorage for the 

visionary element. 

Canto VII explores two related sins, miserliness and spendthriftness. Near the end 

of the Canto, Virgil as dream guide launches an invective against Fortune which shows 

how this theme, a central concern for Boethius, continues to generate a vital existential 

exploration in dream vision texts: 

He ordained for worldly splendors 
a general minister and guide 
 
who shifts those worthless goods, from time to time, 
from race to race, from one blood to another 
beyond the intervention of human wit. 
 
One people comes to rule, another languishes, 
in keeping with her judgment, 
as secret as a serpent hidden in the grass. 
 
Your wisdom cannot stand against her. 
She foresees, she judges, she maintains her reign, 
as do the other heavenly powers.2323 

 
Whereas Fortune was seen in the Consolation as an essentially empty or negative 

influence to be counterbalanced by the search for divine equanimity, here the emphasis is 

placed on Fortune’s implacability as a force divine in its own right, to which one must 

                                                 
2323 Dante, Inferno, VII.77-87, p. 135 



635 

resign oneself. This is one of countless episodes in which dream vision texts strive to 

interpret and offer explanations for the many impersonal and spiritual forces working 

invisibly through the world, a role which habitually falls to the potentiae animae or 

dream guide. 

 In Canto XI, the reader gains further insight into the close relationship between 

Dreamer and dream guide. At this point in the narration, Virgil has just helped Dante to 

appreciate the difference between the lesser sins of “incontinence” (gluttony, for 

example) and sins committed out of malice or which involve acts of violence against 

others. The pilgrim Dante expresses his joy in learning: “O sun that heals all troubled 

sight, / you so content me by resolving doubts / it pleases me no less to question than to 

know.”2324 Francisco Imperial incorporates these short verses into his Dezir where his 

pilgrim figure expresses his gratefulness to his dream guide Dante.2325 

 A dream guide can also help the Dreamer better understand the nature of the 

mentoring relationship between them, shedding further light on the learning process 

taking place. In Cantos XXI and XXII, Virgil and Dante have reached the fifth bolgia, or 

level of Hell, a place where sinners are boiled eternally in pitch as punishment for their 

involvement in the buying and selling of public office, the sin of graft.  The pilgrim 

Dante expresses his great fear and desire to hide from a troop of attacking demons and 

Virgil attempts to comfort him:  

                                                 
2324 Dante, Inferno, XI.91-83, p. 211 
2325 Cf. Imperial, “Dezir,” vv. 433-435, p. 317: “¡Oh sol que sanas toda vista tribulada! / tú me contentas 
tanto quanto asuelves, / que non menos que saber, dubdar me agrada.” 
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If I were made of leaded glass  
I could not reflect your outward likeness  
in less time than I grasp the one inside you.   
 
Just now your thought commingled with my own,  
alike in attitude and aspect,  
so that of both I’ve formed a single plan.2326  

 
This helps one to see how the mind of the guide and his pilgrim follower are always 

intimately, if not clairvoyantly linked, which is characteristic of the dream vision genre. 

Francisco Imperial adapts this passage in his Dezir where Dante as his guide will 

similarly anticipate the doubts of the pilgrim.2327 

Another invective against Florence appears in Canto XXVI. Here the pilgrim 

Dante is climbing out of the seventh bolgia where various kinds of thievery are eternally 

punished and he has just met five of his fellow citizens among the damned: 

Take joy, oh Florence, for you are so great 
your wings beat over land and sea, 
your fame resounds through Hell! 
 
Among the thieves, I found five citizens of yours  
who make me feel ashamed, and you 
are raised by them to no great praise. 
 
But if as morning nears we dream the truth, 
it won’t be long before you feel the pain 
that Prato, to name but one, desires for you.2328 

 

                                                 
2326 Dante, Inferno, XXIII.25-30, pp. 419-21 
2327 Cf. Imperial, “Dezir,” vv. 281-283, p. 313: “En un muy claro vidrio plomado / non se vería tan bien tu 
figura / como en tu vida veo tu cuidado.” 
2328 Dante, Inferno, XXVI: vv. 1-9, p. 477.  Cf. Imperial, “Dezir,” vv. 387-388, p. 316: “Ca si çerca el alva 
la verdat se sueña / quando al fantasía vuestra descansa […]” 
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Social criticism again works with the materials and actions taking place in the narrated 

dream or vision and becomes focalized in a prediction of future events. Although 

commentators have disagreed over the centuries concerning the historical references to 

Prato, they have been unanimous in seeing this as an expression of Dante’s desire for the 

defeat of the Florentine Black Guelphs and, hence, the “liberation” of his own city.2329 

The tercet of the prediction itself references medieval dream theory, such as found in the 

work of both Avicenna and Lope de Barrientos, that prizes the early morning as a time 

when the sleeping mind is most receptive to truth.2330 

 In Canto XXXII, Dante and Virgil have entered the ninth circle or bolgia, the 

lowest region of Hell, approaching what was considered to be the furthest known point in 

the universe from God. Dante has a difficult time finding expression for the depths of 

suffering and desolation he sees there: 

If I had verses harsh enough and rasping 
as would befit this dismal hole 
upon which all the other rocks weigh down, 
 
more fully would I press out the juice 
of my conception. But, since I lack them, 
with misgiving do I bring myself to speak. 
 
It is no enterprise undertaken lightly –  
to describe the very bottom of the universe –  
nor for a tongue that cries ‘mommy’ and ‘daddy.’2331 

 

                                                 
2329 Hollander, notes, 486-87 
2330 See my pages 318-19 and 350-51. 
2331 Dante, Inferno, XXXII.1-9, p. 587 
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Just as words often failed Mohammed as a narrator in the Escala de Mohammed, for 

Dante, as the poetic “I” recalling his adventures as pilgrim, language threatens to break 

down at this point. Dante here is much more conscious, however, of crafting his role as 

narrator of a visionary text and as an author who must try to properly evoke in full 

command of poetic discourse the powerful imagery he has “dreamed” for this infernal 

region and its attendant atmosphere of impersonal anguish and horror.  

 This bolgia is the final destination of the worst of all sinners, those who engaged 

in acts of betrayal. This is an infernal region of fierce winds and bitter cold, conveying 

allegorically the idea of a total freezing over of the human heart. In Canto XXXIII, Dante 

and Virgil reach the most wicked of sinners, those who have betrayed a guest. 

Completely submerged and frozen into the icy ground, they receive the greatest of all 

possible torments: 

We went on farther, to where the ice-crust 
rudely wraps another sort of souls, 
their faces not turned down but up. 
 
The very weeping there prevents their weeping, 
for the grief that meets a barrier at the eyelids 
turns inward to augment their anguish, 
 
since their first tears become a crust 
that like a crystal visor fills  
the cups beneath the eyebrows.2332 

 
The real cruelty of this punishment here is the paralyzing inability for the sinners to 

relieve their inextinguishable inner torment. In the same tradition as Lady Philosophy’s 
                                                 
2332 Dante, Inferno, XXXIII.91-99, p. 611. The iconography of the sinners, as well as Satan himself, 
eternally encased in ice, recalls the imagery evoked by the Vision of Alberic. See my page 394. 
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poems of nature, the reader is offered a vivid imagistic representation of an inner 

condition of being. Dante’s Divine Comedy is perhaps unsurpassed among dream vision 

texts for its unflinching explorations of human psychology that ultimately attempt to 

guide the reader toward a hopeful form of sanity. He does this, however, by steering clear 

of the practice, seen in the Roman de la rose, of adding varnishes of worldly counsel and 

sarcastic irony.  

 Dante and Virgil reach the absolute bottom of Hell, the dwelling place of Satan, in 

the Inferno’s final Canto XXXIV. In the distance he sees the source of the gelid blasts 

that he has felt roaring through this deepest bolgia:  

As when a thick mist rises, or when our hemisphere 
darkens into night, one may discern 
a distant windmill by its turning sails, 
 
it seemed to me I saw such a contrivance.2333  

This “windmill,” the reader learns, is in fact the incessant beating of Satan’s wings. Virgil 

calls on Dante to look carefully at this place where souls are completely encased by the 

ice and to prepare himself spiritually to meet its terrors.2334 

 Dante gives this account of the pilgrim’s vision of the devil, who is frozen up to 

his breast into the ice, emphasizing his enormous dimensions: “and I in size am closer to 

a giant // than giants are when measured to his arms.”2335  

His description of the Devil’s form is iconographic: 

Oh, what a wonder it appeared to me 

                                                 
2333 Dante, Inferno, XXXIV.4-7, p. 627 
2334 Dante, Inferno, XXXIV.10-21, p. 627 
2335 Dante, Inferno, XXXIV.30-31, p. 629 
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when I perceived three faces on his head. 
The first, in front, was red in color. 
 
Another two he had, each joined with this, 
above the midpoint of each shoulder, 
and above all the three united at the crest. […] 
 
Beneath each face two mighty wings emerged, 
such as befit so vast a bird: 
I never saw such massive sails at sea. 
 
They were featherless and fashioned  
like a bat’s wings. When he flapped them, 
he sent forth three separate winds,  
 
the sources of the ice upon Cocytus. 
Out of six eyes he wept and his three chins 
dripped tears and drooled blood-red saliva 
 
With his teeth, just like a hackle 
pounding flax, he champed a sinner 
in each mouth, tormenting three at once.2336 

 
Bosco comments that Dante respected the medieval iconographic tendency to 

show Satan as a grotesque figure, but emphasizes that his more uncommon representation 

of a Satan without horns or tail could well have been inspired by a mosaic created by 

Andrea Tafi in the Baptistry of Florence. Finally, the representation of Satan with three 

faces appears in art works that are contemporary to Dante’s writing, such as found at the 

the Spanish Cathedral of León.2337  

This shows that the seminal pictures that Dante molds to communicate his unique, 

allegorical message appear to come from a creative font that transcends the genius of the 

                                                 
2336 Dante, Inferno, XXXIV.37-57, p. 629 
2337 Umberto Bosco and Giovanni  Reggio, notes to Inferno (Florence: Le Monnier, 1979), 507 
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individual writer or artist and belongs instead to a world of images that are common to all 

of Western European culture in the late medieval period. As for all dream poets, the 

original contribution of the writer as creator comes in the unique disposition and 

ideological framework to which he submits this kind of collective material. 

The three sinners in the grip of Satan’s three mouths are Judas, Brutus, and 

Cassius, considered the worst betrayers of all humanity across the ages.2338 This vision of 

a thrashing, tormented beast, who is ultimately bound and powerless, recalls the chained 

demons encountered in the hell worlds of the Escala de Mahoma I and represents the 

climax of this part of the journey. The arresting image of Satan, however, is quickly 

stripped of any constraining power it has over the mind of the pilgrim Dante as his body 

becomes a mere stepping stone he and Virgil must tread to find the difficult passageway 

to the opposite hemisphere of the world where the mountain of Purgatory stands.  

The allegorical description that follows of a narrow tunnel through which they 

ascend and their arrival in a strange part of the world, suggests a kind of birth or dawning 

of a new consciousness: 

Into that hidden passage my guide and I   
entered, to find again the world of light,   
and, without thinking of a moment’s rest,  
 
we climbed up, he first and I behind him,  
far enough to see, through a round opening,   
a few of those fair things the heavens bear.   
Then we came forth, to see again the stars.”2339 
  

                                                 
2338 Dante, Inferno, XXXIV.61-69, p. 631 
2339 Dante, Inferno, XXXIV.133-139, p. 635 



642 

Through the harmonious lyricism of this passage the reader is reoriented to the Earthly 

realm and given a remembrance of the celestial heights, an upward gesture of the spirit 

that ends each book of the Comedy. The long nightmare of the journey through Hell 

dissolves into tranquility. 

Lynch views the Purgatorio as the cantica that most closely conforms to the 

norms of the literary dream vision:  

in the Purgatorio, the mental traveler experiences a visio spiritualis, the kind of 
imaginative vision which we have seen is typical of dreams as analyzed in the 
Middle Ages and which gave the philosophical vision its unique epistemological 
structure. For inspiration here, Dante turned to the subgenre we have been 
studying – to Boethius, to Alain’s poetic vision, and to the sixth book of the 
Aeneid.2340 

 
In this sense, Dante may have conceived of this part of the text, more so than the other 

two cantiche, as a kind of dream, developing a work that avails itself fully of the genre’s 

possibilities. As a part of this tradition, Lynch sees the Purgatorio as an extended 

educational program for the protagonist that places particular emphasis on the 

development of right intellect.2341  

The Purgatorio, she aptly observes, represents an intermediate space: “neither of 

the unregenerate sin and corporeality nor of beatitude, but of the human desire and 

imperfection that make a bridge between the two.”2342 This makes the Purgatorio the 

                                                 
2340 Lynch, High Medieval, 147 
2341 Lynch, High Medieval, 149 
2342 Lynch, High Medieval, 152. Hollander, “Introduction,” Purgatorio, xxiii, gives this brief summary of 
the historical development of the concept of Purgatory and Dante’s seminal role for Western cultura in 
imagining this space: “By Dante’s time, theologians who attempted to deal with the lack of definition of the 
precise nature of ‘particular judgment,’ that is God’s judgment of the individual soul upon death of the 
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cantica that most clearly resonates with the emotional terrain of the reader living an 

ordinary, Earthly life. Chapter 4 will detail how Francisco Imperial, in his imitation of 

Dante, suggests but does not as fully develop this possibility of a “middle space.” 

Near the opening of Canto I of the Purgatorio, Dante evocatively pictures the pre-

dawn sky: 

Sweet color of oriental sapphire, 
hovering in the calm and peaceful aspect 
of intervening air, pure to the horizon 
 
pleased my eyes once more 
as soon as I had left the morbid air 
that had afflicted both my chest and eyes. 
 
The fair planet that emboldens love, 
smiling, lit up the east, 
veiling the Fishes in her train. 
 
I turned to the right and, fixing my attention 
on the other pole, I saw four stars 
not seen but by those first on Earth.2343 

 
The pre-dawn is celebrated here as a time of spiritual repose and as a relief from 

the constriction of the nether regions. Francisco Imperial’s Dezir begins with a similar 

                                                                                                                                                 
body, realized that they needed to establish the nature o the divine decision that separated sinners from the 
saved immediately after death, since the Bible only posits the final judgment as described in the Book of 
Revelation. And once posthumous expiation and the prayers of the living became the crucial facts that 
clarify, for believers, both their own hopes and their responsibility with regard to their loved ones, it was 
almost inevitable that someone should invent a physical place in which this expiation of the souls of the 
dead might occur.” 
2343 Dante, Purgatorio, I.13-24, p. 5 
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image of the early morning sky2344 as a prelude to his use of allegorical star imagery to 

represent the seven virtues.  

Dante then introduces his second guide, Cato, who serves as the guardian of the 

Mountain of Purgatory, appearing in Cantos I.31-108 and II.118-23. His outward 

appearance recalls the many descriptions of the prophets inhabiting the heavenly worlds 

in the Escala de Mahoma:  

I saw beside me an old man, alone  
who by his looks was so deserving of respect  
that no son owes his father more.  
 
His beard was long and streaked with white,  
as was his hair, which fell  
in double strands down to his chest.2345  

 
Although he was a pagan who took his own life, Dante has assigned him the worthy role 

of ushering souls into this realm of purification. Dante had a deep veneration for Cato, a 

first century B.C.E. Roman military leader and statesman, and saw his suicide as a final 

act of defiance and unwillingness to submit to Caesar’s tyranny.2346 In his Dezir, 

Francisco Imperial draws upon Dante’s images of Cato to create a very similar 

description of Dante as the dream guide of his poem.2347 

In addition, like the venerable prophets encountered in Mohammed’s dream, 

Cato’s face is seen as radiant: “The rays of those four holy stars / adorned his face with so 

                                                 
2344 Cf. Imperial, “Dezir,” vv. 9-10, p. 306, “çerca la ora qu’el planeta enclara, / al oriente, que es llamada 
Aurora.” 
2345 Dante, Purgatorio, 1.31-36, p. 7 
2346 Guy P. Raffa, “Dante’s Purgatorio -- Ante-Purgatory,” Dante Worlds, Liberal Arts Instructional 
Technology Services, 2007, Web, 22 Apr. 2010. 
2347 Cf. Imperial,”Dezir,” v. 34, p. 307: “barva e cabello alvo sin mesura” 
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much light / he seemed to shine with brightness of the sun.”2348 Bosco and Reggio believe 

that there are no other possible interpretations for these stars than the four cardinal virtues 

and that the Sun may represent the light of God.2349  

Virgil, who has been up to this point spiritually responsible for Dante as a traveler 

in the afterlife realms, spaces strictly forbidden to mortals, must now account for his 

disciple’s presence in this region of Ante-Purgatory as a living human being: 

This man has not yet seen his final sunset 
but through his folly was so close to it 
his time was almost at an end. 
 
I was sent to him, as I have said,  
for his deliverance. No other way 
but this could he be saved. 
 
I have shown him all the guilty race 
and now we intend to let him see those spirits  
who cleanse themselves within your charge.2350 

 
 Piehler insightfully views Cato as a figure inhabiting a frontier region between 

one world and the next who embodies the qualities of both Charon and Virgil who are 

likewise characters first encountered in threshold spaces. Cato at first appears as an 

ominous personage who scrutinizes the pilgrim Dante and stands as a potential barrier to 

his further journey and spiritual progress but is later shown to be a benevolent father 

figure.2351 In this sense, he goes beyond the role of “law-giver” or embodiment of justice 

                                                 
2348 Dante, Purgatorio, 1.37-39, p. 7  
2349 Bosco and Reggio, notes to Purgatorio (Florence: Le Monnier, 1979), 16 
2350 Dante, Purgatorio, 1.58-66, p. 9 
2351 Piehler, Visionary Landscape, 128 
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without love, qualities inherent to the historical Cato that Lynch sees him as representing 

in the text.2352 

Virgil’s brief revelation to Cato of his divinely inspired mission to save Dante 

from self-destruction also sheds light for the reader on the deeper purposes for Dante’s 

now completed voyage through Hell and provides a context that allows the reader to 

grasp the necessity of the gradual ascent of the Mountain of Purgatory. Such dialogue 

within a dream vision text is almost never gratuitous. When carefully placed, it offers 

fresh perspectives on core themes even as it helps to advance the course of the narrative. 

As Piehler emphasizes, such dialogue in the Commedia tends to be transparent and is 

rarely allegorical, because if it were it would “compete” with and confuse the larger 

allegory that is continually being developed.2353 

 Foreshadowing the long and arduous path of spiritual purification ahead, Cato 

commands Virgil to prepare his student Dante for the journey through a ritual cleansing: 

Go then, make sure you gird him   
with a straight reed and bathe his face,   
to wipe all traces of defilement from it,   
 
for it would not be fitting to appear,   
his eyes still dimmed by any mist,   
before the minister, the first from paradise.2354  

 
As seen in both the Escala de Mahoma and the Roman de la Rose, advancement along 

the spiritual path, often representing a course of spiritual transformation, is regularly 

                                                 
2352 Lynch, High Medieval, 148 
2353 Piehler, Visionary Landscape, 132 
2354 Dante, Purgatorio, I.94-99, p. 11 
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preceded by a narration of ritual acts that bring the principal ideas of a dream vision text 

into focus and help put the reader into a properly receptive frame of mind. This brief 

reference to face-washing also appears near the opening of Imperial’s Dezir.2355 

 Canto III shows a side of the character of the potentia animae that points in a new 

direction for the genre. Virgil, while a remarkable man, shares in the common human 

condition of ignorance and limitation. These aspects of his character are in the 

background as he seeks a more accessible path up the impossibly steep mountain of 

Purgatory, one that is more appropriate for Dante as the only being of flesh and blood to 

attempt the climb:  

“O you who have come to a happy end  
spirits already chosen,” Virgil began,  
“by that peace which, I think, awaits you all,   
 
“tell us where the mountain rises gently  
so that we may begin the long ascent.   
The more we know the more we hate time’s waste.”2356  

 
Because Virgil has just referred to the unfortunate fate of Plato and Aristotle as souls 

doomed for an eternity in Hell’s circle of Limbo, this passage offers a contrast between 

the limits of natural, intellectual reason and unfathomable Christian grace. Francisco 

Imperial quotes from this passage in the opening lines of his Dezir.2357 

 Canto VI contains what is perhaps the longest and most complex of all of the 

invectives in the Divine Comedy. Bordello, a 13th-century Mantuan poet, has just 

                                                 
2355 Cf. Imperial, “Dezir,” v. 11, p. 306: “fuéme a una fuente por lavar la cara.” 
2356 Dante, Purgatorio, III.73-78, p. 57 
2357 Cf. Imperial, “Dezir,” vv. 1-2, p. 306: “El tiempo perder pesa a quien más sabe / e dende aqueste 
prinçipio yo tomo […]” 
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recognized and embraced Virgil.2358  Dante as poetic voice directs harsh words against all 

of Italy, comments that are seemingly tangential and intended solely for the reader:  

Now your inhabitants are never free from war,  
and those enclosed within a single wall and moat  
are never free from each other.  
 
Search, miserable one, around your shores,  
then look into your heart,  
if any part of you rejoice in peace. 
 
If there is no one in your saddle, what good 
was it Justinian repaired your harness? 
Your shame would be less great had he not done so.2359 

 
This passage helps to reinforce a pro-Imperial ideology that is one of the political 

foundations of the Commedia.  Francisco Imperial’s Dezir loosely draws upon this 

passage in developing a similar harangue against the city of Seville, spoken by the dream 

guide Dante.2360 This passage is yet another instance in the Commedia where keenly felt 

and even bitterly expressed political viewpoints are often inseparable from the deeper 

spiritual message of the work, reflecting a basic tendency of the dream vision’s evolution. 

 As Canto VI continues, the city of Florence receives an unflinching verbal attack. 

Dante’s poetic voice satirically speaks of the citizens there as incomparable among all 

Italians:  

Many others have justice in their hearts,  
even if its arrow’s late to fly from all their talking,  
but yours have justice ready on their tongues.   

                                                 
2358 Dante, Purgatorio, VI.74-75, p. 123 
2359 Dante, Purgatorio, VI.82-90, p. 123-25 
2360 Cf. Imperial, ‘Dezir,” vv. 377-80, p. 316: “Mírate, çiega, mírate el seno, / mira tus faldas, después el 
regaço, / mira las riendas e mira el freno, / si en ti queda sano algunt pedaço.” 
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Many others refuse the public burden. But yours  
are eager to answer without ever being asked,  
crying out: “I’ll take it all on my shoulders.”2361  

 
Hollander interprets this as a thinly veiled critique of the Florentines’ tendency to self-

serving ambition.2362 Francisco Imperial’s poetic voice likewise ironically portrays 

Seville as the chosen place of the kingdom but quickly follows this with a very literal 

denunciation of the city.2363 

 Dante as poetic voice finishes his invective with a vivid metaphoric image:  

If you recall your past and think upon it clearly,   
you will see that you are like a woman, ill in bed  
who on the softest down cannot find rest   
 
but twisting, turning, seeks to ease her pain.2364  

Francisco Imperial’s Dezir imitates this representation of the city as a sick maiden. In the 

allegorical plan of both the Comedy and the Dezir, the moral decay of a beloved city is 

ultimately seen as a kind of illness and the commentary becomes a call to conscience. 

The salutary function of a dream vision text as a kind of remedy for a crisis in the 

personal soul, as developed in an early stage in the Consolation of Philosophy, thus 

becomes extended to include a city and even an entire nation or people.  

 Canto VIII contains three visionary elements that are at least indirectly reflected 

in Francisco Imperial’s Dezir. The pilgrim Dante sees two radiant spiritual presences:  

                                                 
2361 Dante, Purgatorio, VI.130-138, p. 127 
2362 Robert Hollander, notes to Purgatorio, 140 
2363 Cf. Imperial, ‘Dezir,” 353-354, p. 315: “¡Oh çibdat noble! pues te esmeraste / en todo el regno por más 
escogida […]” 
2364 Dante, Purgatorio, VI.148-151, p. 129 
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And I saw issue from above and then descend   
two angels holding flaming swords  
their pointed blade-tips broken off.  
 
Green as newly opened leaves, their garments,  
stirred and framed by their green wings,  
swirled and billowed out behind them.”2365  

 
As Hollander indicates, the image of the two angels most likely reworks the portrait of 

the two angels guarding the Tree of Life who appear in the Book of Genesis.2366 Dante, 

however, gives a living quality of motion to the angels here, refining the more static, 

iconographic approach to descriptions of spiritual beings seen in works such as the 

Escala and even in Francisco Imperial’s Dezir. 

 Dante’s attention is drawn to a trio of stars rising in the East. These echo the four 

stars seen in Canto I and have been traditionally interpreted as symbolic of the three 

theological virtues of Faith, Hope and Charity.2367 Sordello, the shade of a 13th-century 

poet who has been with Dante since Canto VI, then points to a serpent he refers to simply 

as “our adversary”:2368  

In that place where the little valley   
has no rampart, a snake appeared,   
perhaps the one that gave to Eve the bitter fruit.  
 
Through grass and flowers slid the evil streak,  
turning its head from time to time to lick its back  
like a beast that sleeks itself.2369  
 

                                                 
2365 Dante, Purgatorio, VIII.25-30, p. 165, 167 
2366 Holllander, notes, 175-76 
2367 Dante, Purgatorio, VIII..85-93, pp. 169, 171; Hollander, notes, 179-80 
2368 Dante, Purgatorio, VIII.94-96, p. 171 
2369 Dante, Purgatorio, VIII.97-102, p. 171 
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The green angels then dart through the air, causing the serpent to flee.2370 The serpent is 

able to appear here in a space that is between Hell and the incorruptible reaches of 

Paradise as a kind of disturbing yet innocuous reminder of the inclination to sin that the 

vigilant soul is learning to keep in check. Appropriately, the serpent does not attack but 

merely grooms itself. The association of serpents with evil is more fully developed in 

Francisco Imperial’s Dezir where seven vices are allegorically represented as a snakes or 

“bestias.” 

 Dante as pilgrim figure falls into his first nocturnal dream within the larger dream 

or vision of the Purgatory. As poet, Dante introduces his account of the dream and 

poetically and scientifically notes the setting and time of day:  

At the hour near the verge of morning,  
when the swallow begins her plaintive song,  
remembering, perhaps, her woes of long ago,  
 
and when our mind, more pilgrim 
from the flesh and less caught up in thoughts, 
is more prophetic in its visions, 
 
in a dream I seemed to see an eagle,  
with golden feathers, hovering in the sky, 
his wings spread wide, ready to swoop.2371 

 
Dante’s commentary here on the spiritual receptiveness associated with early morning 

dreams reflects the emergence in the 13th century of medical models of dreaming and 

consciousness grounded in Aristotle and Muslim science, as introduced in Chapter  2. 

                                                 
2370 Dante, Purgatorio, VIII.106-108, p. 171 
2371 Dante, Purgatorio, IX 9.13-21, p. 185 
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The eagle in this dream sweeps the dreaming mind of the pilgrim Dante away 

from the bounds of Earth:  

Then it seemed to me that after wheeling awhile 
it plunged down terrible as lightning,  
and carried me straight to the sphere of fire.  
 
There is seems that it and I were both aflame,  
and the imagined burning was so hot  
my sleep was broken and gave way.2372 

 
This image of the ring of fire anticipates both Dante’s passage through the purgatorial 

fire2373 encountered at the end of this cantica and his ascension through the celestial 

boundary of fire that marks his departure from the Earth in the opening canto of the 

Paradiso. This dream also fits squarely within the Neo-Platonist tradition of dream vision 

texts first seen in the Dream of Scipio, in which dreaming was believed to offer the soul 

an opportunity to reconnect with its heavenly origins. 

 It takes Dante and Virgil until the ninth Canto to reach the entrance to Purgatory 

itself. The poet Dante recalls his advance as pilgrim up three stairs in a passage that may 

be related to the stairway described in the Escala de Mahoma:  

At that we moved ahead. The first step 
was of clear white marble, so polished 
that my image was reflected in true likeness. 
 
The second was darker than the deepest purple 
of unknown stone, looking as if it had been burned, 
cracked through its length and breadth. 
 
The third, resting its heavy mass above,  

                                                 
2372 Dante, Purgatorio, IX.28-33, p. 187 
2373 Lynch, High Medieval, 153 
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seemed to me porphyry, as flaming red 
as blood that spurts from a vein.2374 

 
Hollander interprets the first stair as a symbol of confession, the second as the sinner’s 

recognition of his own brokenness and the third as representing the sacrifice the sinner 

must make in imitation of Christ.2375 Lynch draws particular attention to the first step: 

“The first of these steps is like a mirror, polished so brightly that the visionary can see in 

it his true likeness.”2376  

This is an important link to the dream vision genre’s development of the medieval 

concept of the speculum, such as was seen in the fountain motif of the Roman de la rose. 

The imagery of a dream vision text is almost always filled with spiritual or ideological 

signposts that weave a seemingly transparent, linear narrative into a complex, subtle web 

of inner meaning. The ideal medieval reader proposed by Piehler2377 would have been 

attentive to the relationship of this mirrored stair and its suggestion of reflective 

consciousness to the path of moral and intellectual development that unfolds as Dante the 

pilgrim winds his way up the mountain of Purgatory. 

An angelic keeper of the gate marks the pilgrim Dante’s forehead with seven 

“P’s,” symbolizing his sins or “peccati.” As protagonist Dante is very eager to enter and 

as poet he describes in careful visual detail the keeper and the opening of the gate: 

Ashes or Earth, when it is dug up dry  
would be the very color of his vestments.  

                                                 
2374 Dante, Purgatorio, IX.94-102, p. 191 
2375 Hollander, notes, 201-2 
2376 Lynch, High Medieval, 153-54 
2377 See my page 426. 
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Out from under them he drew two keys,   
 
one of gold, the other one of silver.  
He touched the door, first with the white,  
then the yellow, and thus my wish was satisfied.2378 

 

Hollander sees the color of the angel’s garments as suggesting his basic attitude of 

humility.2379 Giacomo Poleto, in his commentary on this passage, points to the traditional 

artistic representation of Saint Peter who holds both a golden key, symbolizing his 

episcopal authority, and a silver key in his role as priest. Dante, according to this 

interpretation, is most in need of the priestly examination of conscience and power of 

absolution and so it is the silver key that first opens the gate.2380 Imperial translates this 

description and applies it to his physical portrayal of Dante as potentia animae.2381 In 

Imperial’s Dezir, the sixth virtue, Templanza, is pictured as holding two golden keys, 

suggesting that Imperial was not fully aware of the subtler implications of Dante’s 

imagery. 

 The power of visionary consciousness is combined with an architectural detail in 

Canto X. Dante as protagonist views a bas relief sculpture carved into a rock ledge along 

the path, a work of art with extraordinary spiritual properties. A scene of the visitation of 

Gabriel to the Virgin Mary becomes an almost living, holographic and multi-sensory 

vision: 

                                                 
2378 Dante, Purgatorio, IX.115-120, pp. 191, 193 
2379 Hollander, notes, 203 
2380 Gicaomo Poletto, notes to Purgatorio (Rome, 1894), 215 
2381 Cf. Imperial, “Dezir,” vv. 98-99, p. 309 
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One would have sworn he said “Ave,”  
for she as well was pictured there 
who turned the key to love on high. 
 
And in her attitude imprinted were  
the words: “Ecce Ancilla Dei” 
as clearly as a figure stamped in wax.2382 

 
These supposedly static artistic renderings have the curious property of conveying 

Scriptural events with an almost cinematographic dynamism in which the figures are able 

to wordlessly communicate truths or ideas belonging to a higher, more lucid order of 

reality. The scene is also flexible and responds to the viewer’s quality of attention. The 

scene from Mary’s life becomes transparent as Dante is able to see behind it, in equal 

clarity, panoramas of Old Testament narratives.2383 Dante calls these strange works of art: 

“speech made visible / new to us because it is not found on Earth.”2384 

Hollander explains how scenes from the life of Mary are used to exemplify the 

virtue that opposes the vice that is being purged on each of the seven terraces. Here 

scenes of Humility inspire the reader to develop a counter-image to the inclination to the 

sin of Pride which is being expiated.2385 The use of allegorical imagery in an architectural 

framework is clearly within the tradition of the painted scenes of evil women on the 

exterior wall of Diversion’s pleasure garden in the Roman de la Rose. In the Amorosa 

Visione of Boccaccio, this motif of visionary images encountered in their full physicality 

as art in the “outer” world of the dreamscape is further developed and transformed. 

                                                 
2382 Dante, Purgatorio, X.40-45, p. 213 
2383 Dante, Purgatorio, X.55-93, p. 213, 215, 217 
2384 Dante, Purgatorio, X.95-96, p. 217 
2385 Hollander, notes, 222 
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 Canto XV presents an important example of a dream vision poet’s commentary on 

his pilgrim figure’s experiences with extraordinary states of consciousness. Dante as 

protagonist has just climbed to the third terrace where souls are gradually freed of their 

disposition to wrath. As poet, he narrates how he was overtaken by the first of a series of 

spontaneous visions:  

There it seemed to me I was caught up  
in an ecstatic, sudden vision  
in which I saw a temple full of people  
 
and, at the door, about to enter, a woman,  
with the sweet demeanor of a mother, who said:  
“My son, why have you dealt with us like this?  
 
Behold, your father and I have searched  
for you in sorrow […]”2386  

 
This image, which is filled with movement, quickly dissolves to be replaced by scenes 

showing the compassion of Pisistratus and the martyrdom of Saint Stephen at the moment 

in which he extended his forgiveness to his murderers.2387 All of these are examples of 

the positive virtue of meekness, working here as remedies on a level of consciousness 

that moves more rapidly and intensely than discursive reason through the intuitive and 

affective power of inspirational imagery. Complex theological and psychological 

principles are condensed into a brief, potent animation within the mind. 

Dante then describes his return as pilgrim to normal consciousness, a condition 

which is being continually expanded and transformed over the course of the much larger 

                                                 
2386 Dante, Purgatorio, XV.85-92, pp. 327, 329 
2387 Dante, Purgatorio, XV.94-114, p. 329 
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vision of the Purgatorio as a whole: “When my soul made its way back / to the things 

that are real outside it, / I came to know my errors were not false.”2388 The poet is then 

given a proper orientation to these visions by Virgil: “These things were shown to you so 

that you would not refuse / to open your heart to the waters of peace / that pour from the 

eternal fountain.”2389 As Lynch emphasizes, Virgil uses natural reason to form an 

explanation of these visions much as a contemporary psychologist would interpret a 

dream.2390 

The visionary experience here is part of the larger learning process that is central 

to most dream vision texts through which the Dreamer gains a wider and fuller sense of 

his moral and intellectual orientation to the world and his own life. Francisco Imperial 

quotes from this passage at the point in which his pilgrim figure has just entered the 

paradise garden and, as he recounts, “sweated” from amazement at what he saw.2391 

 In Canto XVIII, one sees how closely linked the mind of the pilgrim Dante is to 

his teacher Virgil: 

My lofty teacher, having brought  
his discourse to its end, now studied 
my face to see if I seemed satisfied, 
 
while I, spurred on by yet another thirst, 
kept silent, rehearsing in my mind the thought: 
“Perhaps I trouble him with all these questions.” 
 
But that true father, mindful 

                                                 
2388 Dante, Purgatorio, XV.115-117. p. 329 
2389 Dante, Purgatorio, XV.130-2, p. 130, 132 
2390 Lynch, High Medieval, 155 
2391 Imperial, “Dezir,” vv. 87-88, p. 308 
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of the timid wish that I did not declare, 
spoke and gave me courage to speak out.2392 

 
This passage follows Virgil’s extended discourse on love at the end of Canto XVII and 

helps to bring the relationship of guide and student back into focus. Here, as in Canto 

XXIII, Virgil is so attuned to Dante’s mind that he is able to anticipate his questions and 

address his deepest concerns. This same passage appears in Imperial’s Dezir immediately 

after the dream guide Dante’s invective against Seville and his prediction of a better 

future to come.2393 

 In Canto XIX, Dante suffers his second purgatorial dream, in this case a 

nightmare. This dream occurs in the early morning hours, but at an hour deeper into the 

night than the other two dreams which take place at dawn. Dante is gripped by a vision of 

a deformed woman: “there came to me a woman, in a dream, / stammering, cross-eyed, 

splayfooted, / with crippling hands and sickly pale complexion.”2394 Kathryn Lynch helps 

to link this vision to the psychic state of Dante at this point in his ascent of the purgatorial 

mountain: 

Her sallow hue reminds us of Dante before the sun of Purgatory disclosed the 
natural color of his complexion; her crooked feet and squinting gaze indicate that 
she is spiritually directionless, incapable of divine perception; her maimed hands, 
lastly, call to mind the more positive, artful hands of the creators of Geoffrey of 
Vinsauf, Bernard Silvestris, and the Aristotelian tradition, revealing her incapacity 
to inspire in the poet who turns to her any wholesome images.2395 

 

                                                 
2392 Dante, Purgatorio, XVIII.1-9, p. 389 
2393 Imperial, ‘Dezir,” vv. 401-411, p. 317 
2394 Dante, Purgatorio, XIX.7-9, p. 413 
2395 Lynch, High Medieval, 156 
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Although her appearance is repulsive, she begins to sing in a way that captivates Dante 

and she reveals herself to be the “sweet siren / who beguiles mariners on distant seas,”2396 

stirring an inappropriate desire within an undisciplined part of his mind. 

A holy woman and Virgil appear in the dream and the unsightly old woman 

demands to know the identity of the “virtuous” lady. Lynch interprets the holy woman as 

a moral force at work in Dante’s psyche: “The holy lady, in fact, stands for the grace 

necessary to every habit of divine goodness in man.”2397 Virgil ignores the hag’s 

question, revealing her instead for who she really is: “The other he seized and, ripping, 

her garments, laid her front bare and exposed her belly. / The stench that came from there 

awoke me.”2398 This is a dream, then, when a darker, mysterious, compelling aspect of 

the soul is brought into the light of truth. Lynch sees this as a necessary step Dante must 

take on the path to understanding, preparing him for what he will encounter on the 

terraces devoted to the purgation of the sins of “imaginative excess” – avarice, gluttony 

and lechery.2399 

In the Purgatorio, the pilgrim Dante and Virgil meet a series of angels who help to 

keep them on the path. In Canto XXIV, the Angel of Temperance makes himself known 

as first his voice is heard and then he appears as an exalted presence: 

  His shining face had blinded me, 
so that I turned and walked behind my teachers 
like someone led by only what he hears. 

                                                 
2396 Dante, Purgatorio, XIX.19-20, p. 413 
2397 Lynch, High Medieval, 157 
2398 Dante, Purgatorio, XIX.30-33, p. 415 
2399 Lynch, High Medieval, 157 
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And as, announcing dawn, the breeze of May 
stirs and exudes a fragrance 
filled with the scent of grass and flowers, 

 
just such a wind I felt stroking by brow 
and I could feel the moving of his feathers, 
my senses steeped in odor of ambrosia.2400 

 
This is a description that appeals to all the senses but also fulfills an affective 

purpose. This angel clears the atmosphere of intense fear after a disembodied voice has 

recalled for Dante, Virgil and the poet Statius, examples from classical literature and the 

Bible related to the vice of gluttony. Francisco Imperial both draws on this passage to 

create the imagery for the closing verses of his Dezir and to convey a similar sense of 

liberation from suffering.2401  

Canto XXVII recounts a moment of great transition in Dante’s ascent as pilgrim up 

the mountain of Purgatory. A powerful inner transformation takes place on this, the 

seventh and final terrace, a space devoted to the ultimate purification of all desires of the 

flesh, or lust. As evening falls on the mountain, an angel cries out to them, providing 

orientation for the dire vision they witness of souls burning in a holy fire:  

“There is no going on, you blessed souls,  
without the fire’s stinging bite. Enter,  
and do not stop your ears against the distant song,”  
 
he said to us once we were near,  
so that, hearing him, I felt  
like a man who has been put into his grave.2402  

                                                 
2400 Dante, Purgatorio, XIV.142-150, p. 537-39 
2401 Imperial, “Dezir,” vv. 457-459, p. 318 
2402 Dante, Purgatorio, XXVII.10-15, p. 599 
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This scene may be, in part, inspired by the purification of souls by fire in the Escala de 

Mahoma. Here, however, it is more fully developed in the context of a Christian theology 

and psychology of the redemption of sin. 

 Virgil must coax Dante to enter, convincing him that this is a barrier he must 

cross if he wishes to be finally reunited with his beloved Beatrice. In this way, he infuses 

Dante as pilgrim with the courage to enter the fire:  

As soon as I was in I would have thrown myself 
straight into molten glass to cool myself,  
so beyond measure was the burning there,  
 
and my sweet father, to comfort me,  
kept speaking of Beatrice as he went, saying:  
“Even now I can almost see her eyes.”2403  
 

This is key moment in which the pilgrim’s consciousness is permanently restructured, or 

in this case “smelted” by spiritual fire, and it takes place in yet another liminal space, the 

final stretch of road that will take him and his guide Virgil to the entrance to the Earthly 

Paradise. Piehler stresses the painful yet enlivening psychological shift to a new state of 

being that this scene represents: “Instead of the deadening effect of passing into a lower 

stage of consciousness, a sense is conveyed of the harsh, agonized exaltation of passing 

into a higher spiritual state.”2404  

Yet this challenging transition is presented with a needed touch of levity. As we 

shall also see in Imperial’s Dezir, the guide in a dream vision text can play the role of 

                                                 
2403 Dante, Purgaotrio, XXVII.49-54, p. 601 
2404 Piehler, Visionary Landscape, 130 
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cheerleader to the pilgrim figure, often in a light-hearted way, bringing solace in the trials 

of the journey. 

Having passed through the fire, Dante now rejoins his companions and they find 

refuge in this intermediary space, passing the night by sleeping on steps along the path. In 

the early morning hours, Dante has the last of his three purgatorial dreams:  

In the hour, I think when Cytherea,  
who always seems aflame with the fire of love,  
first shone on the mountain from the east,  
 
in a dream I seemed to see a lady,  
young and lovely, passing through a meadow  
as she gathered flowers, singing:  
 
“Let anyone who asks my name know that I am Leah, 
and here I move about, using my fair hands 
to weave myself a garland […]”2405  

 
Dante as poet shows the connection between this dream within a dream and the 

natural world and its daily astronomical movements and cycles in a way that will 

directly influence Francisco Imperial. This passage is adapted in the Dezir where Lía 

appears as a maiden who greets the pilgrim figure as Dante is leading him into the center 

of the rose garden.2406   

Lynch interprets this dream as a recognition of Dante’s attainment of a kind of 

mature understanding following an arduous path of acquiring new habits of thinking and 

imagination: 

                                                 
2405 Dante, Purgatorio, XXVII.94-102, p. 605 
2406 Imperial, “Dezir,”  vv. 137-140, p. 310 
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Its completion suggests the perfection of imaginative vision, the realization of the 
promise the poet had made to us in the Vita nuova that he would convey his 
dream of a pure and noble love for his lady. The harmony of Rachel and Leah 
here – active and contemplative modes of being – suggests a harmony in the 
pilgrim’s own soul between its affective and intellective parts, between its 
inclination to action and its knowledge of the good, which I have glossed here 
primarily by reference to increasing knowledge.2407 

 
Each of the three dreams within the Purgatorio thus serves as a kind of microcosm 

reflecting specific points along the trajectory of psychological growth of the protagonist 

and incorporating deeper philosophical and theological concerns. All of these elements 

are condensed and expressed in brief, intense episodes that are rich with symbolic 

meaning, faithfully mimicking the human mind’s creation of dream narratives and the 

deeper purposes they serve in psycho-spiritual life. 

This Canto ends with Virgil’s farewell to Dante. As a shade normally consigned 

to Limbo, he is eternally forbidden entry into the Earthly Paradise at the summit of the 

Mountain of Purgatory: 

I have brought you here with intellect and skill. 
From now on take your pleasure as your guide. 
You are free of the steep way, free of the narrow. 

 
Look at the sun shining before you, 
look at the fresh grasses, flowers and trees 
which here the Earth produces of itself. 

 
You may sit down or move among these 
until the fair eyes come, rejoicing, 
which weeping bid me come to you. 

 
No longer wait for word or sign from me. 

                                                 
2407 Lynch, High Medieval, 158 
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Your will is free, upright and sound. 
Not to act as it chooses is unworthy: 
over yourself I crown and miter you.2408 

 
This passage is a celebration of the achievement of spiritual freedom in human, Earthly 

life. It connects this essential liberty with the beauty of nature, just as was seen in the 

Garden of the Good Shepherd in the Roman de la Rose and will be seen in Imperial’s 

Dezir. Virgil’s parting discourse offers the reader a summary of the spiritual learning 

process that has taken place and is essential to the dream vision genre. This leads from 

education and training of the mind to spiritual rapture and to ultimate freedom. Although 

on a much smaller scale, this is a basic progression that can be observed in Imperial’s 

Dezir.  

 For Piehler, the Earthly Paradise is a place of unification and recollection. All of 

the inward steps the pilgrim Dante has taken in his psycho-spiritual evolution and all of 

the outer, political and theological questions that Dante as poet has raised, beginning with 

the protagonist’s wandering in the dark forest at the opening of the Inferno, come into 

contact:  

In terms of topography, the mountain top forms a simple and natural image of 
convergence. While all virtues converge in the garden, there is a particular 
emphasis on the convergence of man’s political and ecclesiastical responsibilities, 
which were so difficult to reconcile in this age. Where the images themselves are 
concerned, we see a concentration and convergence of (among many others) the 
selva, monte, fiume, the guide over the water and the guardian of the sacred 
realm.2409 
 

                                                 
2408 Dante, Purgatorio, XXVII.130-142, p. 607 
2409 Piehler, Visionary Landscape, 129 
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This indicates the degree to which Dante conceived of the first two cantiche in spatial 

terms. Space in dream vision texts, whether the Roman de la rose or Francisco Imperial’s 

Dezir, is usually much more abstract and general, never so carefully calibrated to the 

psychological development of the Dreamer. This is a dream vision, then, that brings back 

something of the element of epic realism that was replaced by fully figurative medieval 

allegories in the tradition of the Psychomachia.2410 

  The beauty of the Garden of Paradise, the endpoint of the ascent of Purgatory, is 

evoked by a few carefully crafted verses in Canto XVIII, as in this description of a breeze 

gently moving through a tree: 

It made the trembling boughs 
bend eagerly toward the shade 
the holy mountain casts at dawn, 
 
yet they were not so much bent down 
that small birds in the highest branches 
were not still practicing their every craft, 
 
meeting the morning breeze 
with songs of joy among the leaves, 
which rustled such accompaniment to their rhymes.2411 

 
As a place of unsurpassed natural beauty, this paradisiacal garden, unlike the gardens in 

the Escala de Mahoma but like the idyllic space described by Berceo in his introduction 

to the Milagros, clearly belongs to the Earth. Piehler’s commentary about convergence 

fully applies to this passage, showing that this is a space that harmoniously integrates all 

                                                 
2410 See my page 443. 
2411 Dante, Purgatorio. XXVIII.10-18, p. 621 
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of the landscapes that encountered in the first two cantiche.2412 This passage may have 

also indirectly influenced the reference to birdsong in the garden in Francisco Imperial’s 

Dezir but, as mentioned in the discussion of Berceo, this motif used to depict blessed 

landscapes can also be seen in the earlier tradition of Marian devotional poetry. 

 Canto XXIX represents a fulfillment of the purgatorial ascent in a scene of much 

greater activity, a parade of holy beings Hollander calls the “Procession of the Church 

Triumphant.”2413 After the 24 elders and the four winged creatures of the Apocalypse 

pass by, there appears a chariot drawn by a griffin. Flanking the chariot’s two wheels are 

seven supernatural beings, three on the right side and four on the left, who dance in 

circles: 

Then came three ladies dancing in a round 
near the right wheel, one so flaming red 
she hardly would be noticed in a fire. 
 
Another seemed as though her flesh and bones 
were made of emerald, while the third,  
seemed white as in new-fallen snow. […] 
 
Four other ladies, dressed in purple, 
were dancing at the left, keeping to the cadence 
the three-eyed among them set.2414 

 
As Hollander indicates: 
 

the three ladies represent the three theological virtues, charity (red), hope (green), 
and faith (white). They stand at the right wheel of the cart, its better side. […] At 
the left wheel we find the four cardinal virtues, associated with Roman virtues by 
their purple robes: temperance, justice, fortitude, and prudence ( represented by 

                                                 
2412 Piehler, Visionary Landscape, 132 
2413 Hollander, notes to Purgatorio, p. 640 
2414 Dante, Purgatorio, XXIX.121-132, p. 651 
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the three-eyed lady, since she is knowledgeable about past, present, and 
future).2415 

 
This allegorical representation of the seven virtues is both less detailed and more 

dynamic than the more iconographic descriptions of the virtues as stars that form the 

basis of Francisco Imperial’s Dezir.  

 McMahon has theorized that the endpoint of a meditative ascent text is a point of 

culmination or climax. While the Commedia is structured to reflect a path of steady and 

gradual development that ends in a vision of infinite, divine intelligence and love, each of 

the books of the Comedy contains its own highpoint that falls near its completion. This 

moment is an extended episode that begins in Purgatorio, Canto XXX, as Beatrice 

arrives from heaven to greet the procession. Her beauty is compared to the brightness of 

the dawn sky: 

At break of day, I have seen the sky, 
its eastern parts all rosy 
and the rest serene and clear  
 
even as the sun’s face rose obscured 
so that through tempering mist 
the eye could bear it longer, 
 
thus, within that cloud of blossoms 
rising from angelic hands and fluttering 
back down into the chariot around it, 

                                                 
2415Hollander, notes, 662 
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olive-crowned above a veil of white 
appeared to me a lady, beneath a green mantle, 
dressed in the color of living flame.2416 

 
According to Hollander, there is a tradition dating back to Pietro di Dante’s 1340 

commentary on the Comedy that places these blossoms, described just prior to this 

passage as lilies, in the iconographic tradition established in the Biblical Song of Songs, 

in which they represent the beloved of the divine.2417 For Hollander, the episode serves an 

eminently ritual function:  

This scene seems to have been prepared as a kind of prothalamium, the 
preparation for a ceremony of marriage. But instead of preceding a wedding, it 
heralds a dressing down of the highest kind. And now it is the living Dante’s turn 
to do some urgent ritual purging of his sins, involving the rite of confession, 
contrition, and satisfaction.2418 

 
Beatrice, almost a bride, is clothed in white, green and red, representing once again the 

three theological virtues.  

 The appearance in a dream text of a departed human soul, now raised to semi-

divinity, recalls in part the role played by Africanus in the Dream of Scipio, and of Dante 

in Francisco Imperial’s Dezir, yet Beatrice is depicted as a far more exalted, quasi-

supernatural force. This is a vision that strikes great fear and trembling into Dante as 

pilgrim figure. 

 At the same time, Beatrice communicates with Dante as a dream guide who has 

not lost her human ability to be affronted, to judge, and to criticize. Before becoming the 

                                                 
2416 Dante, Purgatorio XXX.22-33, pp. 667, 669 
2417 Hollander, notes, 679 
2418 Hollander, “Introduction,” Purgatorio, xxix 
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new guide who will accompany Dante through the circles of paradise, she must bring his 

sins to proper account:  

He set his steps upon an untrue way,   
pursuing those false images of the good  
that bring no promise of fulfillment –  
 
useless the inspiration I sought and won for him,  
as both with dreams and other means  
I called him back, so little did he heed them.2419  

 
This is a moment of catharsis that fulfills a narratological function similar to the 

chastisement given to the Dreamer by the God of Love in the Romance of the Rose, but 

with absolutely no sense of irony. As Piehler explains: “Beatrice’s challenge is not as 

formal as that of Cato or the angel at purgatory’s gate; but before Dante crosses the river 

his qualifications are challenged in a cross-examination more searing in its effect than 

anything in the Inferno.”2420 

 Here, Dante as poet appears to be laying bare some of his deepest transgressions. 

This type of episode materializes in a much gentler form in Imperial’s Dezir, where the 

dream guide Dante merely challenges the pilgrim’s tendency to distraction. Falling near 

the ending of the Purgatorio, this episode begins a final clearing of the conscience of 

Dante as Dreamer or receiver of the vision and allows for his ultimate healing which will 

take place in Paradise. Piehler connects the various roles played by Beatrice to this point 

with the currents of the literary dream vision:  

                                                 
2419 Dante, Purgatorio, XXX.130-135, p. 675 
2420 Piehler, Visionary Landscape, 131  
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she is in one sense the venerable lady, corresponding to Natura or the Madonna, 
in her natural setting; in another she is the beloved, the Rose of the garden, who 
agrees to pardon the lover after he has merited most severe treatment from the 
lady’s “daunger”; in a third, she is Jean’s Resoun as she might have reproached 
the willful Amant, offering herself as his “amie de si haut lignage.”2421 

 
What is most important, however, as she takes on these allegorical functions, is that 

Beatrice is carefully developed as an individual human character drawn from Dante’s life 

experience rather than presented as merely an abstract signpost for a philosophical 

ideal.2422 Piehler sees this as an important shift that began to take place in the dream 

vision genre, although not universally, in the 13th century.2423 

 As Hollander notes, however, Beatrice as a dream guide truly breaks through the 

boundaries set by any previous works in the genre and, in her vast complexity, is never 

surpassed as the dream vision begins to lose its foothold in Western literary culture:  

Dante seems completely aware of the radical newness of a lady loaded with such 
lofty theological meaning in the tradition of vernacular poetry of love. That is, he 
knows that what he is proposing is out of bounds. And this is why he is usually so 
very diffident in his remarks, forcing us to draw some rather disquieting 
conclusions about the nature of the very special kind of love that eventually forms 
his praise of Beatrice.2424 

 
 This culmination of the Purgatorio reaches its highpoint in Canto XXXI as Dante 

undergoes the theologically correct path to absolution of sin. Grief-stricken, he confesses 

that he allowed himself to become distracted by ephemeral goods, straying from the right 

path in his love for Beatrice: “In tears, I said: ‘Things set in front of me, / with their false 

                                                 
2421 Piehler, Visionary Landscape, 140 
2422 Piehler, Visionary Landscape, 140, 142 
2423 Piehler, Visionary Landscape, 142 
2424 Hollander, “Introduction,” Inferno, xxiii-iv 
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delights, turned back my steps, / the moment that Your countenance was hidden.’”2425 

This is followed by an act of contrition through which Dante finally uproots the erotic 

nature of his love for Beatrice: 

Even beneath her veil, even beyond the stream, 
she seemed to surpass her former self in beauty 
more than she had on Earth surpassed all others 
 
The nettle of remorse so stung me then 
that whatever else had lured me most to loving  
had now become for me most hateful.2426 

 
Dante, overwhelmed in his penitence, falls unconscious, the first of two spells of fainting 

he will suffer in the Garden of Paradise.2427 This marks the point where the image of the 

beloved that had once held power over the poet’s heart becomes divested of its delusive 

erotic power. Beatrice will henceforth serve a very different role in Dante’s life, 

transformed from an object of love into intellectual guide. Piehler views this as an 

original solution to what had become a literary dilemma: “[Dante] is suggesting a 

resolution to the problems of courtly love by its absorption into the scheme of divine love 

and mercy, that is, so far as its ethos and patterns of behaviour may be redeemed.”2428 

 The erotic impulse is replaced by a kind of grace as Dante is led into the final 

stage of absolution, what Hollander calls “satisfaction.”2429 Matilda submerges him in the 

waters of Lethe where he forgets his former transgressions and four water nymphs, 

                                                 
2425 Dante, Purgatorio, XXXI.34-36, p. 695 
2426 Dante, Purgatorio, XXXI.82-87, p. 697 
2427 Dante, Purgatorio, XXXI.88-90, p. 699. The second episode of fainting takes place in XXXII.64-72, p. 
719, when Dante cannot bear the full power of an angelic chorus singing a hymn. 
2428 Piehler, Visionary Landscape, 140 
2429 Hollander, notes, 706-7 
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servants of Beatrice, prepare his eyes to gaze upon her face to face.2430 Piehler connects 

the crossing of Lethe to the passage through the purgatorial fire experienced in Canto 

XXVII as a further shift toward a higher level of consciousness.2431 This episode, which 

began with the impersonal vision of Beatrice descending from heaven, ends with her 

present in the intimacy of Dante’s gaze and his almost purified heart.  

O splendor of eternal living light – 
even he who has grown pale in the shadow of Parnassus 
or has drunk deeply from its well, 
 
would not even he appear to have his mind confounded, 
attempting to describe you as you looked, 
Heaven with its harmonies reflected in you, 
when in the wide air you unraveled yourself?2432 

 
When Dante’s amorous habits of mind threaten to return, he is temporarily blinded and 

the episode of the “Pageant of the Church Triumphant” ensues.2433 

 The opening of this spectacle perhaps had some influence on Francisco Imperial’s 

procession of the seven virtues. The throng accompanying Beatrice forms a circle about 

her: “The seven nymphs encircled and enclosed her, / holding up lights that would not 

waver / should winds blow even from the north or the south.”2434 Hollander reviews 

many of the interpretations of this image that have been made over the centuries but 

                                                 
2430 Dante, Purgatorio, XXXI.97-117, p. 699 
2431 Piehler, Visionary Landscape, 130-31 
2432 Dante, Purgatorio, XXXI.139-145, p. 701 
2433 Dante, Purgatorio, XXXII.1-12, p. 715 
2434 Dante, Purgatorio, XXXII.97-99, p. 721 
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states that the longest lasting reading considers this to be a depiction of the seven 

virtues.2435 

This pageant is an example of a triumphal procession gone wrong, as the holy 

chariot comes under attack. After an eagle has plunged from the sky and struck the car, it 

is pierced from beneath by a dragon: 

Then it seemed to me the Earth was cleft 
between the wheels, and I saw a dragon issue, 
thrust its tail up through the car 
 
and, as a wasp withdraws it sting, so it drew back 
its venomed tail, ripping out part of the floor, 
and then slithered off on its own errant way.2436 

 
Hollander indicates that there is general agreement among commentators that the attack 

of the dragon represents the “schism” that Dante believed took place in the Christian 

world with the emergence of Islam.2437   

More will be said about triumphal processions in the discussion of Boccaccio and 

Petrarch below, but Aldo Bernaldo’s comments on the “interruption” or failure of this 

triumph, reflecting the brokenness and fallen condition of the Church, are useful here: 

“The triumphal chariot, in short, is no more, and societal salvation has again been 

impeded, leaving only individual salvation as a possibility until the consummation of 

time.”2438 This establishes the inclusion of triumphal processions in dream visions as 

                                                 
2435 Hollander, notes, 733-734 
2436 Dante, Purgatorio, XXXII, 130-135, p. 723  
2437 Hollander, notes to Purgatorio, 735-36 
2438 Aldo S. Bernardo, “Triumphal Poetry: Dante, Petrarch and Boccaccio,” Petrarch’s Triumphs: Allegory 
and Spectacle, ed. Konrad Eisenbichler and Amilcare A. Ianucci (Toronto: Dovehouse, 1990), 40 
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bearers of the poet’s vision of the world with its heroic qualities and seemingly incurable 

ills. Dante’s procession is unique among those appearing in this review, in that its 

implications move beyond the human world as it “envisions the individual as a 

participant in the evolving divine history whose ultimate outcome remains unknown to 

Earthlings.”2439 

 The Paradiso extends the dream or vision of Dante’s pilgrim figure into the 

realms above and beyond the Earth. Through its often bizarre imagery and affective 

tonality, it might seem that it cuts ties to anything that would be familiar to the reader and 

yet it is steeped in 13th-century Scholastic philosophy and theology as well as the most 

advanced scientific learning of the day. Dante, however, also projects many of his most 

pressing political concerns into the ensuing Cantos, giving these realms of peace a note of 

uneasiness. 

 Lynch makes a helpful distinction between the visionary modes of the Purgatorio 

and the Paradiso. Where the former, like a dream vision, bridges the realms of Heaven 

and Earth through the ordering of imperfect imagination and intellect, the latter is a more 

direct revelation of divinity, a “pure oraculum.”2440 As the cantica unfolds, it becomes 

clear Dante himself seems to have been aware of this change in perspective. 

Canto I, fittingly, begins with an invocation in which Dante as poet prays to be 

given the power to convey all that he has witnessed as pilgrim figure and pioneer in the 

                                                 
2439 Bernardo, “Triumphal Poetry,” 40-41 
2440 Lynch, “High Medieval,” 152 
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cosmic spheres. These spaces are loci that ultimately defy description, even through the 

freer modality of lyric poetry: 

O good Apollo, for this last labor 
make me into a vessel worthy 
of the gift of your beloved laurel. 
 
Up to this point, one peak of Mount Parnassus  
has been enough, but now I need them both 
in order to confront the struggle that awaits. 
 
Enter my breast and breathe into me  
as when you drew out Marsyas, 
out from the sheathing of his limbs.2441   

 
 Dante draws attention to his role as poet and at the same time invokes the weight 

of the classical tradition by turning to an ancient deity for inspiration. According to 

Hollander, medieval tradition had by this time equated Apollo with Christ. The laurel, 

however, is a more subtle symbol. Because it evokes the eternal transformation of 

Daphne it is a metaphor for the eternal life found in Paradise and a reminder that through 

his poem Dante seeks a kind of literary immortality.2442  

The earliest celestial journey in this survey, the Dream of Scipio, may have been 

inspired in part by a similar desire, yet this passage shows how over the centuries a 

considerable development has taken place in the level of self-awareness of the poet as a 

composer of an allegorical vision. This passage will be imitated by Francisco 

Imperial,2443 but in his Dezir it seems a more hollow gesture, likely motivated by the wish 

                                                 
2441 Dante, Paradiso, I.13-21, p. 3 
2442 Hollander, notes to Paradiso, 17 
2443 Cf. Imperial vv. 17-24, p. 307 
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to adorn his work with a learned veneer in the spirit of the resurgence of classical letters 

and to show his affiliation with Dante’s Comedy, the source closest at hand. 

Astronomical imagery grows in importance in the Paradiso, beginning with the 

poet Dante’s careful observations of the position of the rising sun at this moment of the 

journey:  

Great fire leaps from the smallest spark.2444 
Perhaps, in my wake, prayer will be shaped  
with better words so Cyrrha2445 may respond. 
 
The lamp of the world rises on us mortals  
at different points. But, by the one that joins  
four circles with three crossings, it comes forth  
 
on a better course and in conjunction with a better sign.  
Then it tempers and imprints   
the wax of the world more to its own fashion.”2446  

 
This passage refers to the sun’s rising on the day of the vernal equinox, when it 

appears at exactly the point where the four circles of the horizon, the equator, the zodiac 

and the colure of the equinoxes intersect to form three crosses.2447 Dante scholars have 

traditionally interpreted these circles as representing the four cardinal virtues and the 

crosses as the three theological virtues.2448 John Freccero, interpreting Dante’s version, 

explains that “The sun at this balance point, Sol iustitiae, appears to the man whose 

                                                 
2444 Cf. Imperial vv. 33-34, p. 307: “Ca assí como de poca çentella / algunas vezes segunda grant fuego” 
2445 According to Bosco and Reggio, notes to Paradiso, 13, Cyrrha was a city on the Gulf of Corinth in the 
ancient Greek region of Phocis. In poetry it often appears as a metonym for the god Apollo. 
2446 Dante, Paradiso, I.34-42, p. 5 Cf. Imperial, “Dezir,” vv. 41-44, p. 307 
2447 Hollander, notes, 22 
2448 John Freccero, Dante: The Poetics of Conversion (Cambridge: Harvard U.P. 1986), 84 
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appetites […] and reason […] are in near perfect balance.”2449 At this juncture in the 

Divine Comedy, Dante has already completed an extraordinary and demanding journey 

through the subterranean circles of Hell to the summit of the mountain of Purgatory. 

Now, in the Earthly Paradise of Eden, he is spiritually prepared to leave the Earth and 

begin his cosmic journey into the nine celestial circles which will culminate in the 

beatific vision in the Empyrean or highest realm of Heaven.  

The movement of Dante and Beatrice away from the confines of the Earth begins 

with each of them absorbed in contemplation:  

Beatrice had fixed her eyes  
upon the eternal wheels and I now fixed  
my sight on her, withdrawing it from above.  
 
As I gazed on her, I was changed within,  
as Glaucus was on tasting of the grass  
that made him consort of the sea.2450  

 
This is a rare occasion in dream vision literature in which the reader directly observes the 

Dreamer engaged in a kind of spiritual practice and undergoing a consequent inner 

transformation. Dante’s reference to Glaucus, taken from Ovid’s Metamorphosis (XIII: 

904-968), in which this simple fisherman eats of a holy grass and is transformed into a 

god of the sea, is seen by critics as a symbol of the reversal of Adam’s fall from grace 

and a return to a state of spiritual innocence.2451 Where Dante’s metaphor reinforces the 

idea of the radicality of the movement from Earth to Heaven and of Beatrice’s 

                                                 
2449 John Freccero, Dante, 84 
2450 Dante, Paradiso, I.64-69, p. 7 
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countenance as an agent of this change of state, in Imperial’s Dezir the same metaphor 

merely signifies the tranquility of the sacred garden.2452  

As Dante the pilgrim figure leaves the Earth with Beatrice, he is swept up in a 

holy fire. As poet, he address Love in an apostrophe both as the force that created the 

heavens into which he is passing and as the power making his journey possible:  

When the heavens you made eternal,  
wheeling in desire, caught my attention  
with the harmony you temper and attune,  
 
then so much of the sky seemed set on fire   
by the flaming sun that neither rain nor river   
ever fed a lake so vast.2453 

 
According to Hollander, from the earliest commentaries critics have associated the 

reference to “harmony” here with the music of the spheres, especially in connection with 

Macrobius’s Commentary on the Dream of Scipio.2454 The fire imagery may be connected 

with medieval cosmology’s belief in the existence of a “sphere of fire,” the outermost 

layer of the four elements that make up the Earth.2455 This passage captures both the 

enormity of the heavenly space the pilgrim Dante is entering, a motif seen earlier in 

works such as the Dream of Scipio and the Escala de Mahoma, and also the depth of awe 

and wonder involved in leaving the Earth behind. 

This careful attention to the psychological impact of the ascent is a unique 

contribution of Dante to the dream vision genre but perhaps draws from the same well 
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2453 Dante, Paradiso, I.76-81, p. 7 
2454 Hollander, notes, 26 
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that inspired the narrative of the Prisoner’s gradual liberation from inner torment in the 

Consolation of Philosophy, a work that so carefully explores the subjectivity of the 

pilgrim figure. In contrast Francisco Imperial’s Dezir keeps to a much more modest path, 

one that does not see the Dreamer come to this sense of total vulnerability and newness 

and does not offer such a grand vision of the cosmos. 

The journey into the celestial circles involves not only profound inspiration and 

extraordinary visual panoramas but also a growth of understanding. Dante has one of 

many philosophical interchanges that are central to the cantica with one of the blessed 

souls he meets at the level of Venus, or the third heaven. This soul, Charles Martel,2456 

details for Dante the workings of the mind of God as an ordering force in the universe:  

The Good, which revolves and gladdens  
all the realm you are now climbing,  
puts its plan to work through these great bodies […] 
 
were this not so, the heavens you traverse  
would engender such effects  
as would not seem crafted but chaotic, 
 
and such cannot be, unless the intellects that impel 
the spheres here were defective and defective, too, 
the primal Intellect, for failing to perfect them.2457  

 

                                                 
2456 Hollander, notes, 194, shows how Dante may have looked with a sense of grief and nostalgia on the 
figure of Charles Martel. Martel, “the eldest son of Charles II of Naples and Anjou, and Mary, daughter of 
Stephen IV,” married the daughter of Emperor Rudolf I, only to die tragically in 1295 at age of 25 of the 
plague, followed soon after by his wife. While Dante was at work on the Paradiso in 1313 the Emperor 
Henry VII died, destroying any dream Dante may have had of Christian King who would unify Italy and all 
of Europe. Dante may have found Martel an appropriate personage to represent these feelings of loss.  
2457 Dante, Paradiso, VIII.97-99, 106-111, p. 187 
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As seen repeatedly in this survey, the protagonist of a dream vision text almost always 

receives an intellectual interpretation of the emotionally laden imagery he encounters, 

such as in the moving songs of Lady Philosophy or the inspiring vistas of the planetary 

circles perceived by Scipio and Dante. On the other hand, in Imperial’s Dezir this desire 

to explain what is new and unknown shows up most clearly in the interpretation of the 

seven sierpes or vices that Dante as dream guide offers to the pilgrim figure. In the 

Commedia, however, this intellectual discourse is much more fully developed, forming a 

massive framework upon which the entire work revolves.  

As Hollander stresses, in the Paradiso Dante lets his characters discuss a wide 

body of knowledge, ranging from moral philosophy, to biology: “There we find 

astronomy […]; free will […]; the theology of history […]; municipal politics […]; and 

angelology and its relation to astronomy.”2458 Learned conversation, in fact, becomes the 

central concern, overtaking other aspects of literary development: “here the usual 

accoutrements of poetic narrative are downstaged by the language of Scholastic discourse 

and, finally, of mystical devotion.”2459 This represents a maximal development of the 

strands of scientific commentary that entered into the genre with the Somnium Scipionis 

and explored in greater depth in the Roman de la Rose. In fact, in the post-Dantean Italian 

dream visions studies in this chapter, this fascination with academic culture begins to 

wane, and is certainly not present in the Dezir of Francisco Imperial. 
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 In Canto XVIII, Dante arrives at the circle of Jupiter. He sees a multitude of souls 

here spread out in a kind of military array, assembled so that they spell out a series of five 

words: “DILAGATE IUSTITIAM QUI IUDICATIS TERRAM.”2460 This is the opening sentence to 

the Scriptural Book of Wisdom, which Dante believed was written by King Solomon.2461 

More souls begin to alight in the final “M,” creating a new formation: 

Then, as when someone strikes a burning log,  
causing innumerable sparks to fly, 
sparks from which the foolish form their divinations, 
 
just so a thousand lights and more appeared 
to rise from there and mount, some more, some less, 
as the Sun that kindles them ordained. 
 
When each had settled in its place 
I saw an eagle’s head and neck 
take shape out of that overlay of fire.2462 

 
This is yet another mode through which visionary imagery expresses a highly complex 

and abstract concept. A traditional way of interpreting this scene has been to see a strong 

connection between this image of a celestial eagle and Dante’s yearning for the 

restoration of empire, as a unity of kingly power with Christian faith, with Italy as its 

center.2463 This may also shed some light on Dante’s choice of King “Solomon’s” holy 

epithet to open the episode. As Hollander comments:  

nominally a Guelph, Dante was far more in accord with Guideline ideas, except 
that, in practice, he found Ghibellines lacking in the religious vision that he 
personally saw as the foundation of any imperialist program. Politics are 
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everywhere in the poem, which is far from being the purely religious text that 
some of its readers take it for.2464 

 
Accounting for what may same like the intrusive presence of Dante’s political concerns 

in the Paradiso, he reminds the reader that: “they are not mere political views, but reveal 

themselves as having a religious even a providential, component.” This becomes yet 

another angle from which to appreciate the unified vision governing the entire work in 

which the political themes become harmonized on a higher, spiritual plane. A similar but 

lesser correspondence is achieved in Francisco Imperial’s Dezir between political desires 

and the condition of the individual soul of the Dreamer.  

The entire Commedia represents a gradual and continuous crescendo that 

culminates in an experience Dante believed to surpass all others. This is the beatific 

vision, a face-to-face encounter with the Godhead, through which Dante as pilgrim figure 

is granted as a form of divine grace in Canto XXXIII. The preparation for this vision 

begins in earnest in Canto XXVIII, which is dedicated to the region of the Crystalline 

Sphere. Looking into the Sphere he sees, perhaps reflected, a point of light of almost 

unbearable brightness.2465  

A series of nine concentric circles or fiery rings revolves about this center. They 

break the known laws of physics, as the central ring moves fastest: “there whirled about 

that point a ring of fire / so quick it would have easily outspend / the swiftest sphere 
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circling the universe.”2466 Beatrice realizes that Dante is confounded by what he sees and 

offers an interpretation: “This sphere, therefore, which sweeps into its motion / the rest o 

the universe, must correspond / to the ring that loves and knows the most.”2467 In the final 

section of the Canto, Beatrice reveals that each of the nine circles corresponds to one 

order of the angelic hierarchy: the Seraphim, Cherubim, Thrones, Dominions, Virtues, 

Powers, Principalities, Archangels and Angels.2468    

This part of heaven is, as much for Dante the pilgrim as for the reader, an exotic 

and even disquieting space. In Canto XXX, Dante is cured of a kind of spiritual blindness 

and can now perceive clear forms within the blinding luminosity. The images he sees are 

like a river and garden made of light:  

And I saw light that flowed as flows a river, 
pouring its golden splendor between two banks, 
painted with the wondrous colors of spring. 
 
From that torrent issued living sparks 
and, on either bank, they settled on the flowers, 
like rubies ringed in gold.2469 

 
As Beatrice comments, however, this image of the garden is only transitory, itself a kind 

of illusion or pale reflection of the ultimate truth. She explains that in seeing these things 

“the failure lies within you, / your vision is not yet strong enough to soar.” This 

ephemeral scene is all part of a process of an expanding capacity for inward perception. 

Piehler has discovered an integrative function in the climax of the Paradiso which begins 
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with Dante discovering this garden. Much as the Garden of Earthly Paradise became a 

confluence of all of the basic themes and related landscape imagery from the first two 

cantiche, the diverse strands of the Paradiso are woven into a central image: 

this garden of light is itself only the “shadowy prefaces” of the final image of 
reality, the disclosure to Dante of the great court of heaven in the form of the rosa 
sempiterna, referred to by St. Bernard as a giardino. In these final scenes all the 
landscape metaphors of the Paradiso merge together and transform themselves 
into the image of the ultimate reality – the stream; the fiumana; the guide who, 
under the prompting of Lucia, makes clear the eyesight and guides into the realm 
over the river; the garden as the point of concentration representing the harmony 
of all the previous landscape imagery; and the vision of the single rose, as a final 
concentration and transcendence, inclusive rather than exclusive, of the garden 
image itself.2470 

 
In a similar sense, this garden of light that becomes the eternal rose may represent a kind 

of pinnacle of expression of idyllic nature scenes within the dream vision genre. It 

certainly unites the tradition of the locus amoenus expressed in Marian devotion poetry 

with the less earthbound, stranger scenes of visionary gardens in works such as the 

Escala de Mahoma. 

 Canto XXXI represents a final preparation for the beatific vision, as Dante, now 

in the Empyrean, contemplates a formation of angelic hosts: “In the form, then, of a 

luminous white rose, / I saw the saintly soldiery that Christ, / with his own blood, took as 

his bride.”2471 John Leyerle connects this image to late medieval cathedral architecture, 

specifically the structure of the rose-wheel window. On its exterior face, in 

communication with the outside world the rose-wheel was a depiction of the rota 

                                                 
2470 Piehler, Visionary Landscape, 133-34 
2471 Dante, Paradiso, XXXI.1-300, p. 763 
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fortunae and, on the inside, a rose as symbol of Mary.2472 These two elements can be seen 

as fused into a single, higher vision within Dante’s poem: “Dante’s Empyrean is 

evidently presented as a magnificent optical glass penetrated with the light of God and its 

structure is that of the celestial rose conjoined with the angelic wheels. Dante’s Empyrean 

clearly has the design of a rose-wheel window.”2473 This is yet another case in which the 

literary dream vision readily incorporates architectural symbolism. What is different here 

is the radicality of the transformation of a common cultural practice into a kind of literary 

iconography. 

 Dante’s focus narrows to capture this throng of angels in more individual detail: 

Their faces were of living flame 
their wings were gold, the rest 
was of a whiteness never matched by snow. 
 
When they descended to the flower, they bestowed 
the peace and love acquired with their beating wings 
upon the petals, row on row.2474 

 
As seen throughout Commedia, there is always a close interweaving of imagery with the 

almost objective sense of emotional tonality in which Dante as pilgrim participates. 

 In Canto XXXIII, the closing episode of the Commedia, Saint Bernard intercedes 

on behalf of the pilgrim Dante, petitioning the Virgin Mary that he be granted a glimpse 

of God. Mary assents and faces upwards to God in contemplation. Dante follows her 

example even before Saint Bernard benevolently signals that it is right for him to do so:  

                                                 
2472 John Leyerle, “The Rose-Wheel Design and Dante’s Paradiso,” University of Toronto Quarterly 46 
(1977): 289  
2473 Leyerle, “Rose-Wheel,” 301 
2474 Dante, Paradiso, XXX.13-18, p. 763 
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for my sight, becoming pure, 
rose higher and higher through the ray 
of the exalted light that in itself is true. 
 
From that time on my power of sight exceeded  
that of speech, which fails at such a vision, 
as memory fails at such abundance.2475 

 
Dante conveys the idea that the poet’s craft is incapable of expressing what he considered 

to be the greatest experience possible for a human being. In contrast, Francisco Imperial 

in his Dezir, which represents a much more limited spiritual vision, never reaches this 

point where language fails. Dante is equally clear that as a poet the best he can do is look 

back on this vision as a kind of faded dream. While the aftereffects of seeing the face of 

God continue to live on in his soul, he acknowledges that it is impossible to recreate the 

experience within his memory.2476 

 Dante as poet prays for the ability to remember even a fragment of what he has 

witnessed, so that he might record it in writing as is fitting: 

O Light, exalted beyond mortal thought 
grant that in memory I see you again 
but one small part of how you then appeared 
 
and grant my tongue sufficient power  
that it may leave behind a single spark  
of glory for the people yet to come.2477 

 
Francisco Imperial translates from this passage directly,2478 yet he places it at the very 

beginning of his dream journey, following his invocation to Apollo. In this sense it loses 

                                                 
2475 Dante, Paradiso, XXXIII.52-57., p. 821 
2476 Dante, Paradiso, XXXIII.58-63, p. 823 
2477 Dante, Paradiso, XXXI.67-72, p. 823 
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the climactic function it serves in the Commedia, but instead establishes for the properly 

prepared reader that Imperial wrote his poem with a deep sense of reverence for its model 

and a close study of its text. 

 Dante as pilgrim continues to behold the very forces holding together the 

universe, in both its material and spiritual aspects: 

In its depth I saw contained, 
by love into a single volume bound,  
the pages scattered through the universe: 
 
substances, accidents, and the interplay between them, 
as though they were conflated in such ways 
that what I tell is but a simple light. 2479 

 
Dante here reaches what, as discussed above, Avicenna describes as a saintly level of 

vision in which a Dreamer is able to see into the causes or creative forces manifesting 

through the universe. Perhaps nowhere else in the literary dream vision tradition did a 

poet attempt to portray such a level of abstraction in ordinary words. While Dante gives 

an account of “seeing” or “reading,” he is describing a level of pure consciousness that 

lies far beyond the reaches of images, the human senses and language.  

 The endpoint of Dante’s account of his beatific vision is his encounter with the 

Trinity, here seen as three circles of light: 

In the deep, transparent essence of the lofty Light  
there appeared to me three circles 
having three colors but the same extent,  
 
and each one seemed reflected by the other,  

                                                                                                                                                 
2478 Cf. Imperial, “Dezir,” vv. 25-30, p. 307 
2479 Dante, Paradiso, XXXIII.85-90, p. 825 
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as rainbow is by rainbow, while the third seemed fire, 
equally breathed forth by one and by the other.2480 

 
In the final strophe, the consciousness of Dante as pilgrim figure becomes fully at one 

with this vision:  

Here my exalted vision lost its power 
But now my will and my desire, like wheels revolving 
with an even motion, were turning with  
the Love that moves the sun and all the other stars.2481  

 
This is perhaps the highest peak reached by any protagonist of the dream vision texts in 

this chapter’s survey. Fittingly, the text falls silent and the reader does not learn any 

details about how Dante as pilgrim returned to his ordinary earthly life, except that he 

must have come back or Dante the poet would not have been able to put the journey into 

writing. 

 The Commedia, although ostensibly a record of a physical journey, covers a 

voyage through a tremendous diversity of landscapes of the human imagination, greatly 

expanding the range of pictorial representations of visionary experience from the earlier 

models seen in this survey of narrated dreams. Dante as pilgrim and his guides are 

developed with painstaking precision as they are woven into the panoramas of the human 

souls that surround them to become part of a highly complex narrative plan that 

encompasses a masterfully conceived philosophical program and a deeply felt trajectory 

of spiritual ascent, culminating in a union with the godhead. In all of these aspects, the 

                                                 
2480 Dante, Paradiso, XXXIII.115-120, pp. 825, 827 
2481 Dante, Paradiso, XXXIII.142-5, p. 827 
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Commedia should be seen as standing far above the reaches of the other works explored 

in this chapter. It is truly the maximum expression of the genre and its possibilities. 

 

 

11. Boccaccio: Amorosa Visione 

Around the age of 30, Boccaccio2482 was suffering through a difficult and recent 

transition to life in Florence after spending some of the happiest years of his life (1327-

40) in Naples.2483 He was compelled to make this move because his father had fallen into 

serious financial straits.2484 Nevertheless, he developed a growing appreciation of the 

literary scene of his new home city. As Vittore Branca explains, “The Amorosa Visione 

                                                 
2482 As Jay Ruud, “Boccaccio,” Encyclopedia of Medieval Literature, ed. Jay Ruud (New York: Facts on 
File, 2006), 83-84, Giovanni Boccaccio (1313-1375) was the illegitimate son of the Florentine merchant 
Boccaciono di Chelo. Groomed to follow his father in the world of business, Giovanni became his 
apprentice in Naples, where Boccaciono served in the court of King Robert of Anjou. Boccaccio studied 
cannon law at the University of Naples from 1331-36 and among his teachers was Dante’s friend Cino da 
Pistoia. He gained access to the Royal Library and soon launched his writing career. His first work, the 
Caccia di Diana (1334), written in terza rima, reflects his admiration for Dante. His Filocolo (1336), the 
first prose romance in Italian, recounts his love for María d’Aquino (Fiammetta), who played a role in his 
life’s work as muse much like Beatrice as Dante’s poetic fixation. Boccaccio composed an even greater 
work, the epic Filostrato in 1341, the year his father’s Bardi Company failed, compelling him to return to 
Florence. Here he suffered from economic woes, yet was able to complete his romance Teseida. Keenly 
aware of his Tuscan public, he began a series of didactic Dantesque allegories, including the Commedia 
delle ninfe (1341-42) celebrating the seven virtues, and the Amorosa Visione (1343). Between 1348 and 
1352 he completed his most enduring prose work, the Decameron. In 1350 he began a lifelong friendship 
with Petrarch that inspired a series of Latin works: De casibus virorum illustrium, De claris mulieribus, and 
Geneologica deorum gentilium. He entered a career of diplomatic service to the commune of Florence and, 
in the mid 1350s, took minor orders. He was not prevented by severe illness in 1372 from giving a series of 
lectures on Dante sponsored by the Florentine commune, but died three years later, most likely from dropsy 
or scabies. 
2483 Vittore Branca, “Introduction,” Amorosa Visione, ed., trans. Robert Hollander, et al. (Hanover, NH: 
University Press of New England, 1986), ix 
2484 Branca, “Introduction,” x 
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constitutes the first token of his unconditional and enthusiastic commitment to Dante and 

to Tuscan civilization.”2485 

Boccaccio’s Amorosa Visione is inspired, like his earlier work, the Commedia 

delle Ninfe, by his assimilation of the spirit of Dante’s Commedia and his affinity with 

Tuscan culture: 

Both works determinedly confront, though with new and singular tones and 
developments, the great theme of the Tuscan tradition, namely, Love as an 
ennobling and transfiguring force; both adopt the Dantean terzina, a meter not as 
yet typical for poetic development of these themes, and contain allusions to the 
Divina Commedia with an uncommon insistence; both forcefully introduce into 
their contexts landscapes, events and personages of contemporary Florentine life 
with the manifest intent of producing a “militant” literature.2486 
 

This was a literary culture that from the first flowering of the dolce stil novo had 

developed a fascination with allegorical and didactic themes. This allegorical stream was 

enriched by its contact with works such as the Roman de la Rose and had earlier reached 

its highest level of development in Dante’s Commedia.2487 Boccaccio’s enthusiasm was 

stoked by a wide gamut of Tuscan literary genres ranging from “popular, vernacular 

poetry with epic, chivalric and classical themes, municipal and commercial chronicles” to 

“epistolary literature, including “versified moralizing skirmishes.”2488  

                                                 
2485 Branca, “Introduction,” ix 
2486 Branca, “Introduction,” x 
2487 Branca, “Introduction,” x 
2488 Branca, “Introduction,” xi 
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 The Amorosa Visione was composed between 1342 and early 1343.2489 Boccaccio 

almost certainly conceived of this work as belonging to the long tradition of the literary 

dream vision and looked to Dante’s Commedia as a formal model. Kirkham lists several 

basic Dantean elements Boccaccio must have had in mind: 

A Guide comes from the Beyond to rescue him. She sets him on a “straight path” 
toward a “noble castle.” They enter a wide portal with an inscription overhead. 
[…] Canto IV puts them inside the castle, where begins a long catalogue of 
famous human beings. Art freezes them into postures characteristic of their lives. 
Some seem happy; others placed elsewhere inside the gate groan with suffering 
on a wheel. Later, the wayfarer enters a garden and ‘loses” this Guide but meets 
his lady. She will accompany him, so the poem promises, on a journey to a high 
place.2490 

 
It is at this level of basic motifs that Boccaccio is most indebted to Dante. 
 

The Amorosa visione, however, breaks new ground as the first dream poem that is 

“both entirely secular and concerned with love,”2491 reflecting Boccaccio’s marked 

intention to renew the form: 

Boccaccio […] while accepting the conventions of this genre, profoundly alters its 
character; he eschews scenes of the afterlife or prophetic visions, instead 
enclosing his moral-allegorical intent and his beliefs in a new form. He 
contemplates the greatness, splendor, and vanity of Earthly goods by depicting 
them in figures symbolizing Wisdom, Glory, Wealth, Love, and Fortune; and 
these are flanked by personages, often represented in their most famous acts, 
whom these entities made miserable or blessed.2492 

 

                                                 
2489 Branca, “Introduction,” xii, bases this date on the work’s references to King Robert of Anjou as still 
being alive and to Robert’s niece Giovanna with title as the Duchess of Calabria. 
2490 Victoria Kirkham, “Amorous Vision, Scholastic Vistas,” The Sign of Reason in Boccaccio's Fiction 
(Florence: Leo S. Olschki, 1993), 66-67 
2491 Branca, “Introduction,” xvii 
2492 Branca, “Introduction,” xiii 
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He creates, in effect, a dream space filled with imagery drawn more from literature, both 

classical and medieval, rather than from the religious imagination.  

Key to this reworking of the dream vision is Boccaccio’s innovative incorporation 

of triumphal processions in the form of static and dynamic “frescoes” encountered by his 

dreaming protagonist. Here, illustrious figures from classical antiquity, both historical 

and mythological, appear together with Biblical icons and famous medieval personages in 

elaborate “parades,” entering and exiting the imaginary spaces evoked by his poetic 

descriptions.  

This draws on a literary tradition of triumphs dating back to the Homeric epics, 

used by writers across the centuries to bring long past ages back to life and to put their 

erudition on display.2493 In the medieval mind they were connected with the powerful 

ideal of Rome as cultural motherland: “As the highest honour paid by ancient Rome to 

her victorious generals and by the Roman Empire to her emperors and poets, the triumph 

celebrated the most solemn moments in the evolution of the Sacred City that for the 

medieval mind reflected the Earthly Jerusalem.”2494 

Such literary pageants were known in the medieval world through Ovid’s Amores, 

with its triumph of Cupid.2495 In dream vision literature, passages of triumphal procession 

appear in the Roman de la Rose but the technique was only fully consecrated by Dante in 

                                                 
2493 Branca, “Introduction,” xiv 
2494 Aldo S. Bernardo, “Triumphal Poetry,” 33 
2495 Vittore Branca, “Petrarch and Boccaccio,” Francesco Petrarca: Citizen of the World, ed. Aldo S. 
Bernardo (Albany: SUNY Press, 1980), 201 
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the Procession of the Church Triumphant in the closing cantos of the Purgatorio.2496 

Dante’s original contribution was to bring human complexity to this tradition by having 

his procession presided over by his beloved Beatrice.2497 Boccaccio had already 

experimented with this form in his Caccia di Diana and the Teseida.2498 

Boccaccio was likely also inspired by the visual arts of his day, such as the many 

triumphs of Giotto adorning churches and administrative buildings in Siena. This 

influence was reciprocal, as the Amorosa Visione, in tandem with Petrarch’s Trionfi, 

provided visual artists with a rich fount of evocative imagery and elaborate classical 

references.  

Furthermore, Boccaccio’s triumphs buttress the poem’s didactic program:  

By means of the poetic device of the triumph […] Boccaccio is able not only to 
depict and objectively contemplate in the Giotto-like frescoes the passions and 
values that had dominated antiquity and his youth, but to show how such Earthly 
attractions and temptations, rightly viewed, do not have to deter one’s journey to 
supreme bliss.2499  

 
Nevertheless, in many of the triumphs a note of tragedy is struck, as the characters 

included are emblematic of a basic human error that leaves them trapped, unable to 

achieve the highest Good toward which the poem is guiding the pilgrim and reader. 

 Branca sees Ovid and Dante as equally important sources of inspiration for the 

Amorosa Visione: “to the latter Boccaccio turns in order to find support for the ever 

uncertain allegorical and supernatural structure of the poem; to the former, for a model of 

                                                 
2496 Branca, “Introduction,” xiv 
2497 Bernardo, “Triumphal Poetry,” 33 
2498 Branca, “Petrarch and Boccaccio,” 201 
2499 Bernardo, “Triumphal Poetry,” 34 
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the only emotional matter which is of vivid interest to this poet and, even more, of the 

new dignity which he wishes to confer upon that material.”2500 Kirkham sees the 

Amorosa Visione as part of a dedication to allegorical writing spanning Boccaccio’s 

entire career:  

From his first fiction, Caccia di Diana, he busied himself ‘hiding’ moral truths for 
readers to uncover, just as he would ‘expose’ and expound them in his 
encyclopedia, Genealogia deorum gentilium. Even at mid-career, when we was 
supposedly keeping well distant from a mode so medieval, and while he had on 
his drawing boards the very “realistic” Decameron, beneath surface appearances 
of history and documentary he drew a network of submerged allegory.2501 

 
This tendency to obscurity, which is best seen in the work’s often enigmatic imagery, 

may account for its cooler reception across the centuries when compared to his much 

more accessible Decameron. 

As Kirkham indicates, the Amorosa Visione as an allegorical, didactic poem, 

concerns itself with the moral ordering of the human soul:  

The Amorosa Visione refines to a new scientific accuracy a message at the core of 
all of Boccaccio’s fiction. From Caccia di Diana to the Corbaccio, he enunciates 
a basic Scholastic concept. Virtue is a state of spiritual order; disorder born in the 
soul of sin derives from the failure of reason to suppress chaotic movements of 
the appetites.2502 
 
The Amorosa Visione is, in many respect, a work on the cusp of the Middle Ages, 

from which it takes its forms and motifs, and the Renaissance which inspired cultural 

renewal through a fresh, more direct connection with classical literature, not only as a 

source of content but as bearer of an all-encompassing worldview centered on the love of 

                                                 
2500 Branca, “Introduction,” xvii 
2501 Kirkham, “Amorous,” 57-58 
2502 Kirkham, “Amorous,” 110-11 
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mankind. This merging of medieval and Renaissance forms and outlooks can be seen in 

Boccaccio’s treatment of the work’s prevailing theme of love: “The final exaltation of 

love, which follows the loftiest scholastic conceptions, is but the effort to ennoble, by 

means of truths perceived through the intellect alone, the pleasing, natural joy of 

loving.”2503 The work is traditionally didactic yet anticipates an emerging artistic spirit 

that celebrates the natural, human world and its earthly delights. 

 As he worked on the Amorosa Visione, Boccaccio enjoyed a close friendship with 

Petrarch and this poem more than any of his other works displays the fruits of their 

collaborative study of newly discovered classical texts and mutual influence on each 

other’s works.2504 All of the classical historical and mythological figures in his exhaustive 

lists are intended as standard bearers of basic moral attitudes in the face of the universal, 

human themes at work in each of his triumphs.2505 For Boccaccio “the classical world is 

[…] presented as paradigmatic for human and Christian values, at all times and under 

whatever heaven.”2506 

 The Amorosa Visione is structured on the terzina versification championed in the 

Divina Commedia and is particularly influenced by the cadence of Dante’s verse: 

“Boccaccio bends his tercets to the sounds of those of the Divine Comedy, lodged in his 

memory, at times even finishing them off in Dante’s manner and even in his phrases.”2507 

                                                 
2503 Branca, “Introduction,” xviii-xix 
2504 Branca, “Introduction,” xxii-xxiii 
2505 Branca, “Introduction,” xxii 
2506 Branca, “Introduction,” xxii 
2507 Branca, “Introduction,” xvi 



696 

The use of the terzina brings a sense of gravity to the work, balancing its propensity to 

good-natured humor. 

Boccaccio brings a vital sense of play, however, to the larger poetic structure in 

his successful subordination of all of his verses to a single, grand acrostic running 

through the entire work. The acrostic was, in Boccaccio’s time, appreciated as a feat on 

par with the skills of imagination and narrative genius the poet used in creating its 

content.2508 The acrostic, moreover, was not a kind of ancillary adornment but rather 

supported the work’s allegorizing intentions: “Acrostics, with their privileged history as 

vatic enunciation, were to the Middle Ages a form that signaled communication on a 

superior, inspired, and mysterious plan.”2509 In Boccaccio one finds an attention to form 

on both a micro and a macro level that is perhaps unparalleled in dream vision literature. 

  At the opening of this work, the poet sets forth his purpose in composing his 

narration of the pilgrim figure’s vision:  

    A new desire moves my bold mind, 
lovely lady, with the wish to sing,  
telling what Love made known to me,  
    what he pleased himself to show forth in vision 
to my soul, captured and wounded by You,  
with that delight which appears in Your eye.2510 

 
There is a mixing of registers here, as he speaks of the lady who will be his second and 

final dream guide in both spiritually reverent and erotic tones.  

                                                 
2508 Kirkham, “Amorous,” 59 
2509 Kirkham, “Amorous,” 60 
2510 Giovanni Boccaccio, Amorosa Visione, ed., trans, Robert Hollander et. al (Hanover, NH: University 
Press of New England, 1986), I.1-6, p. 7 
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 The dream proper begins with the introspective pilgrim figure, his mind absorbed 

in inspirational thoughts: “In such contemplation, I was overcome / in my limbs by a 

sleep so sweet and gentle / that each of them lost all its strength.”2511 This dream comes, 

then, in a moment of apparent spiritual contentment and quickly overpowers the will of 

the protagonist.   

 The psyche of the Dreamer now begins to churn with a turbulent sense of being 

lost in a bewildering wasteland, revealing doubts and tensions that were perhaps hidden 

at sleep’s onset, followed by relief at having found his hoped-for dream guide: 

   And so sleeping, over wide shores, 
I saw myself wander, fearing I know not what, 
afraid and alone in these uninhabited places,  
   aimlessly, now here, now there,  
when a woman, bright and beautiful to behold, 
appeared to me.2512 

 
The radiant spiritual presence of this lady, known simply as Guide, becomes a kind of 

anchor for Giovanni2513 as he finds himself in the uncharted waters of the mind. As 

Branca comments, her purpose is to lead him on a path of inner learning to the Good: 

“She is the Guide sent by heaven to the Poet; she is, if we really want a definition, the 

aspiration to virtue which lies at the core of every soul.”2514 Kirkham explains that while 

there may be no clear and direct antecedent for her, she may have been modeled upon 

Dante’s “Angel of God who ferried souls in a skiff to Purgatory,” and may embody 

                                                 
2511 Boccaccio, Amorosa, I.16-18, p. 7 
2512 Boccaccio, Amorosa, I.22-27, p. 7 
2513 While he is referred to in the Amorosa Visione simply as “Dreamer,” critics have freely interpreted the 
protagonist as a younger version of the author himself, and is often referred to as “Giovanni.” 
2514 Branca, “Introduction,” xx 
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traditionally feminine concepts such as ratio / ragione, making her a more conventional 

source of guidance than Dante’s Virgil and more akin to Boethius’s Lady Philosophy.2515 

The latter figure and the tradition she represents are key to understanding her basic role in 

the dream. 

 Guide both promises rewards to the Dreamer and places strict demands upon him: 

        If it please you to leave this place behind 
and follow me, but only if you would go to that 
highest felicity of which mortal man 
   cannot ever speak unimpaired, 
you will repose in such agreeable festivity 
that your every desire will be fulfilled.2516 

 
Clearly echoing the admonitions of Boethius’s Lady Philosophy, Guide urges the 

Dreamer to take up the path of renunciation to worldly desires and pleasures in order to 

reach the highest good. Curiously, however, she leaves this ultimate source of happiness 

quite undefined.  

 The poet attempts to capture in words the image of the lady the pilgrim enjoys: 

   My gaze seemed fixed upon her, 
my ears intent on her words, 
when I raised my eyes to her blonde head,  
   adorned by a crown and more splendid, 
and fair than the sun, and her comely 
clothing seemed to me to be of violet hue. 
   Smiling, she had in her right hand 
a royal scepter; enclosed in her left 
she held up a beautiful golden apple.2517  

 

                                                 
2515 Kirkham, “Amorous,” 77 
2516 Boccaccio, Amorosa, I.29-33, p. 7 
2517 Boccaccio, Amorosa, I.35-42, p. 7 
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This static portrait of a resplendent feminine presence with regal attributes once again 

shows this work’s indebtedness or kinship to the tradition of Boethius’s Consolation. As 

Branca indicates, Boccaccio used the scepter and the apple in previous works to similarly 

denote royal authority while the purple color of her dress reveals her essential 

humility.2518   

 The lady calls on the dreaming pilgrim to follow her upwards and to set aside the 

distractions of “vain delights.”2519 The poet mentions the inner transformation that 

ensues: “And then it seemed to me I renounced all fear / and gave myself utterly to 

following her, / leaving the strange plain behind me.”2520 The poet’s expression of a level 

of commitment and willingness to place his full trust in his guide and enter the unknown 

recalls the entry of Dante into Hell in the Inferno.2521 

They reach the entrance of a “noble castle” and Giovanni is struck by its 

appearance: “It was beautiful beyond the scope of any human art, / lofty and spacious, 

even if it seemed somewhat / gloomy to me as I entered in.”2522 This castle is an 

unambiguous nod to Dante’s Noble Castle in his infernal region of Limbo2523 while 

                                                 
2518 Vittore Branca, notes to Amorosa Visione, ed. Vittore Branca (Florence: G.C. Sansoni, Editore, 1944), 
387, states: “È già stato escluso che il colore violaceo sia prerogativa esplicita della Fortezza. [...] Molto 
probablimente invece il Bocaccio volle semplicemente raffigurare la sua Guida con un abito che ne 
rappresentasse insieme l’alta dignità e la nativa modestia, che tenesse della solennità e dell’eleganza di una 
veste imperiale, ma le addolcisse in un tono meno vistoso: come proprio del viola o di colori molto simili 
leggiamo in testi di quegli anni: «la viola ha el suo colore umile e dilettevole» (Giardineto di devozione, 
Firenze, 1912, p.64); «è’l Modesto color d’un’amatista» (Iacopo del Pecora, Fimerodia, II x 134). 
2519 Boccaccio, Amorosa, I.49-51, p. 9 
2520 Boccaccio, Amorosa, I.52-54, p. 9 
2521 See pages 216-17. 
2522 Boccaccio, Amorosa, I.61-63, p. 9 
2523 Kirkham, “Amorous,” 112. See page 630. 
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Boccaccio’s attention to portraying supernatural architectural spaces confirms his 

adherence to the conventions of the dream vision genre.  

The lady as guide, however, always strives to keep the pilgrim’s mind set on the 

ultimate goal: 

   A still more wondrous thing 
will you see before you reach the high place 
where your soul will be in glory. 
   We have only just begun down here 
to accede to that good, this is the gateway: 
now enter confidently on the secret path.”2524 

 
The lady seems to be preparing him for a journey that will involve great effort and 

sacrifice. She admonishes the Dreamer for his excessive enthusiasm to follow her: “’It is 

proper to proceed,’ she said, ‘from threshold to threshold / with tempered will, for he who 

runs, / sometimes must turn back in grief.’”2525 Like Boethius’s Lady Philosophy or Lady 

Reason in the Roman de la Rose, and as will be seen in Francisco Imperial’s Dezir, this 

dream guide counsels the Dreamer on the correct frame of mind he must cultivate to 

succeed on the journey she wishes for him to take. 

 The poet opens Canto II with an invocation: 

   O supreme and gracious intelligence, 
you who move the third heaven and its every conception,  
place your power in my breast: 
   do not allow, o holy goddess, the genius 
requisite to the present work to escape me, 
but make it subtler and let it increase within me.2526 

 

                                                 
2524 Boccaccio, Amorosa, I.68-72, p. 9 
2525 Boccaccio, Amorosa, I.82-84, p. 9 
2526 Boccaccio, Amorosa, II.1-6, p. 11 
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The third heaven, as Hollander indicates, is the celestial sphere governed by the planet 

Venus. He also highlights the unusual shift in perspective that takes place here, from the 

poet invoking inspiration from the unnamed deity to the pilgrim’s parallel call for 

assistance to the lady who guides him.2527 

 The pilgrim and guide reach a crossroads where they find both a small, 

untrammeled path and an attractive, gaping doorway: 

   “Behold here is the gate 
which your soul so desires to see.” 
    Hearing her words, and having made it out,  
I saw that it was very small,  
both narrow and high, and in no place crooked. 
   I turned to my left, then, 
wanting to say: “Who is able to climb up there 
or pass within? It seems a place through which people  
have never climbed before.” 
   And while I spoke 
I saw a large portal standing open, 
and from within I seemed to hear festive sounds.2528 

 
Both the description of this space and Giovanni’s tendency to distraction and desire to 

depart from the difficult path recall the pilgrim Dante’s arrival at the Gate of 

Purgatory.2529 Just as the young lover Guillaume in the Roman de la Rose seeks his 

shortcut and Dante the pilgrim works his way through the circles of Hell, leftward 

movement is here symbolic of a kind of straying – or, in a more constructive, sense, as a 

necessary divergence -- from the “right,” straight pathway to the Good.2530 

                                                 
2527 Hollander, notes to Amorosa Visione, 211 
2528 Boccaccio, Amorosa, II.35-45, pp. 11-13 
2529 Kirkham, “Amorous,” 68 
2530 Kirkham, “Amorous,” 80 
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The echoes of the Commedia continue to resound. Much like the banner marking 

the entrance to Hell in Dante’s Inferno, a sculpted inscription above the smaller gate 

reinforces this theme:  

      This 
little gate leads to the way of life;  
though the climb may seem difficult   
   such climbing grants eternal repose;  
climb up, then, without being slow;  
may your spirit conquer the slothful flesh.2531 

 
Hollander traces the Biblical origins of this imagery which draws on Matthew 7:13ff. and 

Luke 13:24ff.2532 

 When the Dreamer wonders why the large doorway gives off no light, Guide 

plays the role of interpreter of signs that seen repeatedly in this review of dream vision 

literature:  

    “You who dwell in the world,” she said, “make 
your abode only in a dark and empty place: 
thus when, little by little, you come forth 
    from it, you cannot raise your eyes 
to the refulgent dawn to see 
how great is the brightness of the sovereign maker.”2533 

 
This recalls both the ideal of the Neo-Platonist theme of ascent enshrined in the Dream of 

Scipio and the exhortations of Lady Philosopher to the prisoner in the Consolation to 

practice elevating the mind through the contemplation of God and His eternal laws. 

                                                 
2531 Boccaccio, Amorosa, II.64-69, p. 13 
2532 Hollander, notes, 211 
2533 Boccaccio, Amorosa, II.76-81, p. 13 
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 Key to the structure of the Amorosa Visione are the enticing spaces that divert the 

pilgrim figure from the true path indicated by the lady as guide and potentia animae. In 

Canto III, the Dreamer is particularly captivated by the inscription he sees above the 

larger gate: 

    Vast kingdoms, high rank, great wealth,  
and worldly glory do I grant abundantly 
to those who join my throng. 
    Joyful do I make them in the world, and similarly 
do I grant the joy which Love promises 
to those who experience his burning torch.2534 
 

Giovanni is attracted to this promise of material bounty and erotic pleasures, in much the 

same way as the young pilgrim figure is bedazzled by the pleasure garden in the Roman 

de la Rose.2535 

 The entranced pilgrim in this vision challenges the lady’s warnings to stick to the 

narrow and more difficult road:  

    Come here then, for first  
the nature of lighter things must be experienced 
before we enter into those which have more weight. 
    Since we are now practically on the path, 
let us go and see those fallacious good things;  
the struggle for the true will then be more precious.2536 

 
In accord with a pattern established in both the Roman de la Rose and the Divina 

Commedia, one part of the Giovanni’s learning process involves a descent into the 

distracting condition of the world and human sin, the “lighter things” of life, even if the 

                                                 
2534 Boccaccio, Amorosa, III.16-21, p. 15 
2535 See my pages 537-41. 
2536 Boccaccio, Amorosa, III.34-39, p. 15 
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he does not fully participate in these. The dream guide, however, does not wish at first for 

the pilgrim to experience them. The Dreamer, however, always has his own idea of the 

proper didactic program in mind, and he allows himself to be pulled in this downward 

direction by two young men: 

    The lady was on her way when, behold, out of  
the great portal there came two young men, 
the one red and the other white in his coloration, 
    and both began to speak to me: 
“Where are you going in search of grievous anguish? 
Follow us, if you would like to have your wish. 
    “Solace and merriment, enjoyed by many,  
you will not lack, and then you will still be able 
to climb on up at the end of your life.”2537 

 
Like Guillaume in the Roman de la Rose, the Dreamer’s mind is at the mercy of 

seemingly opposing forces, represented here as clashing potentiae animae who ultimately 

help to provide the Dreamer with a more complete education of his soul. Kirkham 

proposes that Boccaccio was inspired by Scholastic psychology in creating them, with the 

red youth representing the “irascible” appetite and his white companion the 

“concupiscible” passion.2538 Giovanni must, in a sense, be led astray by these forces so 

that he may ultimately understand and learn to dominate them, a process that nevertheless 

never comes to completion in the text. 

 As Kirkham observes, inconstancy is deeply rooted in the Dreamer:  

Boccaccio’s visionary is more like a comic anti-hero. He just seems to vacillate 
and meander without really getting anywhere. We watch him in a perpetual back-

                                                 
2537 Boccaccio, Amorosa, III.49-57, p. 17 
2538 Kirkham, “Amorous,” 82 
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and-forth, caught between what he wants to do (abetted by the red and white 
fellows), and the sounder but more boring itinerary that Guide has in mind.2539  

 
The fluctuating Dreamer, then, is a perfect vehicle for the work’s exploration of the 

correct development of the will in a mind bombarded with sensory pleasures and 

amorous delights. 

Canto III concludes with Guide chastising Giovanni for allowing himself to be 

deceived “with false imagining.”2540 As Kirkham notes, “Sensual appetites have 

persuaded him to rest in false happiness, to linger rejoicing in temporal goods and not 

speed to contemplation of the things divine. This the Guide tries to tell him, but without 

persuading him.”2541  The dream guide, however, is fully committed to her charge and her 

ultimate mission in his life. While allowing him to follow his free will, she pledges never 

to leave his side.2542  

 At the opening of Canto IV, the Dreamer and his guide, now flanked by the two 

questionable youths, enter the large portal. The poet evokes the great hall that made a 

vivid impression on him as pilgrim: 

    It was bright, beautiful, refulgent with gold, 
painted so with azure and other colors that 
the fair craft conquered its material. 
    I do not believe human hand was ever 
extended with so much genius 
as every single figure there made manifest 
    unless by Giotto, from whom beautiful Nature 
had no resemblent part of herself 

                                                 
2539 Kirkham, “Amorous,” 64 
2540 Boccaccio, Amorosa, III.76-78, p. 17 
2541 Kirkham, “Amorous,” 85 
2542 Boccaccio, Amorosa, III.76-88, p. 17 
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in the art in which he sets his seal.2543 
 
This is a space, then, that in its splendor and artistry reaches the limits of what is 

knowable in ordinary human life and possesses a kind of numinous power. The poetic “I” 

now begins to present a series of painted scenes of living action that recall the animated, 

bas relief carvings encountered in Canto X of Dante’s Purgatorio. Here, one fresco 

adorns each of the four walls of the chamber. 

 Boccaccio describes in detail the first fresco to capture the Dreamer’s attention: 

    There I saw painted, with subtle conception 
a lady pleasing in her aspect, 
a modest gaze and sweet soft smile. 
    Her left hand held a little book 
the right a royal scepter, and I  
reckoned her clothing to be crimson. 
    At her feet sat many people 
Upon a grassy meadow, 
Some more, some less distinguished. 
    But at her left side and her right 
I saw seven ladies, each different 
from the others in gesture and attire.2544 

 
According to Branca, scholars are unanimous in interpreting the central lady as Wisdom 

and her attendants represent the seven liberal arts.2545 

 Much like the carved niches seen by the pilgrim Dante, these frescoes contain 

such an abundance of imagery that it leads the reader to mentally recreate the scene as a 

three dimensional, living landscape with an autonomous claim to reality, a vision within a 

                                                 
2543 Boccaccio, Amorosa, IV.10-18, p. 19 
2544 Boccaccio, Amorosa, IV.25-36, p. 19 
2545 Branca, notes, 399-400. For a brief description of the seven liberal arts and their historical derivation, 
see footnote 1127. 
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vision. One has the sense that young Giovanni partly enters the visual space of the 

painting, walking in the placid meadow. 

 The Dreamer now begins to see scenes filled with classical philosophers: 

    On the green field at this lady’s right 
I saw, in a more noteworthy site, 
Aristotle, compassionate of mien, seated there, 
    looking about silently, solitary; 
to me he seemed thoughtful; and next beside him  
Socrates was seated, as though lost in thought.2546 
 

His attention is then drawn to a larger series of learned men from the ancient world. 

Although they are described as if they are posed and motionless figures, the poet’s 

intense focus on one, and then another, and the account he gives his own highly 

subjective perception of the scholars’ psychology and his reactions to what he sees, 

suggests a kind of procession of imagined figures that will now become key to the 

structure of the work. 

 Canto V is, in fact, devoted to this kind of moving procession of classical and 

medieval literary figures. Dante himself follows a band of ancient poets, accompanied by 

the ladies as liberal arts and the great lady as Wisdom:  

    Within the graceful group of ladies, 
in the mist of the place where  
the ancient wise men were happily dwelling, 
    as I gazed again, in full gladness, I saw 
such joyous honors bestowed upon a great poet 
that telling must fall short of sight. 
    That great, serene lady had placed 
on his head a crown of laurel,  

                                                 
2546 Boccaccio, Amorosa, IV.40-46, pp. 19, 21 
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for which act all the other ladies seemed to rejoice. […] 
 
    Having thus drawn myself a bit forward 
without recognizing him, I heard the lady say:  
“This is Dante Alighieri the Florentine, 
    he who, with excellent style, for your sake 
described the highest good, the torments, the damnations: 
he was the glory of the Muses while he lived.”2547 

 
 This passage contains paintings that have become dynamic. The work also shows 

a certain self-reflexiveness here, where the poet reveals its rootedness in the literary 

lineage of the Dantesque allegorical dream vision. This is the tradition that Francisco 

Imperial also resoundingly honors in his Dezir. As Hollander indicates, Boccaccio clearly 

draws upon the words of Dante’s pilgrim figure proferred in admiration for his guide 

Virgil (Inferno I.87-87).2548 Imperial takes this tradition a step further by having Dante 

himself enter the text in the guise of the Commedia’s Virgil, as a source of guidance for 

his protagonist. 

 In Canto VI, Boccaccio further praises Dante. The great lady who guides him 

becomes impatient as he explains why he cannot turn his gaze from the Florentine poet 

he believes was never given his due fame. The Guide reproaches him: “Truly were you to 

tell me why, / I would not understand any better, she responded, / for to look at these is to 

                                                 
2547 Boccaccio, Amorosa, V.70-78, 83-88, p. 25 
2548 Hollander, notes, 213 
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lose time.”2549 Boccaccio is here clearly drawing upon a verse from Dante’s Purgatorio 

that is also paraphrased by Francisco Imperial.2550  

The dream guide now leads the pilgrim figure into a new space. At its entrance 

stands yet another magnificent feminine presence: 

      She truly excelled all others, 
  crowned with precious jewels and with gold, 
  in her countenance great souled and powerful. 
        Bold and valorous among them, 
  she sat in her triumphal chariot, 
  which was entirely decorated with laurel fronds.2551 
 
Hollander indicates that the crown of laurel worn by this allegorical being, Glory, who 

projects a sense of earthly power, is a symbolic gesture that communicates the essential 

character of this space, the Triumph of Glory.2552 This is further amplified by 

Boccaccio’s careful development of allegorical, geometric imagery: 

      And among the other things which I noticed there 
  around about this supreme 
  lady, in her magnanimous breast, 
      the enemy of death, was a perfect circle 
  rotating lofty and round, 
  from beneath her feet and over her head.2553 
 
Hollander interprets this circle as the “orb of the world,” the proper realm for the activity 

of Glory.2554  

                                                 
2549 Boccaccio, Amorosa, VI.34-36, p. 27 
2550 Cf. Boccaccio: “ma perder tempo è pur mirare ad essi,”; Dante, Purgaotorio, III.78, p. 56: “chè perder 
tempo a chi più sa più spiace”; Imperial, “Dezir,” v. 1, p. 306: “El tiempo perder pesa a quien más sabe.” 
2551 Boccaccio, Amorosa,  VI.49-54, p. 29 
2552 Hollander, notes, p. 215 
2553 Boccaccio, Amorosa, VI.64-69, p. 29 
2554 Hollander, notes, page 216 
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 Canto VII, a panorama of Glory in action, is devoted to a long procession of 

heroic warrior figures from the ancient world. Boccaccio’s depiction of Alexander serves 

as an example of how even the greatest personages enter and exit the scene with great 

speed: 

      Also shining there was Alexander 
  on horseback, who assailed the entire world 
  and subjected it to his sceptre by force of arms; 
      he was rushing to be able at last 
  to touch the circle where she was, 
  like the others desiring such fruit. 2555 
 
This serves to wrest from them the quality of “glory” they would embody if the painting 

were truly panegyric, as one might expect from the impressive, overbearing presence of 

Lady Glory. Instead, it is a more truthful kind of art, rendering an exact instant of 

fruitless striving after an ephemeral, worldly quality. Most of the figures appearing in this 

procession are similarly reduced to a basic gesture or movement that synecdochically 

represents their lives as flawed human beings who have become enshrined as heroes in 

the misguided, human practice of creating history. 

Branca draws attention to the fact that Boccaccio’s processions are never empty 

gestures or simply impressive displays of his learning. The famous men and women who 

pass by embody and therefore exemplify some of the Boccaccio’s core moral concerns:  

These convictions are raised to the level of truthful guide of humankind by the 
cultural and historical allusions in the visualizations, that is, by the impressive 
processions of classical gods and heroes, by the great ancient and modern 

                                                 
2555 Boccaccio, Amorosa, VII.76-81, p.33 
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personages who are their paradigm or, better, their materialization. Culture is no 
longer mere erudition or embellishment.2556  

 
This reflects a basic rule for almost all dream vision texts, namely, that both the micro 

level of small-grained details and the thematic development of these elements across a 

much larger scale are integral to the meaning of the text.  

 Larger than life women are also seen in Glory’s procession, such as Dido, who 

appears at the opening of Canto XI: 

      After these ladies came that Dido 
  of Carthage, who, believing she had  
  Ascanius in her arms, instead held Cupid. 
      Dissolute she went, in my opinion, 
  calling out in sad words: “Pious Aeneas, 
  grieve for me, as you ought, I pray you.” 
      Confused, she still held, as I saw, 
  in her hand that sharp sword 
  with which she had transfixed her breast; 
      even at a distance it made me fearful 
  to see it – and her who was bold enough 
  to give herself a mortal wound with it.2557 
 
 As with many of the historical or mythical characters who form the parade, Dido 

is shown to be trapped in a kind of timeless, eternal suffering connected with the most 

tragic moment in her life. Central to the dream vision genre as it was maturing, although 

also clearly present in works such as the Consolation of Philosophy, is the poet’s account 

of his own reaction to the scene witnessed by the pilgrim figure, creating in this way a 

closer melding of these two semiautonomous aspects of the protagonist. 

                                                 
2556 Branca, “Introduction,” xxi 
2557 Boccaccio, Amorosa, IX.1-12, p. 39 
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 In Canto XIV the protagonist has already gazed upon the brilliant lady, Wealth, 

adorning the third wall, and has begun to look at the corresponding fresco. The tone of 

the poem has turned to a more astringent note of satire and social criticism. The figures of 

this painting are shown without any of the reverence and sympathy that are integral to the 

portraits in the Triumph of Glory. The poet’s description of Robert D’Anjou2558 is 

typical: 

    I saw the grandson of the Great-Nosed one 
 (he goes in glory with the ones who preceded) 
 adorned by beautiful, shining garments, 
    holding a strong twin-headed axe, 
 giving such blows to the mountain of gold 
 that he made Pluto feel fear in hell.2559 

 
In this Canto Boccaccio tends to begin his descriptions of these exemplars of greed with a 

false sense of dignity and splendor that allows his ruthless ridicule of them to come into 

full relief.  

 One can also see in this Canto that the poetic voice also sermonizes on core 

themes from Boccaccio’s own biography: 

   Alas how indistinct in the ears 

                                                 
2558 Carola M. Small, “Robert of Anjou,” Medieval Italy: an Encyclopedia, ed. Christopher Klienhenz, vol. 
2, 970, states that: “Robert of Anjou, king of Naples (“the Wise,” 1278-1343; r. 1309-1343) was the third 
son of Charles II of Anjou. Robert was held hostage by the Aragonese from 1285 to 1295. He was created 
duke of Calabria and vicar of the Regno for his father in 1297, and he became prince of Salerno in 1304. 
Robert succeeded as king of Sicily and count of Piedmont, Provence and Forcalquier in 1309, despite the 
claims of his eldest brother’s son, Carolebert. Robert’s two wives were Violante of Aragon, sister of James 
II., and Sancia of Aragon, daughter of James II. Robert was survived by two daughters, Joanna and Maria; 
the former succeeded him, becoming Queen Joanna I of Naples.” Robert’s reign is historically famous for 
its level of corruption and disorder. As Small, 971, explains, Robert was also a religious fanatic who 
provoked much hostility among the northern Ghibellines. Within Naples, however, he was the most highly 
regarded king of the Angevin lineage, fostering public works and serving as patron of the arts.  
2559 Boccaccio, Amorosa, XIV.25-30, p. 59 
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of another resounds the wisdom of the mendicant!  
nor does it seem that his fire has light or heat 
   and the dearest parent is inimical to him 
all shun him who has no money; 
no one wants him for companion or for friend. 
   Therefore if any man thirsts for that lady 
it is no wonder, since virtue without gold 
is inauspicious, miserable, and troubled.2560 

 
Hollander explains that Boccaccio had a complex relationship to money. This excerpt is, 

in fact, part of an extended passage in which the poetic “I” clearly portrays the 

unfortunate poverty of his own father and advocates that a proper place be reserved in life 

for wealth that is honorably earned.2561   

As Branca indicates, however, Boccaccio’s use of autobiographical material is 

attenuated and not meant as a venting of personal frustrations: “We are quite far from any 

tone of personal outcry: the author himself has expressly arranged the material of his 

representations in an allegorical pattern in order to objectify it and give it a universal 

value and meaning.”2562 Furthermore, Boccaccio’s streak of moral vision is tempered 

unabashedly by worldly wisdom, resonating with the growing materialistic spirit of the 

age. It is akin to the practical advice offered in large doses in the Roman de la Rose but, 

at least in this instance, without ironic intent, and meant for the genuine benefit of the 

reader. 

                                                 
2560 Boccaccio, Amorosa, XIV.65-72, p. 61  
2561 Hollander, notes, 226 
2562 Branca, “Introduction,” xx 
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 In Canto XV, the pilgrim looks upon the fourth wall and its rendering of the 

Triumph of Love. Appropriately, the setting is a garden of delight that does not depart 

from the almost scripted models seen in many other dream vision texts:  

   And therefore I say that, in the examination  
which I made, I saw all that part 
appear green, in form of a youthful meadow, 
   at once full of flowers and adorned 
with many trees of unknown species, 
so that to stay there seemed joyful and pleasing.2563 

 
This space, consistent with the genre’s conventions, appears as a mixture of wild nature 

(“meadow”) and human cultivation (“adorned”). Here he pilgrim undergoes what are, up 

to this point in the narrative, his deepest visionary experiences. After seeing the God of 

Love, lord of this painted realm, he beholds his beloved Maria2564 for the first time: 

   She seemed to me an angel, born in heaven, 
but then I many times considered that she might be 
she who was so revered in Cyrus. 
   I do not know what struck my heart 
as I looked at her, I only know that my soul 
timid within me, was utterly revived […] 
 
   In her serene, wide forehead shone 
two lovely eyes; each one seemed 
a little flame of luminous love;  
   and her lovely small mouth,  
when it moved, displayed vermilion roses  
and pearls; she was perfection itself. 
   She made beautiful the whole field around her, 
as though she were springtime itself, shining 
in the clear ray which came from her lovely space.2565 

                                                 
2563 Boccaccio, Amorosa, XV.7-12, p. 63 
2564 At this point in this text she is as yet unnamed, but as we will be revealed as Maria / Fiammetta, 
Boccaccio’s beloved and inspiration, present, if not in the real world, then at least in his literary works. 
2565 Boccaccio, Amorosa, XV.52-57, 61-69, p. 65 
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The beloved is described as having supernatural physical beauty but, where Dante’s 

Beatrice is a fully spiritualized presence, raised to the level of agape, Maria in her first 

appearance reflects a different kind of divinity, more consigned to Venus’s realm of 

human erotic desire. This shows the Amorosa Visione to be a dream vision that seeks to 

reconcile Earth with heaven, rather than proposing an escape from nature and bodily 

desire in a flight into the celestial spheres. As the canto closes, the pilgrim is rapt in 

contemplation of her beauty which encompasses both bodily youth and a countenance of 

ancient wisdom. Kirkham traces this topos back to Alain de Lille’s epic poem 

Anticlaudianus.2566 As discussed above, however, this dual aspect in the portrayal of 

semi-divine feminine beauty and intelligence also belongs to the tradition of Boethius’s 

Lady Philosophy. 

 The triumphal procession that sets out in Canto XVI shows a less noble aspect of 

erotic passion, beginning with Boccaccio’s description of several scenes, such as the 

following, in which Jupiter disguises himself in order to deceive women and enjoy them 

sexually: 

   Afterwards I saw the very same god again 
transform himself, this time into  
a shining little golden cloud, descending 
   boldly into a high, iron tower,  
and into the lap of a young maiden there, 
locked up and strictly guarded 
   because he loved her beyond the fit 
manner, he let himself down between her  

                                                 
2566 Kirkham, “Amorous,” 93 
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young white breasts in a shower of gold.2567 
 
These descriptions are filled with a sensuous beauty and tone of playfulness that is 

perhaps reflective of the spirit of classical mythological imagination in which they were 

originally conceived. At no point is the reader given a moralizing reproach of this god 

who could be blamed for committing acts of humanly violence and transgression.  

 After an enormous procession of historical and mythological characters 

representing various aspects of erotic love, both humorous and tragic, the poet concludes 

this Triumph by coming to the defense of erotic love and its god:2568 

   Oh how many considered suffering heavy who would have 
put still greater weight on their necks, 
if they but knew the sweetness they might find in it!  
   Certain envious ones call it foolishness 
to pursue with conscious intent the way of life  
which this noble lord offers, 
   he who drives off every vile action: 
pleasing, courteous and valorous does he make 
each who follows, and most of all, noble.2569 

 
These are arguments that could be perfectly well mouthed by Jean de Meun’s God of 

Love, and yet, within the context of the Amorosa Visione, they are given greater weight. 

In fact, the young Giovanni will follow this advice and still find a way, although with an 

unusual outcome, to keep to the path of the Good. The use of formal, exclamatory 

address directed here at Guide is a common framework in literary dream visions, used to 

                                                 
2567 Boccaccio, Amorosa, XVI.69-78, 69 
2568 The Triumph of Love is, in fact, the longest of the five processions. 
2569 Boccaccio, Amorosa, XXIX.76-84, p. 121 
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reveal to the reader a fundamental ideological underpinning of the work and to provide 

context and meaning for a series of images. 

 In Canto XXX, the Guide responds with a warning: 

   She then responded: “The good which you sought, 
does it seem to you that you see it painted here? 
And yet these things are fallacious and without truth. 
   To me it seems that such looking  
has goaded your mind into false opinion, 
extinguishing all sense of duty in you. 
   Do return to yourself as you ought: 
remember that death, with its terrifying  
stroke, has conquered all these people. 
   It is true that some, more valorous than others,  
merited fame; yet even if the world endure, 
these glorious names shall die.”2570 

 
Here the dream guide attempts to disabuse the Dreamer of his errors of thinking, feeling 

and perception, playing a role identical to Boethius’s Lady Philosophy. Yet in an age that 

had developed a sophisticated culture of philosophical debate, her words cannot simply 

cancel out the protagonist’s strong praise for the beneficial aspects of erotic love. By 

placing these two seemingly opposite points of view in close succession, Boccaccio 

heightens the dynamic tension propelling the work towards its conclusion, in which erotic 

love and divine reason will be directed toward a possible and implied harmonization at a 

higher level. 

 In Canto XXXI, Giovanni and his dream guide pass into a new chamber. 

Boccaccio draws attention to how the lugubrious characters seen in this room’s frescoes, 

                                                 
2570 Boccaccio, Amorosa, XXX.13-22, p. 123 
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dedicated to the workings of Fortune, stand in sharp contrast to the happy lovers 

populating the previous Triumph: 

   Those whom I described before were portrayed  
as merry, dressed in rich raiments, 
these as in sadness and adversity. 
   Ah, how sorrowful they appeared, 
and terrified, all those there 
in poor, shabby trappings!2571  

 
Clothing, as seen repeatedly in the dream vision genre, serves as an important symbol of 

the inherent qualities of its characters.  

 Boccaccio creates an iconographic portrayal of Fortune as a supernatural being: 
 

   I saw her, in her true form, 
at times with a happy mien, at times with a sad one, 
that lady who changes every worldly condition 
   painted there upon a triumphant chariot drawn 
by two beasts who seemed to borrow 
every color from somewhere else for their spotted skins; 
   horrendous, she had her hair gathered  
on her brow, nor was she,  
blind and deaf, ever moved at all by prayer.2572 

 
Fortune is shown as having some of the same autonomy granted to her by Dante, 

as a force bringing cycles of benefit and hardship to human life, who cannot simply be 

swayed by one’s connection to divinity. As Hollander comments, Boccaccio breaks with 

tradition here and shows Fortune without a blindfold, suggesting that she is, despite her 

lack of physical sight, a fully self-aware agent of divine Providence.2573  

                                                 
2571 Boccaccio, Amorosa, XXXI.10-15, p. 127 
2572 Boccaccio, Amorosa, XXXI.16-24, p. 127 
2573 Hollander, notes, 233 
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 As Kirkham comments, Boccaccio’s Fortune represents basic forces at work in 

the human psyche:  

The Amorosa visione, an experiment in philosophical poetry, assigns Fortuna a 
place in the Scholastic scheme of things. Installed between the first castle 
chamber and the garden of delights, she holds a central ground in the vision that 
describes a Dreamer strongly and stubbornly inclined toward his appetites. She is 
the goddess of worldly delights and ambitions, those appetitive desires from 
which Reason dissuades us with her cautionary voice.2574 

 
Fortune is, then, both a consequence of disordered desires and a higher order operating in 

human affairs that at times appears implacable and cruel. In seeing her as a minister of 

Providence, Boccaccio is placing Fortune squarely within the norms of the dream vision 

genre as established by Boethius and links her to a well established psychology of the 

appetites. 

 After encouraging Giovanni in Canto XXXII to see himself as spiritually blessed 

by what appears to be the curse of Fortune in his earthly life, Guide addresses a theme in 

Canto XXXIII that is also deliberated in the Roman de la Rose. She explains that the 

cultivation of virtue is the only true standard for judging human nobility: 

   Considering, therefore, that He 
is unique and creates them equal, we can see 
that this one is as noble as that one;  
   and therefore we shall see clearly 
that whoever follows the straight way 
of the virtues, as He has ordained them, 
   himself becomes as noble as his fellow; 
and whoever turns from this path, can be called 
not only a base man, but a beast.2575 

 
                                                 
2574 Kirkham, “Amorous,” 87-88 
2575 Boccaccio, Amorosa, XXXII.13-21, p. 135 
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This reflects the historical situation of the 14th century, in which the power of inherited 

nobility was rapidly waning in Western Europe. As Hollander indicates, it also shows 

Boccaccio’s concern for grounding his work in sound theological principles.2576 God’s 

estimation of human beings, through which basic dignity is available to all, was seen as a 

truer standard than the relative values of the human world which were based on 

traditional social hierarchies.2577   

As seen throughout this review of dream vision literature, a major part of the 

basic ideological underpinning of these texts comes from the author’s core spiritual 

beliefs and his interpretation of religious doctrines. The Amorosa Visione here develops 

the Dantesque ideal of a protagonist who is an “everyman” who raises himself to a new 

kind of nobility through a disciplined dedication to the philosophical ordering of his life. 

In Canto XXXV, Alexander the Great is presented as one of a parade of many 

illustrious figures whose good fortune on Earth was eventually destroyed:  

   “You can” – the lady began to speak again –  
“here see Alexander, who assaulted 
the entire world, only to die of poison; 
   and yet his desire was still not fulfilled, 
but more than ever did it burn, 
and in such ardor, as you see, he died. 
   He was more powerful than any other; 
yet still, had he lived, she 
never would have let him exist 
   without bringing him down, in misery 
to the lowest point on her wheel, but what she 
did not do death did, depriving him of existence itself.2578 

                                                 
2576 Hollander, notes, 234 
2577 Hollander, notes, 234 
2578 Boccaccio, Amorosa, XXXV.1-12, p. 143 
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Alexander’s life, reduced to this tiny sketch, becomes a vehicle for learning about the 

essential vulnerability of even the greatest of men facing the invisible spiritual forces and 

conditions working in the world of mortals. Boccaccio deepens the practice, present in 

the earliest manifestations of the dream vision genre, of using mythological or historical 

figures iconographically. In the Amorosa visione they serve a moral purpose that 

transcends the poet’s more superficial desire, which is also evident, to adorn the work 

with erudite classical references.  

 As Canto XXXVIII begins, the pilgrim has just been distracted from the straight 

path by a glimpse of a splendid pleasure garden. The two young men urge him to wander 

freely and explore it. The Dreamer defiantly attempts to justify to Guide his desire to 

know and enjoy this verdant space: “Then I began to speak: ‘What is it to you / if I go in 

there and look around a little? / Then I will follow wherever it pleases you.’”2579 This is 

yet another instance of his continual tendency to give in to momentary pleasure and defer 

the harder work of climbing to the highest Good.  

Guide admonishes him for making a mockery of the role she should be playing in 

his life: “Now I see that you want only to follow / your own opinion in everything / and 

make me want whatever you want.”2580 Just as in the Roman de la Rose, where the 

pilgrim figure directly challenges Reason as one of his dream guides, Giovanni acts, it 

would seem, with great independence, reflecting the changing spirit of the 14th century 

                                                 
2579 Boccaccio, Amorosa, XXXVIII.1-3, p. 155 
2580 Boccaccio, Amorosa, XXXVIII.4-6, p. 155 
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and the growing appreciation of human subjectivity. This takes place, however, within 

what is still essentially a didactic, medieval literary universe and this recalcitrance will, in 

the end, be properly addressed. 

The pilgrim figure enters this enticing garden space which Boccaccio fills with 

images of both sensory delight and supernatural grace: 

   Glancing about, I walked attentively 
through the joyous place, treading upon  
the grass and the flowers with my slow steps. 
   Thus with pleasure, walking through that place, 
I saw in a small green meadow,  
a fountain of wonderful mastery 
   as I drew near to it and saw many figures 
carved from pure white marble,  
each in a different attitude and posture. 
   Admiring them, I saw that the sculptures  
were of many colors, as I understood, 
some beautiful, some shining, and some dark.2581 

 
This passage reflects a common pattern by now well established in dream vision texts and 

allegorical literature where an elaborately crafted architectural feature is placed in the 

midst of an idyllic garden or a wild natural setting of extraordinary beauty. The motifs 

given here, however, indicate that this not quite an earthly paradise but rather a space of 

problematic complexity permeated with hidden dangers. As Kirkham comments: “With 

its fountain the site is like Eden, but here are only three streams, not four, and they flow 

from sculpted beasts in the kind of animal trio that could have lurked in Dante’s selva 

                                                 
2581 Boccaccio, Amorosa, XXXVIII.23-32, p. 155 
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oscura.”2582 This is a sensuous landscape that reflects Giovanni’s mixed consciousness, 

where his desires have not yet been properly subjected to his reason.2583 

 In Canto XL, Boccaccio refers to the time of year by marking the sun’s precise 

position in the heavens: “the sun’s powerful horses had already ascended / to the fourth 

hour and held their hooves / at the center of the sign of the Frisian ram.”2584 As in most 

dream vision texts, indications of celestial phenomena help to place landscapes or other 

spatial features within a harmoniously ordered universe and are a nod to Cicero’s 

exploration of cosmic spaces. The fact of the sun’s absolutely reliable course through the 

heavens stands in sharp contrast to the inconsistent behavior of the Dreamer with his 

distracted mind. Nevertheless, the narrated dream of the Amorosa Visione is earthbound, 

as the reader will not Giovanni reach the realm of the stars. 

 In Canto XLI, Boccaccio adds more detail to his description of the bucolic 

meadow: 

   Passing on among the flowers and grasses 
we came by straight paths 
to a place full of roses, jasmine, and bushes, 
   among which were heard the many songs of 
amorous birds, such that I would almost have been, 
happy only to listen to them.2585 

 
Francisco Imperial’s Dezir similarly features a sanctuary-like space at the center of a rose 

garden surrounded by hedges of jasmine.2586 

                                                 
2582 Kirkham, “Amorous,” 94 
2583 Kirkham, “Amorous,” 94 
2584 Boccaccio, Amorosa, XL.31-33, p. 163 
2585 Boccaccio, Amorosa, XLI.1-6, p. 167 



724 

 In Cantos XLIII, Giovanni sees his beloved in person for the first time and we 

learn about her very suggestive name, here given cryptically: “she was of the family / of 

the Campanian who followed the Spaniard2587 / with mantle, speech and mind”2588 

(Aquinas) and “She took her name from her in whom He was implanted who ennobled 

our nature”2589 (Maria). Kirkham asserts that Maria Aquinas has a dual nature: “as Maria, 

she is pure and wise, a woman redemptive,” and “as Aquinas, she must have something 

to do with philosophy, the intellectual love of wisdom.”2590 Where Guide attempts to lead 

the Dreamer on the Path to Reason, Maria, as Guide’s “sister,” instills him with the virtue 

of Prudence.2591  

In Canto XLIV, the Dreamer receives the full impact of her beauty after having 

described her with chaste, formal reserve in Canto XLIII as a lady of almost heavenly 

grace.2592 Now the vision of Fiammetta / Maria stirs him on a soul level, as he 

experiences both joy and sorrow in a way that elevates him spiritually: 

   Lost in such thoughts, I suddenly felt 
a pricking in my heart; in hardly a moment 
I found myself within the splendid refulgence. 
   There I seemed to be fully content, 
and scarcely could I believe within me  
that I could exhibit such boldness.2593 

 

                                                                                                                                                 
2586 Imperial, “Dezir,” vv. 65-68, 89-92, p. 308 
2587 Hollander, notes, 242, clarifies that Thomas Aquinas, a native of Campania, belonged to the order 
founded by the Spanish Saint Dominic.  
2588 Boccaccio, Amorosa, XLIII.46-48, p. 177 
2589 Boccaccio, Amorosa, XLIII.55-57, p. 177 
2590 Kirkham, “Amorous,” 92 
2591 Kirkham, “Amorous,” 93 
2592 Boccaccio, Amorosa, XLIII.37-45, pp. 175, 177 
2593 Boccaccio, Amorosa, XLIV.55-60, p. 181 
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There is a quick psychological progression from the rising of erotic desire to fulfillment 

to valor. This narrowly focused glimpse of the beloved is given an enigmatic temporal 

context: “But my being there seemed to last / as long as the sun took to join the sky to / 

the horizon four times by six.”2594 This is but one of many examples of Boccaccio’s 

imposition of numerological symbolism upon the text, an effort that involves both 

creative play and deeper ideological intentions.2595 

 Boccaccio, as he prepares Maria’s first address to Giovanni, recounts as poet the 

mixed emotions of delight, fear and shame her voice aroused within him.2596 She makes 

demands of him, speaking as if she should have power over his soul: 

   “Oh you,” she said, “who in the light of day  
enjoy the glow of my radiance 
which shoots its beams all about you, 
   do not scorn my authority, 
nor for that matter my greatness, 
which, when you like, can lower itself before you. 
   Honor my beauty with love, 
and do not concern yourself with any other,  
unless you want to taste my severity.2597 

 
In this way, Maria reveals herself to be a second guide, working in tandem with the 

mysterious lady of wisdom. One has the sense that the pursuit of this love, which seemed 

                                                 
2594 Boccaccio, Amorosa, XLIV.61-63, p. 181 
2595 According to Christopher Butler, “The Greek Origins of Number Symbolism,” Number Symbolism 
(London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1970), 7, the Pythagoreans, ascribed the essential quality of justice to 
the number 4, “on the ground that justice essentially involved a reciprocal relationship between persons, 
and that reciprocity was embodied in a square number.” Boccaccio, who appears to have well versed in 
Pythagorean number symbolism, would likely have been drawn to this number because of this aspect of 
harmonious interpersonal connection would ennoble Dreamer’s erotic impulses. The Pythagoreans, Butler, 
8, explains, regarded the number 6 as a “perfect,” and therefore holy number, because it is equal to the sum 
of its divisors, or “aliquot parts” (1+2+3).  
2596 Boccaccio, Amorosa, XLIV.64-69, p. 181 
2597 Boccaccio, Amorosa, XLIV.70-78, p. 181 
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at first like an innocent diversion, may provide a kind of orientation for the Dreamer 

which the first lady could not achieve on her own. The art of romantic love may, in fact, 

be the new discipline that will help him find his way back to the strenuous path to the 

ultimate Good. This has reminiscences of the Divina Commedia where Dante as pilgrim 

needed to place himself under the tutelage of different masters at distinct stages of his 

upward journey. 

 Giovanni is then tethered to Maria in a very strange fashion: “I felt then my heart 

drawn from my breast / and bound with her golden hair, then / secured in this manner, it 

was put back in me.”2598 The logic of a dream here allows for the almost physical 

enactment of a metaphorical bond, one imagined with a healthy dose of the ridiculous. 

 In Canto XLV, Maria consecrates the newly minted linkage between them, 

making it more secure: 

   She, after a short pause 
placed upon my little finger a ring 
which she had taken from her lovely bosom, 
   to which, it seemed to me, if my intellect 
was able to understand, 
was linked to a small chain 
   which descended from the lovely lady’s breast, 
passed into her and held her with its hooks 
as firmly as an anchor grips a rock.2599 

 
Te young Dreamer recognizes that his intellect has been partially overpowered through 

this operation, and his connection with Maria has been solidified to the extent that he 

must now follow her in tow. 
                                                 
2598 Boccaccio, Amorosa, XLIV.79-81, p. 181 
2599 Boccaccio, Amorosa, XLV.16-24, p. 183 
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 Canto XLVI would appear to contain the work’s climactic episode. Giovanni has 

suffered patiently while following his beloved and Maria has kindled hope in the young 

Dreamer that his desire might be fulfilled. Boccaccio paints a scene of their first erotic 

encounter: 

Leaving my garment, which I had removed on purpose 
hidden among the dense grasses 
   in the deepest part of the garden 
I seemed joyously to behold the merciful lady in my arms 
and to overcome her with soft kisses.2600 

 
Giovanni has crossed a boundary set by centuries of precedent in the development of the 

dream vision genre. By allowing his protagonist to begin to act out his erotic desire for 

his beloved, Boccaccio is potentially undermining her status as a dream guide. Even the 

nature of the dream itself, accepted at face value in these texts as a stylized mimesis of 

dreaming in real world human experience, is called into question. The young Dreamer is 

bewildered by this: 

   Whereupon I said often to myself: “Are you 
dreaming, or are you really here as it seems you are?” 
“I am indeed here,” I then answered myself. 
   Thus, often, in order to disabuse myself of such emotions, 
I would embrace the gentle lady, 
and I seemed to be kissing her with desire, 
   saying to myself that I was not dreaming, 
although it seemed such a great thing to me 
that I feared I was.2601 
 

In the dream texts explored in this chapter rarely, if ever, does the pilgrim figure have this 

level of self-reflective awareness to wonder if what he is experiencing is a dream or 
                                                 
2600 Boccaccio, Amorosa, XLVI.22-27, p. 187 
2601 Boccaccio, Amorosa, XLVI.34-42, p. 187 
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reality. This adds a level of psychological sophistication to the text’s imitation of human 

dream life where it is very realistic for a young Dreamer who experiences the imaginary 

fulfillment of his erotic desire to test its reality. 

 Maria, however, steps back and asks Giovanni how this amorous meeting could 

have come about.2602 The Dreamer explains that he has left Guide behind in the garden 

but has hidden none of his intentions from her.2603 For Maria, Guide should be the final 

arbiter on how to proceed yet must not have complete control over Giovanni’s life: 

   “You shall go,” she said, “in search of that lady, 
and see that you follow her, for she is the one 
who leads those in error back to the straight path. 
   Whatever she wants, I want you to do – 
unless she should want to remove me from your thoughts. 
On this let her will part from yours.”2604 

 
The young man now walks with two guides, one who has been attempting to lead him to 

right understanding and, a second, who leads him on the path to good love. What makes 

this situation particularly complex and intriguing is that Maria is both a disinterested 

dream counselor and yet desirous of Giovanni to the point of having him contradict the 

recommendations of the older woman. 

In Canto XLVII, Giovanni makes his case before Guide, pledging himself to 

follow her advice wherever it may lead him, provided that Maria be allowed to join 

them.2605 Guide is indignant, however, insisting that the Dreamer follow her first before 

                                                 
2602 Boccaccio, Amorosa, XLVI.59-51, p. 189 
2603 Boccaccio, Amorosa, XLVI.61-66, p. 189 
2604 Boccaccio, Amorora, XLVI.70-75, p. 189 
2605 Boccaccio, Amorosa, XLVII.37-45, p. 191-93 
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returning to his beloved.2606 It would appear she wishes for Giovanni to grow in his 

capacity for reason before turning to the pursuit of love. Giovanni, in the end, persuades 

Guide to return with him to Maria so that she can judge for herself whether he has spoken 

truthfully.2607 

In Canto XLVIII, Guide recognizes Maria, completely changing the rules of the 

game:  

   I hold this lady to be my  
dear, sweet, and good sister, and if 
you had told me her name, we would 
   have come into her presence long ago. 
Without my faithful counsel 
this lady accomplishes neither deed nor discourse: 
   thus by her example bridle  
your desire and follow true pleasure, 
which I have already revealed to you many a time. 
   Act so that you serve her advice entirely,  
for honor, not profit, may then be my return, 
since she does not overstep my will.2608 

 
We see, therefore, that Maria is, in a sense, an instrument of Guide, able to work 

subserviently yet in tandem with her and, through the power of joy, bring the poet to his 

journey’s completion unharmed. Bernardo considers this scene to be a “reverse 

wedding,” in which the male lover is placed in the care of the female beloved.2609 

As the Canto ends, the game changes yet again when Giovanni and Maria pass 

through a pleasant, springlike meadow landscape where the young Dreamer and his 

                                                 
2606 Boccaccio, Amorosa, XLVII.46-52, p. 193 
2607 Boccaccio, Amorosa, XLVII.76-88, p. 193 
2608 Boccaccio, Amorosa, XLVIII.7-18, p. 195 
2609 Bernardo, “Triumphal Poetry,” 38 



730 

beloved, inebriated with amorous delight, wander into a thicket beyond Guide’s 

scrutinizing gaze.2610  

In Canto XLIX, the Dreamer takes the initiative, awakening Fiammetta her from a 

nap and embracing her with the hope of consummating their love.2611 By revealing the 

depth of his desire, he overcomes her fears that they will be discovered by Guide.2612 This 

is yet another point in the text that could represent both the culmination of the work’s 

narrative trajectory and philosophical program: 

   Then in ways most sweet did 
that beautiful lady remain quiet there, 
surrendering humbly, completely disposed  
   to my pleasure, and then did my soul, happy 
with this boon, take so much joy 
in itself that it could no longer remain 
   within its confines, but broke my lovely sleep, 
in which I was having such a sweet stay, 
so that it was interrupted and could no longer be pursued.2613 

 
This episode falls near the endpoint of a work whose frequent use of humor does not 

serve a satirical intention. The Amorosa Visione is, unlike the Roman de la Rose, a 

transparently moralistic dream vision. A full and uncomplicated sexual union here would 

have broken the ideological script governing the text and so Boccaccio deflects love’s 

enjoyment. 

                                                 
2610 Boccaccio, Amorosa, XLVIII.73-88, p. 197 
2611 Boccaccio, Amorosa, XLIX.24-26, p. 199 
2612 Boccaccio, Amorosa, XLIX.31-36, p. 201 
2613 Boccaccio, Amorosa, XLIX.37-45, pp. 199, 201 
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In the final Canto, Giovanni has at once arisen from his sleep and former position 

of passivity, prone in his bed. Having ceased his lamentations, he now beholds a very 

strange sight: 

   On my feet again, looking about me, 
I saw the beautiful lady whom You  
sent me in search of through the garden. 
   “What are you thinking?” she asked me, and then 
shortly added: “Let us go, for such is the will of her 
who gave you to me this day in your sleep.” 

 
On the level of narrative, it is now revealed that Guide was sent by Maria and that it is in 

reality the beloved who has been manipulating the textual agenda. At this point 

Boccaccio begins to refer to her simply as “You,” recalling a similar mode of address in 

his opening, dedicatory sonnets. In work of dream vision literature, however, this 

presents a very idiosyncratic and amusing situation in which a potentia animae has 

escaped the boundaries of the sleeping mind of the Dreamer and now appears as an 

almost fully autonomous person in his waking life. Kirkham sees Giovanni here as finally 

having made the passage to maturity by ordering his appetites through the power of 

reason: 

Boccaccio could well smile and cite in her defense what Macrobius had said 
about the prophetic visio: one may dream of a friend and then actually happen 
upon that person in life. Allegorically, since Reason persists in standing by in this 
vision, Giovanni’s rightly ordered will can be relied upon to do the reasonable and 
‘right’ thing. As if to stress his new respectability, Giovanni physically gets out of 
bed and takes an upright position; only then does he notice Reason at his 
bedside.2614  

 

                                                 
2614 Kirkham, “Amorous,” 98 
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It is not, then, as a sleeper that the young protagonist will finally obey Guide but in 

wakefulness, standing on his feet. 

Guide invites the Dreamer to return to her consoling tutelage and he pledges to be 

her unwavering disciple.2615 At the same time, he recommits himself to Maria: 

   Love gave me to You, You alone are 
the good which hope promises me, 
and You alone can make me happy. 
   My only good, my only desire, 
only comfort of my longing mind, 
only one who can further my virtue: 
   This You are and always will be, as long as I live 
I desire no more, nor can I desire  
anything beyond being the servant of such beauty. 
   Thus, whenever it pleases You, bring 
to completion that ardor which is kindled in me, 
for I am always in you, and, like an anchor in a reef, 
   immobile, fixed, I will always hold fast.2616 
 

Although the work ends here with the journey still incomplete it is clear that, from 

this point forward, Giovanni will be joined in love to Maria as he strives toward the 

elusive and vaguely defined realization of the final good. As Bernaldo concludes: “If 

Fortune’s triumph is indeed capable of annulling all earthly delights and achievements, 

she cannot intrude into a divinely sanctioned love between man and woman.”2617 

The Amorosa Visione points the dream vision genre in a new direction by 

developing the allegorical scheme of the triumphal procession. At the same time, it 

introduces a novel spirit of play in its exploration of the subjectively human experience of 

                                                 
2615 Boccaccio, Amorosa, L.31-36, p. 203 
2616 Boccaccio, Amorosa, L.82-94, p. 203, 205 
2617 Bernardo, “Triumphal Poetry,” 41 
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love, departing in this way from the genre’s often sober emphasis on establishing a 

rigorous intellectual framework and the cultivation of philosophical virtues. The poem 

gives a legitimacy to the pleasures of earthly life and romantic companionship that was 

often denied in the genre’s earlier manifestations. While not abandoning the dream 

vision’s commitment to the edification of the reader’s soul life, the Amorosa Visione is a 

work that opens the mind to fresh inquiry rather than attempting to confine it to a vision 

of a final, unassailable truth. In this way it anticipates the spirit of Italy’s Renaissance but 

at the same time heralds the ultimate dissolution of the dream vision as a viable literary 

form. 

 

 

12. Petrarch:Trionfi 

 Petrarch’s Trionfi, even more than the Amorosa Visione, belong to the newly 

dawning cultural epoch: “c’era il ritorno all’agostinianesimo con tutte le sue 

conseguenze, c’era il tramonto della scolastica, il riaffacciarsi della filosofia platonica, la 

coscienza sia pur non chiarissima in tutti che un determinato periodo storico e politico e 

filosofico e culturale en senso lato, si era chiuso.”2618 In these final decades of the waning 

Middle Ages the seeds of the renewal of all literary genres were being planted. 

                                                 
2618 Guido Bezzola, “Introduzione,” Trionfi, ed. Guido Bezzola (Milano: Biblioteca Universale Rizzoli, 
1984), 10 
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 The six books of the Trionfi are built around the seminal image of the triumphal 

military procession, which is masterfully developed to portray a succession of basic 

forces at work in human life, leading to the inescapable tragedy of death but promising 

the rich rewards of fame and of ultimate transcendence through both romantic and divine 

love. In the first book, the young protagonist falls into a dream on a placid spring day and 

it overcome with a vision of a great conquering hero drawn on a “fiery” triumphal cart 

pulled by four stallions, surrounded by a great multitude of loyal followers. The dreamer 

is approached by a friend who reveals that the leader of the procession is the God of Love 

and introduces him to a series of historical personages, Love’s “captives” who 

accompany the god in his solemn parade. He insists that the dreamer will himself lose his 

freedom to the god’s inexorable enchantment. This prediction comes to fruition as the 

young man meets his beloved Laura, is overtaken by her beauty and is ensnared in the 

mysteries and suffering of love.  

 In the second book, the Triumph of Chastity, Laura enters into an epic combat 

with the God of Love, defeating his conquering power. Joining her in her heroic victory 

are a host of illustrious women who exemplify the virtue of steadfast resistance to the 

bondage of erotic love. With Laura as their leader, this great crowd processes through the 

streets of Rome, envisioned as Imperial capital.  

The third section of the work, the Triumph of Death, begins with this victory 

celebration but jubilation soon turns to grief as a mysterious woman dressed in black and 

carrying a lugubrious banner steps out from the throng. At first a threatening figure, she 
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entices a reticent Laura with the promise of an untroubled escape from the suffering of 

life. When Laura accepts her invitation to a painless death, the valley fills with a great 

throng of those who have died, and Petrarch carefully identifies many of the noteworthy 

figures who make up this sorrowful pageant. The following morning the dreamer, alone 

and bereft, is granted a blessed vision of Laura, who visits him now as a spirit guide and 

reveals to him the reason for her rejection of his love while she was alive. She offers 

Petrarch a consoling sermon on the peacefulness of death and a prediction that many 

years remain for him in his earthly sojourn. 

The fourth triumphal procession is led by the death-conquering figure of Fame, 

with her retinue of military heroes, emperors, biblical icons, and ancient philosophers and 

poets. The next day the dreamer beholds the spectacle of the Triumph of Time, the fifth 

heroic leader and ultimate enemy of Fame, and Petrarch reestablishes the opening image 

of the cart pulled by four steeds, leading to a somber reflection on the destruction this 

unstoppable force ultimately brings to all human achievement and even to the historical 

memory of great deeds. Time stands alone, as Petrarch abandons the practice of 

enumerating historical examples for the remaining themes he will explore. The sixth 

book, the Triumph of Eternity, is a kind of cosmic vision rather than a portrayal of a 

conquering hero or spectacle of historical characters. The dreamer sees the world 

renewed through the creative action of a force that resides outside of time, forever free 

from its damaging effects and his own reflections draw the reader into a deeply spiritual 

meditation on everlasting truths. 
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The Trionfi were conceived as early as 1351-2, but Petrarch2619 would dedicate 

the rest of his life to perfecting them. A letter, in fact, shows that he was still working on 

the Triumph of Eternity in January of 1374, just six months prior to his death.2620 

Petrarch’s poem honors the allegorical-visionary tradition of Dante’s Commedia and yet 

approaches the genre from the perspective of the new humanist spirit of the age.2621 In his 

hands, the dream vision benefits from the expanding classical canon and new philological 

tools that were part of a renewal of scholarship.  

Petrarch’s poem reflects his careful study of Boccaccio’s Amorosa Visione, a 

close reading that was fostered by their intimate friendship. The two writers were bound 

                                                 
2619 According to Jay Ruud, “Petrarch, Francis,” Encyclopedia of Medieval Literature, 505-7, Petrarch is 
credited with fathering the literary and cultural movement of humanism that was grounded in a revival of 
the study of the Greek and Roman Classics. He was born in 1304 in Arezzo to a Florentine father who, as a 
White Guelph, had been exiled from his native city. Beginning in 1314 his father served as notary to the 
French pope Clement V in Avignon. Petrarch was sent to Montpellier (1319-1323) and Bologna (1323-
1325) to study law, but was taken up by his enthusiasm for classical literature and culture. After his father’s 
death in 1326 Petrarch returned to Avignon and served as diplomat to Cardinal Giacomo Colonna, who 
encouraged him in his scholarly endeavors. He availed himself of the library at Avignon, where he studied, 
collected and transcribed classical manuscripts. As a diplomat he was able to travel to many European 
courts, where he came to know the ruling elites. His first published work was a newly reorganized edition 
of Livy’s history of Rome. On Good Friday of 1327 Petrarch claims to have seen his beloved Laura for the 
first time. If she was more than a literary creation, Laura may have been the wife of Hugues de Sade, who 
died in the Plague of 1348. She would figure in his vernacular love poetry for the rest of his career. In the 
early 1330s Petrarch dedicated himself to traveling, concentrating on France and Germany in 1333. He took 
minor orders at Avignon in 1336, and traveled to Rome with the Colonna family in 1337. In the 1330s and 
1340s he worked from his home in the south of France, producing such works as his epic poem Africa, his 
Latin De viris illustribus and lyric love poems. On Easter Sunday, 1341 Petrarch gained the renown he had 
eagerly sought, as he was crowned poet laureate by the Roman Senate, an raised him to the position of the 
most famous man of letters in Europe, a status he enjoyed for the rest of his life. Beginning with his 
discovery of Cicero’s letter to Atticus in 1345, Petrarch dedicated himself to the epistolary form. During 
this period he completed his Secretum, an imaginary dialogue with St. Augustine. The Black Death of 1348 
would prove tragic, however, with the death of his beloved Laura and his patron Cardinal Colonna. 
Petrarch established himself in Milan in 1353 as diplomat to the aristocratic Visconti family. After living in 
Venice for a time, he settled in Arqua, near Padua, in 1368, where he continued his devotion to writing 
personal letters, revising his lyric poetry and transcribing classical texts. This was also the period of his 
friendship with Boccaccio. He continued to travel on diplomatic missions, and died in July of 1374. 
2620 Bezzola, “Introduzione,” 10 
2621 Bezzola, “Introduzione,” 9-10 
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by a mutual passion for exploring the new world of manuscripts of classical works that 

were coming into Europe in the 14th century. Unfortunately, much of the written 

correspondence between Petrarch and Boccaccio has been lost to history.2622 Based on 

some of the best studies that have addressed their friendship, however, Branca arrives at 

this solid conjecture of how Boccaccio’s dream poem could have encouraged Petrarch to 

take up the form: 

the two companions must have discussed the little poem [the Amorosa Visione] in 
their long and confidential conversations in Padua between March and April of 
1351; the text was then sent to Petrarch as a gift at the end of the same year.  It 
could therefore already have been read and re-read and meditated upon by him, 
judging from what we know from reliable documents, when at the end of 1352 or 
in 1355-56 he began the real and unending work on his Trionfi. At that time, in 
homage to his inspirer, he decided, pour cause, to select as his guide in the visioni 
of his poem a “true friend” born in “Tuscan land;” that is to say, according to the 
opinion of the most authoritative Petrarchans, the very author of the Amorosa 
Visione.2623 
 

The deep friendship and artistic connection enjoyed by Boccaccio and Petrarch was more 

complex than that of a less experienced student Boccaccio learning from Petrarch as 

master teacher:  

the idea of influence and of dependence has to be resolutely substituted by that 
more realistic and profitable idea of convergence in problems, interest and 
analogous solutions. Such a convergence was favored, even aside from any possible 
contact between the two, by a similarity of tastes and of sensibilities experienced in 
that common atmosphere of overwhelming cultural renewal.2624 

 

                                                 
2622 Branca, “Petrarch and Boccaccio,” 207-8 
2623 Branca, “Petrarch and Boccaccio,” 208 
2624 Branca, “Petrarch and Boccaccio,” 198 
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The fact that their friendship was based fundamentally on collaboration makes it more 

likely, as Branca hypothesizes, that Petrarch’s Trionfi, as a work in progress, reciprocally 

influenced Boccaccio as he created a revised version of his poem.2625 

Branca speaks of the attraction the Amorosa Visione must have held for Petrarch: 

“The ‘vision’ – traditionally sacred and transcendental – was resolutely transported down 

to Earth and to the level of the eternal conflict between aspirations and deficiencies of the 

will which were debated in the Secretum.”2626 Not only did he find themes in Boccaccio’s 

poem that were analogous to his own writings, but he openly drew material from his 

friend’s work: “from the very beginnings of the Trionfi the tracings of the Amorosa 

Visione […] are present even in some borrowings which are most unusual in Petrarch’s 

practice, since he was particular and careful, an assimilator and dissimulator as very few 

others had been.”2627  

Petrarch’s Trionfi, in direct imitation of the Amorosa Visione, are written in the 

same terzina versification;2628 they contain both static and animated processions of 

historical and mythological personages;2629 and they present “Fortune as an ally of Death 

against earthly goods, and of its victory not only over Love and Chastity but […] over 

Power, Wealth, Wisdom, and Glory.”2630 These macro level correspondences are even 

reflected in smaller details. In some of Petrarch’s processions, for example, the same 

                                                 
2625 Branca, “Petrarch and Boccaccio,” 208-10  
2626 Branca, “Petrarch and Boccaccio,” 203 
2627 Branca, “Petrarch and Boccaccio,” 204 
2628 Branca, “Petrarch and Boccaccio,” 204 
2629 Branca, “Petrarch and Boccaccio,” 205 
2630 Branca, “Petrarch and Boccaccio,” 204 
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historical figures appear in exactly the order in which they are presented in the Amorosa 

Visione.2631 

The work introduced two major challenges to Petrarch. To begin with, the terzina 

versification belongs to the age of scholastic debate, of syllogistic three-part arguments of 

thesis-antithesis-synthesis. Petrarch, however, was more at home in the budding 

movement of Neo-Platonism whose style of argumentation is difficult to adapt to this 

rigid structure.2632 In addition, Petrarch made his mark as a master of lyrical, short poetic 

forms such as the Rime and in the Trionfi he had to contend, for the first time, with the 

necessities of creating a coherent, overarching narrative progression for an extended 

poem.2633  

These two challenges may have contributed to what Bezzola characterizes as the 

“incompleteness” of the text.2634 While there are no missing parts, the work is, in a sense, 

unfinished, because it was in a constant state of revision: “i Trionfi sono [...] un poema 

non condotto a termine, più volte rivisto e modificato, così da consentire successive 

sistemazioni interne e anche diverse stesure testuali.”2635  

In Bezzola’s estimation, the basic fault of the Trionfi is that Petrarch, as a poet of 

refined sentiment, was not quite up to the task of creating a text that calls for a strict 

sense of inner logic:  

                                                 
2631 Branca, “Petrarch and Boccaccio,” 205 
2632 Bezzola, “Introduzione,” 10 
2633 Bezzola, “Introduzione,” 12 
2634 Bezzola, “Introduzione,” 12 
2635 Bezzola, “Introduzione,” 12 
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La construzione ideale, la «macchina» come si usava dire, è senza dubbio geniale, 
con quelle progressive vittorie della morte sull’amore e la castità, della fama sulla 
morte via via fino al trionfo dell’eternità con il quale tutto si dissolve e torna ai 
suoi principî: ciò che visibilmente resta non risolto è il rapporto tra la natura 
eminentemente lirica del Petarca e la continuazione logica di un discorso che non 
poteva fare appello soltanto assai sentimenti e all’intuizione ma necessitava di 
rinvii, di nessi, di tutta una struttura per la quale istintivamente il Petrarca non 
aveva simpatia.2636 

 
At least some of these missing connections are related to Petrarch’s lack of experience, as 

a poet of highly subjective, autobiographical miniatures, in creating full-fledged literary 

characters:  

al Petrarca mancava la capacità di descrivere altre persone che non fossero lui 
stesso e ne dà la riprova qui, dove l’erudizione, per quanto nuova, non è animata 
dalle poesia […], dove anche le parti finali del trionfo del Tempo e dell’Eternità 
perdono vigore e potenza nei confronti delle possibilità del soggetto perché manca 
il constante riferimento alla vicenda personale di cui il Petrarca ha bisogno.2637 

 
Petrarch does, however, draw upon the depth of his personal experience in the profound 

sincerity of affect that he brings to the text: “Senza – s’itende – voler con questo negare 

al Petrarca dei Trionfi parecchi versi e definizioni memorabili e divenuti proverbiali, 

nonché più e più luoghi straordinariamente felici, tutti pieni di quel dolcissimo lume che 

è una delle note più efficaci della poesia petrarchesca.”2638 

 Finally, as Piehler makes clear, in the Trionfi Petrarch made use of the dream 

vision form but approached it from the perspective a new conception of allegory. The 

outer world, including the phenomena of unconscious psychic images, would be divested 

of the autonomous power they once had over the Dreamer who could now enjoy the 

                                                 
2636 Bezzola, “Introduzione,” 13 
2637 Bezzola, “Introduzione,” 14 
2638 Bezzola, “Introduzione,” 15 
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status of a fully awakened creator and participant in the dream.2639 The center of attention 

now became the interiority of the soul.2640 In effect, Petrarch achieved a de-mythification 

of the genre, turning away from “allegory being distinguished by its extensive use of 

archetypal imagery derived from the sacred places and spiritual beings of ancient religion 

and myth, as well as by extensive dialogue between hero and spiritual guide in 

explication of the visionary mysteries.”2641 Many of the formative elements of the 

medieval dream vision are retained, yet the Dreamer’s relation to them is radically 

changed. 

  As the work opens, the young Francesco languishes in bittersweet thoughts of 

love on a perfect spring day:  

The sun was warming one and the other horn 
of Taurus, and Tithonus’ youthful bride 
Sped in the coolness to her wonted station; 
 Springtime and love and scorn and tearfulness 
Again had brought me to that Vale Enclosed 
Where from my heart its heavy burdens fall; 
 And there, amid the grasses, faint from weeping, 
O’ercome with sleep, I saw a spacious light 
Wherein were ample grief and little joy.2642 

 
With the onset of sleep the mind of the Dreamer is, as seen in all dream vision texts in 

this survey, given over to spiritual presences. Piehler, however, comments on Petrarch’s 

                                                 
2639 Piehler, “Allegory Without Archetype: Image and Structure in Petrarch’s Trionfi,” Petrarch’s 
Triumphs: Allegory and Spectacle, 99 
2640 Piehler, “Allegory,” 99 
2641 Piehler, “Allegory,” 99 
2642 Francesco Petrarch, The Triumphs of Petrarch, trans. Ernest Hatch Wilkins (Chicago: The University 
of Chicago Press, 1962), 5. According to Guido Bezzola, notes to Trionfi, 23, this spring day was April 6, 
1327, the day Francesco fell in love with Laura, his life’s love and guiding inspiration.    
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departure from generic conventions in portraying the incubatory emotional state of the 

protagonist that make this visitation possible:  

their manifestation is by no means preceded by the onset of deep mental or 
spiritual perturbation characteristic of entry into serious visionary experience. 
Rather the poet seems imbued with a melancholy arising out of long-standing 
erotic frustration. There is no “poco è più morte” in a “selva selvaggia,” none of 
the enormous inner pressures normally required, it would seem, to effect that 
penetration into the other reality in which a Lady Philosophy, a Lady Nature, or a 
Beatrice manifests herself in order to bring spiritual aid to the anguished poet.2643 

 
 For the moment the protagonist’s dreaming mind is filled completely by a vision of 

a kind, as he tells us, he has never before experienced. The God of Love appears in full 

regalia: 

 Four steeds I saw, whiter than the whitest snow 
And on a fiery car a cruel youth 
With bow in hand and arrows at his side. 
 No fear had he, nor armor wore, nor shield 
But on his shoulders he had two great wings 
Of a thousand hues; his body was all bare.2644 
 

Love appears in his classical guise as a nude, winged cherubic figure. What is lacking 

here is the Dreamer’s sense of soul-shaking fear and reverence that accompanies the 

entry of figures such as Boethius’s Lady Philosophy or Dante’s Cato. As Piehler 

observes, the dream figures in the Trionfi no longer provoke the sense of awe one would 

normally associate with divine beings. Furthermore, the pilgrim Francesco will not enter 

into a real relationship with the potentiae of the Trionfi, mainly because Petrarch has 

                                                 
2643 Piehler, “Allegory,” 102 
2644 Petrarch, Triumphs, 6 
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chosen not to connect them through the genre’s typically extensive development of 

master-student dialogues.2645 

Piehler correctly argues that Petrarch transforms a basic characteristic of the 

literary dream vision by failing to constrain the figure of Love to a larger spiritual 

hierarchy: “Cupid and Venus, the most controversial of the potentiae, whose correct 

location in the hierarchy was of such overriding concern to almost every major writer of 

allegorical visions between Alan of Lille and Edmund Spenser, are never precisely placed 

in the Trionfi.”2646 This invests Love with a negative power from which neither the 

Dreamer nor Petrarch, as poet reflecting on his experience, are able to fully extricate 

themselves. Nevertheless, it is not a blind erotic force, such as encountered in the Roman 

de la Rose, that would rob the Dreamer of his basic moral sense and dignity. 

The dreaming youth now sees a gathering of those who had “lost their lives” to 

Love’s influence. He looks for anyone he might know in the crowd but soon realizes his 

search is in vain: “Among them any I had known, there looks / Were changed by death or 

fierce captivity.”2647 One young man, however, comes forth and introduces himself as a 

friend from Tuscany,2648 offering the Dreamer these prophetic words:  

 And he began: “Long have I thought to see 
Thee here among us: from thine early years 

                                                 
2645 Piehler, “Allegory,” 102 
2646 Piehler, “Allegory,” 104 
2647 Petrarch, Triumphs, 6 
2648 As Bezzola, notes, 25, indicates, we do not know the identity of this friend, but scholars have offered 
three possible candidate:  Sennuccio del Bene, Convenevole da Prato, Giovanni Aghinolfi d’Arezzo. As 
discussed above, however, Branca indicates that the best authorities recognize the friend as none other than 
Boccaccio. See my page 738. 
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Thy life foretold that this would be thy fate.” 
 “”Twas was even so; but then the toils of love  
Dismayed me so that I abandoned them, 
My garments and my heart already rent.” 
 When I had spoken, and when he had heard 
My answer, not without a smile he said: 
“Oh my son, what a flame is lit for thee!”2649 

 
Following the genre’s conventions, the guide should offer a speech of 

encouragement, rapidly giving the Dreamer a diagnosis of his condition and an overview 

of the therapy he must endure to find freedom from his suffering. A guide such as the 

Consolation’s Lady Philosophy would emphasize that this path to freedom was in 

harmony with a completely just and reliable divine Providence, a way to escape the 

vagaries of Fortune.  

In this dream, however, the guide / friend instead envisions a poor prognosis for 

Francesco telling him that he is ensnared by amorous passion, a force that cannot be 

avoided. His lighthearted commentary contrasts with the young Dreamer’s gloom and 

might lead the prepared reader to consider this literary dream to be a kind of game of love 

of the sort that Boccaccio played in the Amorosa Visione. Nevertheless, as this theme is 

developed it will become clear that this apparent levity conceals a much deeper 

metaphysical concern. 

The friend now acts as interpretive guide, helping Francesco to understand more 

about the nature of the god who has so radically interfered with his life: 

 Gentle in youth and fierce as he grows old, 

                                                 
2649 Petrarch, Triumphs, 7 
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As who makes trial knows, and thou shalt know 
In less than a thousand years, I prophesy. 
 Idleness gave him birth, and wantonness, 
And he was nursed by sweet and gentle thoughts, 
And a vain folk made him their lord and god. 
 Some of his captives die forthwith; and some 
More pitilessly ruled, live out their lives 
Under a thousand chains and a thousand keys.2650 

 
The description moves from Cupid’s physical aspect to the manner in which his impulse 

is able to act in the human psyche, from the thoughts that kindle erotic love to the 

devastation and enslavement it can leave in its wake. 

The friend introduces the first lovers in this procession, Caesar and Cleopatra: 

 He who so lordly and so proud appears, 
First of us all, is Caesar, whom in Egypt 
Cleopatra bound, amid the flowers and grass. 
 Now over him there is triumph; and ‘tis well, 
Since he, though conqueror of the world, was vanquished 
That Love, who vanquished him, should have the glory.2651 

 
As in Boccaccio’s Amorosa Visione and perhaps to an even greater degree, description of 

famous personages is highly distilled, focusing on an essential characteristic, a gesture or 

a moment that best defines them as lovers. In contrast to the Amorosa Visione, the space 

in which Petrarch’s lovers appear is rather amorphous and undefined. As will be 

discussed in Chapter 4, this is also the case in the procession of Virtues in Francisco 

Imperial’s Dezir.  

Following the model of the Amorosa Visione, Petrarch’s processions include not 

only historical figures, but Olympian gods: 
                                                 
2650 Petrarch, Triumphs, 8 
2651 Petrarch, Triumphs, 8-9 
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 See lovely Venus, and with her see Mars, 
His feet and arms and neck laden with chains. 
Yonder are Pluto and Proserpina. 
 Behold the jealous Juno, and the blond 
Apollo, who once scorned the youthful blow 
That dealt him such a wound in Thessaly. 
 What shall I say? To put it briefly, then, 
All Varro’s gods2652 are here as prisoners, 
And, burdened with innumerable bonds, 
 Before the chariot goes Jupiter.2653 

 
Even the gods are held captive by Love’s power, reinforcing the idea that erotic 

entanglement represents an onerous and inescapable loss of freedom. 

In Section II of this first Triumph, we see a more extended narration, recounting 

the tragic love between the Numidian King Massinissa and the Carthaginian noblewoman 

Sophonisba.2654 The Dreamer feels himself unworthy to know such eminent and 

magnanimous figures,2655 who have been almost mythologized through the work of 

Roman historians such as Livy.2656   

Their love is described as both potent and honorable: “Never was sweeter flame 

in two hearts lit, / Nor shall be. Nights too few, alas, / Were for our great desires so brief 

and scarce.”2657 As Massinissa explains, however, what Cupid had brought together was 

ultimately doomed, because the duties of his sacred bonds of friendship with Scipio were 

an even stronger force: “To those who love, high justice is high doom; / And thus the 
                                                 
2652 Bezzola, notes, 31, explains that Petrarch is referring to the entire company of gods enumerated in the 
16 volumes of Varrone’s Rerum divinarum 
2653 Petrarch, Triumphs, 11 
2654 For more details on King Massinissa, see footnote 1694, my pages 430-31. 
2655 Petrarch, Triumphs, 12 
2656 The historical details of their relationship can be found in Livy’s Ad urbe condita libri xxix.23, xxx.8, 
12-15.8 
2657 Petrarch, Triumphs, 13 
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verdict of so great a friend / Stood like a rock to thwart enduring love.”2658 The poet-

narrator reveals that, that in the end, Sophonisba’s tragic death was inspired by this love. 

Petrarch uses Massinissa’s speech to portray this violence as an act of heroic virtue 

agreed to by both the lovers: 

 And I of my own grief was minister, 
For she so passionately entreated me 
That I, who suffered that she might not suffer, 
 Sent her the poison – with such sorrowing thought 
As she well knows and I remember well, 
And thou mayst know, if thou too knowest love.2659 

 
Love, then, is shown here not as baneful trap, but as a potentially ennobling force in 

human life. Among all of the “vain folk” and “captives” he will meet in this procession, 

Petrarch seems to have the greatest sympathy for this pair.  

The young Dreamer now speaks of his urgent desire to gain a more certain 

knowledge of the spectacle before him: 

 As one who travels by a doubtful road 
And stops at every step, and looks about 
And ponders, hesitant and slow to move, 
 E’en so the train of lovers made my steps 
Unsure and halting: for I sought to know 
With what a fire each burned, and how intense.2660 

 
This helps us to appreciate the Trionfi as yet another extended dream lesson, connecting 

this vision to the long literary tradition studied in this chapter, with its ever present 

                                                 
2658 Petrarch, Triumphs, 14 
2659 Petrarch, Triumphs, 14 
2660 Petrarch, Triumphs, 15 
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emphasis on educating the soul of the reader who participates vicariously in the gradual 

learning process undergone by the protagonist.  

In much the same way that the author of the Escala de Mahoma, or Dante, at 

times emphasize the pilgrim’s passage through vast spatial expanses populated by an 

infinitude of spiritual beings, Petrarch greatly enlarges the scale of the procession from 

the relatively limited dimensions found in the in the Amorosa Visione. Where 

Boccaccio’s fixed frescos provided at least a nominal framework and boundary for 

imagining his long lists of classical heroes and villains, Petrarch’s space is more fully 

three-dimensional and directly mimetic of “real world” spaces one would encounter in 

waking life: 

 More were the lovers here, captive and bare, 
Than all the soldiers Xerxes2661 led to Greece – 
The host extending farther than my sight. 
 Of many tongues and many lands they were. 
Hardly of one in a thousand did I learn 
The name; and of those few my tale shall be.2662 

 
The effect is to place the Dreamer within a landscape populated by an anonymous horde 

united in their bondage to the god of Love. 

This array of love-stricken souls leaves Francesco overwhelmed and speechless. 

In response to his friend’s puzzlement at his silence, the dreaming protagonist reveals 

                                                 
2661 According to Richard Adler, “Xerxes I,” Encyclopedia of the Ancient World, vol. 3, 1140, the Persian 
ruler and military leader Xerxes I (c. 519 B.C.E. – 465 B.C.E.), after quelling revolts in Babylonia and 
Egypt, set his sights on Greece. After a victory in the Battle of Thermopylae in 480 B.C.E. he went on to 
seize and destroy the city-state of Athens. Following this highpoint in his career, the Greeks launched a 
series of successful attacks against his forces. He was assassinated in a palace coup, most likely in reprisal 
for his failed leadership. 
2662 Petrarch, Triumphs, 17 
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how actively he has been engaging through imagination and intellect with the panorama 

of unfortunate lovers: “Brother, I answered, well thou knowest me: / So eagerly do I 

desire to learn / That the desire itself impedes my learning.”2663  This shows the degree to 

which Francesco as a pilgrim figure enjoys almost the same level of agency one would 

expect of a literary character acting in a fictional space representing waking life. The 

greatest difference is that the psychology of the dream allows for Petrarch to show an 

impulse, such as the desire to learn, as central and dominant because it has been freed 

from the constraints of the linear, logical and reasoning mind of the waking ego.   

The decoupling of desire from reason, however, has a darker side. Implicitly the 

reader can appreciate that it is at the root of the error that has consigned the lovers in this 

Triumph to their miserable afterworld condition. The psychic qualities of erotic love 

Francesco encounters are shown, in this context, as anathema to the healthy practice of 

the Christian faith and damaging to one’s personal relationship with God. Petrarch 

illustrates this by including wayward Biblical figures in the procession: 

 See then how love in evil cruelty 
Overcame David, leading him to a sin 
He was to weep for in a dark retreat. 
 See how the cloud of love likewise obscures 
The clear fame of the wisest of his sons, 
Leading him far astray from the Lord above.2664 

 
It must be noted, however, that the Trionfi do not feature the kind of clearly delineated 

and theological program that is central to the Divina Commedia. While a value is placed 

                                                 
2663 Petrarch, Triumphs, 20 
2664 Petrarch, Triumphs, 21 
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on certain virtues, such as chastity, that certainly resonate with Christian ideals, at no 

point in the text does one find direct encounters with the Godhead, saints or angelic 

beings. Instead, Petrarch’s imagination of the afterworld in the Trionfi is based primarily 

on classical rather than Scriptural, patristic or Scholastic models. 

Francesco’s guide introduces a series of rapidly parading examples of love gone 

wrong; of dignified love compared to “evil” love; and of “those who fill our books with 

dreams” – fictional lovers such as Lancelot from the tradition of medieval romance.2665 

This stirs the imagination of the Dreamer into a kind of premonitory angst that heralds 

the entrance of his beloved: 

 Thus did he speak; and I, as one who dreads 
A coming ill, and trembles ere he hears 
The sound of the trumpet, and feels future wounds, 
 Was pale as one removed from the tomb, 
When by my side appeared a youthful maid, 
Purer by far than e’en the whitest dove. 
 She took me captive: I, who would have sworn 
To make defense against men bearing arms, 
Was bounden by her words and by her ways.2666  

 
Petrarch creates a vivid contrast between this image of heavenly virtue embodied in 

Laura, the beloved, and the sudden loss of self-possession and freedom her presence 

instills in the Dreamer. In the Trionfi, the psychology of romantic love is explored in 

some depth and with a precise and self-revealing descriptive detail in a way that is far 

more concentrated than Dante’s visions of this aspect of love in the Commedia. This can 

be clearly seen in the youth’s complex reaction to his first encounter with his beloved:  
                                                 
2665 Petrarch, Triumphs, 21-23 
2666 Petrarch, Triumphs, 23 
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 I was as one of those who more regret 
Another’s good than one’s own ill, seeing her, 
My capturer, in liberty and peace. 
 And as I know too well, and all too late, 
her beauty wrought a deadly snare for me, 
Burning with envy, jealousy and love. 
 I could not take my eyes from her fair face –  
As one who is ill, and yet desires a food 
Sweet to the taste, but certain to do harm –  
 To every other pleasure blind and deaf, 
Following her through paths so perilous  
That I still tremble when I think of them.2667 

 
The attention given to evoking the Dreamer’s subjectivity surpasses anything seen in this 

chapter’s review of dream vision literature. It is emblematic of the shift taking place from 

a medieval worldview centered on hierarchical divine order to a growing Renaissance 

ethos that sought to locate a kind of universal order within the human being. Where 

Dante emphasizes a kind of “exterior” or objective journey through a series of 

interlocking worlds standing as a macrocosm in which the human being participates and 

finds himself reflected, Petrarch sees the mind of a man, rooted inwardly in eternal 

principles, as the measure of things. 

The description of the beloved in the Triumphs also reflects this shift toward 

humanistic ideals. In contrast to the otherworldly Beatrice, Laura represents a 

combination of radiant virtue and extraordinary yet earthly sensual beauty:  

 A bearing that is hers and only hers, 
Her smile, her words, and even her disdains, 
Make her, in truth, a sun among the stars. 
 Her locks, now bound in gold, now free to the wind, 

                                                 
2667 Petrarch, Triumphs, 24 
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Her eyes, illumined with celestial light, 
Inflame me, making me content to burn. 
 Who could find words to tell of what she is, 
Of her benignity and gentlehood? 
My words are but as brooks are to the sea. 

 
Her presence, recorded in the present tense, both stirs Francesco with erotic passion and 

inspires him to celebrate her soul qualities in verse, a task he feels is doomed to miss its 

mark. 

In recording his own experiences as a neophyte, Petrarch sees the path of love as 

an unavoidable challenge: “Hard is the law of Love! but though unjust / One must obey 

it, for that law prevails / Throughout the universe, and lasts for aye”;2668 as a kind of 

danger to health and sanity: “I know the serpent hiding in the grass, / And how 

uncertainty may banish sleep, / How without illness one may faint and die”;2669 and as a 

fleeting joy in the midst of life’s miseries: “Burning me evermore, and threatening death: 

/ A little sweetness ends in bitterness.”2670  

After seeing a procession of love poets from the classical world, including Dante, 

the troubadours and close, Italian friends of the poet, the Dreamer travels with two 

friends he calls “my Laelius” and “my Socrates”2671 to the realm of Venus: 

 Beyond the Aegean’s sighs and tears there lies 
The softest and the gentlest of all isles 
Warmed by the sun or watered by the sea;2672 

                                                 
2668 Petrarch, Triumphs, 26 
2669 Petrarch, Triumphs, 26 
2670 Petrarch, Triumphs, 27 
2671 Petrarch, Triumphs, 30. As Bezzola, 55, explains, Laelius is understood to be Lello di Pietro di Stefano, 
a literary enthusiast from Rome, whom Petrarch had befriended in 1330. His “Socrates” is believed to be 
Luigi Van Kempen, a Flemish musician. 
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 And hidden in the midst a shadowy hill 
With fragrances so sweet and streams so clear 
That from the heart they banish manly thoughts.2673 

 
This is a place of seductive beauty where the “manly” forces of will are subdued and 

eroded. Venus’s realm is, moreover, a non-Christian land, where the soul becomes 

disoriented and all scales of value are upended: “And even now it is so reft of worth, / 

Holds still so much of its first pagandom, / That to the bad ‘tis sweet, sour to the 

good.”2674 It is, finally, by appearance an idyllic place of eternal spring, yet it conceals its 

unwholesome, soul-binding effects:  

 Streamlets that spring from living fountains run 
Through the fresh verdure in the summer heat 
When shade is deep and gentle is the breeze;  
 And then, when winter comes and the air is cool, 
Warm sun, games, food, and torpid idleness 
That casts its evil spell on foolish heart.2675 

 
Although this is a wild expanse, rather than a cultivated, enclosed space, it clearly 

belongs to the tradition of the Park of Diversion from the Roman de la Rose.2676. 

The poet, reflecting back on the journey of Francesco as pilgrim figure, 

recognizes Love’s Triumph as a place where he was taken in by the false promises of 

love, as are all who enter this region: “Errors and dreams and vain imaginings / Were 

                                                                                                                                                 
2672 As Bezzola, 100, notes, this is the island of Cyprus. According to R. Scott Moore, “Cyprus,” 
Encyclopedia of the Ancient World, 455, the Greek goddess of love, beauty and fertility, Aphrodite, was 
believed to have been created there as she came forth from the Cyprian sea. The island features a number of 
surviving temples dedicated to Aphrodite, the most famous at Paphos.   
2673 Petrarch, Triumphs, 31 
2674 Petrarch, Triumphs, 32 
2675 Petrarch, Triumphs, 32 
2676 See my pages 537-41. 



754 

gathered at his great triumphal arch, / And at his palace gates were false beliefs.”2677 

There is a note of bitterness here that pervades the text, taking this vision of love in a 

very different direction than the course earlier charted in the Amorosa visione 

Nevertheless, the Triumph of Love proves to be, in the end, a necessary space for 

a kind of purgation of the soul. Through painful experience rather than an intentional 

program of self study, the Dreamer’s personality is radically transformed, a kind of 

evolution that was never consciously pursued. In the case of Francesco, what is purged is 

a kind of sleepy naiveté and what is gained is a more reasoned, mature perspective of life:  

 It was within this dark and narrow cage 
That we were shut, and there, and all too soon 
My hair turned white, and all my looks were changed;  
 And all the while, dreaming of liberty 
I fed my soul, impatient for escape, 
By thinking of the loves of olden times. 
 Like snow that melts away in the sun was I, 
Gazing at the great spirits here confined— 
Like one beholding lengthy painted scenes,  
 Whose eyes look back, despite his hurried feet.2678 

   
This is a curious moment in which a forward movement of the soul, a time of chastening 

suffering, is mixed with a sense of sentimental nostalgia. 

The second book, the Triumph of Chastity, is devoted to an epic battle that 

belongs to the tradition of the Psychomachia, only here the battlefield of the mind is 

linked with the psychological qualities of Laura, the fictionalized spirit of a real world 

                                                 
2677 Petrarch, Triumphs, 33 
2678 Petrarch, Triumphs, 34. As Hans Biederman, Dictionary of Symbolism (New York: Facts on File, 
1992), 380, indicates, the color white carries a negative value, as a color associated with the “pallor of 
death,” and a positive connotation, as in the alchemical tradition, where the darkness of the materia prima 
is transformed into the philosopher’s stone. 



755 

personality. Having now witnessed the process through which Love ensnared Francesco, 

the reader now views the ruthless attack the god launches upon Laura: 

 As when two lions roaring in their rage 
Together crash, or blazing thunderbolts 
Plunge downward, riving air and Earth and sea, 
 So I saw Love, with all his armaments, 
Moving to capture her of whom I write, 
Swifter than flame or wind in her defense.2679  

 
The dreaming protagonist, then, is passively gazing upon a combat waged against his 

beloved by an impersonal force that is outside his control. He seems less interested in its 

outcome than he is fascinated by the spectacle and in this sense he is like all of the other 

beings Love has enslaved in his mother’s kingdom: “All of the captives, then, with one 

accord, / Withdrew to a high place, to witness thence / A battle that turned hearts and 

eyes to stone.” As Piehler notes, Petrarch  never gives the sense in this text that Love’s 

captives find release from their bondage.2680 The theme of erotic love does not find a 

traditional, doctrinally correct resolution on a note of divine grace. 

Francesco’s conscience is also awakened by what he sees, provoking a confusing 

mix of emotions:  

 Pity contended in me with desire, 
For she to me would be a sweet companion, 
Yet ‘twould be hard to see her overcome, 
 Virtue, that never doth forsake the good, 
Proved then how deeply in the wrong is he 
Who, leaving her, complains of his defeat.2681 

 

                                                 
2679 Petrarch, Triumphs, 40 
2680 Piehler, “Allegory,” 104 
2681 Petrarch, Triumphs, 41 
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The outlines of the work’s moral foundation are coming into view. Despite its 

classicizing tendencies that look forward to the literature of the Renaissance, the Trionfi, 

like all dream vision literature, retains an openly didactic intention that keeps the text 

connected in part to a medieval cultural outlook.  

Also medieval is the placement of allegorical figures in a battle scene that seems 

as if it were directly modeled upon the Psychomachia: 

 Honor and Modesty were in the van, 
A noble pair of virtues excellent, 
That set her high above all other women; 
 Prudence and Moderation were near by, 
Benignity and Gladness of the Heart –  
Glory and Perseverance in the rear;2682 

 
Whereas before Francesco’s very personal and individual sentiments for Laura were the 

center of attention, here she appears associated with impersonal, abstract forces. One is 

reminded, furthermore, that these virtues are heavenly beings supporting Laura with a 

power far greater than Cupid’s capacity to entrap her.2683  

After gazing upon a procession of chaste women from the classical world, 

Francesco and his contingent travel farther on, finally arriving at Rome. The city is 

referenced in its role as center of Empire: 

 Unto the sovereign city thus we came, 
First to the temple that Sulpicia2684 built  
To quench the flame of madness in the mind, 
 And then at last to the fane of Chastity, 

                                                 
2682 Petrarch, Triumphs, 42 
2683 Petrarch, Triumphs, 43 
2684 Bezzola, notes, 72, explains that this was a temple, dedicated to the Venus Verticordia, who was known 
for her power to remove amorous passion from the heart  
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That kindles pure desires within the heart, 
Fit for patrician, not plebian, folk. 
 There the fair victress spread her glorious spoils 
And there she left the crown that she had won, 
The sacred laurel crown of victory.2685 

 
Laura thus arrives in the city like a conquering hero, rendering homage to the divine 

powers that have helped her to maintain her integrity. Emphasis is placed on her nobility 

of heart, a basic character trait that in Petrarch’s mind elevates her above the condition of 

ordinary humanity.  This is yet another example of a dream vision that associates the 

struggle for virtue with the notion of an aristocracy based upon the cultivation of superior 

qualities within the soul. 

Piehler argues that Laura, who is fused with the unconquerable power of 

Chastity,2686 is the most powerful of the potentiae in the poem:  

Victor over Amor, Mistress over the personifications of chastity, morally, 
poetically as well as theologically victorious over death, made famous through the 
devotion of the poet, her dominance of the Triumphs only seems in question in 
the Trionfo del Tempo, which, it seems, will put an end to all fame and all the 
eloquence and wit that sustained it.2687 

 
Petrarch’s relationship to his beloved, however, is unique within the dream vision genre. 

Laura is not, like Dante’s Beatrice, a superhuman guide for whom the Dreamer must lose 

all erotic attachment. Neither is she a purely allegorical prop such as Jean de Meuns’s 

Rose, that serves as a dehumanized channel, destructively consuming all of the 

Dreamer’s attention. Instead, she represents a fully human love that unites earthly desire 

                                                 
2685 Petrarch, Triumphs, 46 
2686 Piehler, “Allegory,” 103 
2687 Piehler, “Allegory,” 104 
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with something eternal, a wholesome reality that can be reached through the clarity of 

reason and is available to the reflective, waking consciousness with which the poem was 

composed.  

In the ensuing third book, the Triumph of Death, the victory celebration is cut 

short by the entrance of a foreboding figure who challenges Laura: 

I beheld a banner dark and sad, 
 And a woman shrouded in a dress of black, 
With fury such as had perchance been seen 
When giants raged in the Phlegrean2688 vale, 
 Came near, and said: “O thou who goest on, 
Proud of thy beauty and thy youthfulness, 
And know’st not when thy life shall reach its end, 
 I am that one whom all ye mortals call 
Fierce and relentless: ye are deaf and blind, 
Night falls upon you ere ‘tis eventide.”2689 
 

One has the sense that Laura has met a more formidable foe in Death, a power that 

eventually has victory over all, who has come to snatch Francesco’s beloved in her prime. 

Laura defends herself but finally consents to what cannot be avoided, yet defiantly 

reminding Death that she has no power over her soul.2690 Death is taken aback and puts 

down her guard of ferocity, promising a gentle passage from life on Earth: 

 If thou hast any trust in what I say, 
Who can enforce my will, ‘tis better far 
To shun old age and all its many woes. 
 I am disposed to honor thee in a way 
Unwonted, and to let thee pass from life 
Free from all fear and from all suffering.2691 

                                                 
2688 According to Bezzola, notes, 76, this is the place in Thessaly where Jupiter fought the Titans.  
2689 Petrarch, Triumphs, 54 
2690 Petrarch, Triumphs, 55 
2691 Petrarch, Triumphs, 55-56 
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Once again Laura has won a kind of victory, raising herself far above the level of 

common humanity. Francesco’s vision is now drawn to the fate of the proletarian masses 

who dwell in the other world, many of whom enjoyed prominence and power while on 

Earth: 

  The plain itself and all its slopes were filled 
With a great host of the dead of many times, 
From India, Cathay, Morocco, Spain. 
  Here now were they who were called fortunate, 
Popes emperors, and others who had ruled; 
Now are they naked, poor, of all bereft. 
 Where now their riches? Where their honors now? 
Where now their gems and scepters, and their crowns, 
Their miters, and the purple they had worn?2692 

 
Petrarch draws on the classical topos of ubi sunt to show how death is a great leveler. The 

message is more central than the setting, as the allegorical potential of the landscape is 

not fully developed here. In fact, for the most part, the scenery in the Trionfi serves as 

mere backdrop or adornment.2693   

Following Laura’s glorious passage from life, attended by friends and neighbors 

who had loved her, the Dreamer enters a period of bitter grief: 

 April the sixth,2694 it was, and the first hour, 
When I was bound – and now, alas, set free! 
Surely the ways of fate are strange indeed! 
 None ever grieved so much for servitude, 
Even for death, as I for liberty, 
And that my life was not now ta’en from me.2695 

 

                                                 
2692 Petrarch, Triumphs, 56 
2693 Piehler, “Allegory,” 100-1 
2694 This date is April 6, 1327. See footnote 2642, my page 741. 
2695 Petrarch, Triumphs, 58 
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Where the Amorosa Visione takes playful delight in developing the idea of love as a kind 

of sweet servitude, a theme that is commonplace in courtly love poetry, here it is taken to 

a level of high seriousness. Francesco in his bereavement is wrestling with fundamental 

questions of life and death. 

The protagonist, in the depth of his suffering, then receives a vision within the 

larger framework of his narrated dream, one that recalls the early morning dreams in the 

Purgatorio: 

 The night that followed the dread stroke of fate 
That quenched the sun – nay, lifted it to heaven, 
Leaving me lost and blind upon the Earth – 
 Was spreading through the air the coolness sweet 
That with the whiteness of Tithonus’2696 mate 
Is wont to take the veil from dreams confused, 
 When toward me, from among a thousand crowns, 
There came a lady like unto the Spring, 
Crowned with a diadem of orient gems. 
 Speaking and sighing, she held out to me –  
Bringing eternal sweetness to my heart –  
The hand that I so greatly had desired.2697 

 
This is a vision of Laura, now transfigured into a spiritual presence within the tradition of 

Lady Philosophy. Like Boethius’s personification of this catechist of reason, Laura 

attempts to turn Francesco’s core beliefs on their head: “‘I am in life, and thou art still in 

death,’” / She said, ‘as thou wilt be until there come / The hour that shall release thee 

                                                 
2696 Bezzola, notes to Trionfi, 83, reminds the reader that Titon’s lover was Aurora, the dawn. 
2697 Petrarch, Triumphs, 60 
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from the Earth.’”2698 For blessed souls, then, true life begins in the afterworld, in the 

realm of the divine.  

When Laura recounts that the experience of leaving this world is, for those who 

live in virtue, merely a momentary discomfort, Francesco recognizes her as his 

beloved.2699 When the Dreamer asks her why, while she was alive, she had always 

rejected his protestations of love, even as her “peaceful eyes” betrayed her true feelings 

for him, she explains that she was restrained by the code of honor:  

 More than a thousand times anger appeared 
Upon my face, while love glowed in my heart, 
But reason ever conquered my desire.  
 And when I saw thee overcome with grief  
I looked upon thee then with kindly eyes,  
Safeguarding thus our honor and thy life.2700 

 
This is yet another example of Laura’s exemplary virtue and shows once again how the 

framework of the literary dream can become a space where a poet works out deep 

personal concerns, using the power of imagination to bring meaning to suffering. 

At the end of this Triumph, Francesco has been transformed by his conversation 

with his beloved. A ritual of sorts has been enacted that has allowed him to reach a place 

of solace within his grief. Francesco seeks guidance for one last question, and Laura 

responds in the spirit of Macrobius’s oraculum, where a venerable figure gives a clear 

vision to the Dreamer of his life to come: 

 “Your kind and loving words have made it seem   

                                                 
2698 Petrarch, Triumphs, 61 
2699 Petrarch, Triumphs, 62-63 
2700 Petrarch, Triumphs, 64 
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That all my sufferings were light and sweet, 
But life without you will be hard for me. 
 Therefore, Madonna, this I fain would know: 
Shall it be soon or late that I follow you?” 
And she, departing, said: “Tis my belief  
 Thou wilt be long without me on the Earth.’”2701 

 
In the same way that Cicero’s Africanus informs Scipio that his remaining days are few, 

Laura reveals to Francesco that a long life awaits him. 

Where Death came into Francesco’s dream as a transparently threatening spiritual 

being, Fame comes onto the scene in the deceptive guise of seductive splendor: 

 Then, as I gazed across the grassy vale 
I saw appearing on the other side 
Her who saves man from the tomb, and gives him life. 
 As at the break of day an amorous star 
Comes from the east before the rising sun, 
Who gladly enters her companionship, 
 Thus came she.2702 

 
Fame is evoked here in religious overtones, likened to the dawn, and even praised as a 

source of eternal life. 

At the head of Fame’s procession, Francesco finds two souls he had previously 

encountered in the Triumph of Love: 

 The sky all round about was now so bright 
My eyes were vanquished by its brilliancy, 
In spite of the desire that filled my heart. 
 Those who attended her bore on their brows 
The sign of worthiness; among them were 
Some I had seen aforetime bound by Love. 
 At her right hand, first I bent mine eyes, 
Were Scipio and Caesar; but which one  

                                                 
2701 Petrarch, Triumphs, 68 
2702 Petrarch, Triumphs, 73 
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Was closer to her I could not discern.2703 
 
This reference to Scipio and Caesar in a new setting helps the reader to see how the 

famous personages who enter into the text become a kind of token or sign whose function 

is determined completely by its context and relationship to the kaleidoscope of motifs and 

underlying ideological message of each individual section of the poem. Here they suggest 

that equal weight must be given to those who earn fame through service to their country 

and those who ascend to a kind of eternal memory within human history for the great 

power they wielded on Earth. 

After a long parade of Roman heroes,2704 Francesco consults the “records of the 

olden age,” which allow him to extend his vision into the more remote past where he sees 

famous champions and villains drawn mainly from Greek history and epic literature.2705 

As he turns to well known figures from Scripture, Petrarch uses a technique that is a 

mainstay of the entire work: 

 Foremost therein was he who planned to build 
A dwelling place for God among mankind; 
But he who built came after him, for so 
 It was ordained. He raised the holy House, 
From base to summit – but within his heart 
He builded not so well, as I infer.2706 

 
The identity of these Biblical character is somewhat obscured, but as Bezzola notes, they 

are David, who planned to build the temple, and Solomon, who completed the work.2707 

                                                 
2703 Petrarch, Triumphs, 73-4 
2704 Petrarch, Triumphs, 74-78 
2705 Petrarch, Triumphs, 78-80 
2706 Petrarch, Triumphs, 81  
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As in the frescoes of the Amorosa Visione, a part of the pleasure for the reader of this text 

is to recognize the references taken from a literary culture that was common to the 

worldly elite who comprised the intended public of these works.    

At times Petrarch’s portrayal of those who appear in Fame’s assembly is 

panegyric, as in the effusive words he has for Cleopatra: 

 And in her woman’s heart was strength so great  
That with her beauty and her armored locks 
She brought dismay to men unused to fear –  
 I speak of the imperial might of Rome  
That she assailed in war – albeit at last 
She for our triumph was a wealthy prize.2708 

 
One has the sense that Petrarch sees a heroic quality in the legendary erotic power of 

Cleopatra. On balance, this Triumph shows fame as a quality to be desired and sought, 

not as a vain or self-deceiving pursuit. 

Fame’s Triumph, however, also leaves room for Petrarch to launch an invective, 

in this case against the Christian world for its final failure to capture the Holy Land 

through its Crusades. This righteous anger comes as the inversion of Petrarch’s praise for 

Duke Godfrey:2709 

                                                                                                                                                 
2707 Bezzola, notes, 104. The Scriptural account of the construction of the temple under Solomon is found in 
1 Kings 6:1-38, and 1 Kings 7 and 8. According to Shira Schoenberg, “Solomon,” Jewish Virtual Library, 
American-Israeli Cooperative Enterprise, 2010, Web, 11 May 2010, “Solomon’s downfall came in his old 
age. He had taken many foreign wives, whom he allowed to worship other gods. He even built shrines for 
the sacrifices of his foreign wives. Within Solomon’s kingdom, he placed heavy taxation on the people, 
who became bitter. He also had the people work as soldiers, chief officers and commanders of his chariots 
and cavalry. He granted special privileges to the tribes of Judah and this alienated the northern tribes.” 
2708 Petrarch, Triumphs, 83 
2709 According to Louis Bréhier, “Godfrey of Bouillon,” The Catholic Encyclopedia. Vol. 6 (New York: 
Robert Appleton Company, 1909), Web, 8 Jun. 2010,  Godfrey (b., most likely in Boulonge-sur-Mer, 1060, 
d. Jerusalem, 1100) was the first Duke of Lorraine and crowned the first King of Jerusalem. He was chosen 
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 Live on, ye wretched Christians, in your pride, 
Consuming one the other, caring not  
That the tomb of Christ be in the clutch of dogs! 
 Few men, if any, saw I after him 
Rise to high fame, if he be not deceived, 
Either through arts of peace or arts of war.2710 

 
Recalling Dante’s Commedia and anticipating the work of Francisco Imperial, the author 

of a literary dream vision often infuses the work with his most deeply felt political 

convictions. The imaginary space of the otherworld then becomes a place to address what 

are perceived as the ills of the earthbound human world. 

The fourth book’s Triumph of Fame is also a place reserved for those who passed 

into history for their accomplishments in peaceful cultural spheres. Plato, for example, 

leads a parade of philosophers: “I turned to the left; and Plato there I saw, / Who of them 

all came closest to the goal / Whereto by Heaven’s grace may man attain.”2711  Just as 

observed above in reference to  Dante’s Commedia, the ancient thinkers are celebrated 

                                                                                                                                                 
to succeed his uncle Godfrey the Hunchback, Duke of Lower Lorraine, who was assassinated in 1076. 
Instead, the Emperor Henry IV took over Lorraine, leaving Godfrey with lands in Antwerp. From 1080-84 
Godfrey fought with Henry IV in Italy against Gregory VII, and his inherited lands in Lorraine were 
restored to him in 1089. In 1096, Godfrey, together with his brothers Eustache and Baldwin, were the first 
to take up Pope Urban II’s call to crusade. They departed on August 15, 1096 with an army of 10,000 
knights and 30,000 foot soldiers. They passed through Hungary, where Baldwin was taken hostage. They 
were, however, known for their strict discipline, and welcomed openly by the people, who gave them 
provisions. Although they declared their commitment to nonviolence and were promised free passage 
through Byzantine lands, they were drawn into combat at Hellespont with the forces of Emperor Alexius I 
in December 1096. During the winter Godfrey was drawn into further skirmishes as the emperor sought to 
prevent his forces from joining with Boehmond and the Normans. Godfrey was forced to submit to the 
Emperor, but all crusading forces were able to continue toward the Holy Land the following spring. His 
subsequent role in the crusade would be minimal. On July 15, 1099, however, Godfrey led the victorious 
siege of Jerusalem. He was elected and reluctantly accepted the title of Duke and Advocate of the Holy 
Sepulcher. He was posthumously recognized as the first King of Jerusalem. En route to an attempted siege 
of Acre, he contracted the plague at Cæsarea. He died in Jerusalem in July 18, 1100. 
2710 Petrarch, Triumphs, 84 
2711 Petrarch, Triumphs, 85 
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and yet regarded as falling short of passing into the realm of the blessed. Plato is 

followed by Aristotle, Socrates and Hercules.2712 

The fifth book, or Triumph of Time, enacts a complete reversal of the scale of 

values extolled in Fame’s procession. Francesco has a vision of the Sun, who expresses 

his envy at the world of men, especially for those who grow in fame across the centuries 

while he must keep to an unchanging course over immeasurably greater expanses of 

time.2713 And yet, just because of this great disparity between human and cosmological 

time, the Sun becomes a symbol of Fame’s futility: 

 So swiftly sped he that not even thought 
Could follow – and much less could tongue or pen –  
So that I gazed at him in great afright. 
 Watching his marvelous velocity, 
This life of ours deeper in meanness seemed 
Than it had once seemed high in dignity.2714 

 
Although the Dreamer never leaves the confines of the Earth in his dream, this is one 

instance in which celestial phenomena take center stage. As in all dream vision texts, this 

helps to widen the spatial horizons of the work and demonstrates the smallness and frailty 

of human life. The vision of the sun causes Francesco to reflect soberly upon his own 

situation: 

 I followed then my hopes and vain desires, 
But now with mine own eyes I see myself 
As in a mirror, and my wanderings, 
 Considering now the brevity of life, 
And striving to make ready for the end: 

                                                 
2712 Petrarch, Triumphs, 85-86 
2713 Petrarch, Triumphs, 96  
2714 Petrarch, Triumphs, 96 
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This morn I was a child, and now am old. 
 What more is this our life than a single day, 
Cloudy and cold and short and filled with grief, 
That hath no value, fair though it may seem?2715 
 

Here Petrarch needs no polished step or clear fountain to take up the medieval 

commonplaces of the speculum and the brevitas vitae. 

After establishing through an extended discourse that Fame is fleeting and subject 

to the devouring force of Time, Petrarch arrives at an alarmingly bitter view of human 

life, one that might be seen as finding an echo in modern existentialist philosophy: 

“Happy are they who die in swaddling clothes, / And wretched they who die in utmost 

age, / ‘Blessed is he who is not born,’ ‘tis said.”2716 This is the work’s darkest point and 

shows that as a dream vision the Triumphs follows a trajectory that is quite unusual for 

the genre. The Dreamer has moved from finding peace with the death of his beloved to 

becoming entranced by Fame to discovering that what he has dearly valued is, in the end, 

nothing.  

At his moment of greatest vulnerability, Francesco is finally receptive to divine 

grace. In the sixth and final Triumph of Eternity, the pilgrim finds his way to a 

conclusive, resounding resolution to his search: 

 When I had seen that nothing under heaven 
Is firm and stable, in dismay I turned 
To my heart, and asked: “Wherein hast thou thy trust?” 
 “In the Lord,” the answer came, “Who keepeth ever 
His covenant with one who trusts in Him.” 
Well do I see the mockery of the world, 

                                                 
2715 Petrarch, Triumphs, 97 
2716 Petrarch, Triumphs, 100 
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 And know what I have been, and what I am, 
And see Time marching, nay more, flying on;  
Yet there is none of whom I may complain. 
 For the fault is mine: long since should I have opened  
Mine eyes, instead of waiting to the end, 
And true it is that I have delayed too long.  
 But divine mercies never come too late: 
In them I hope, that they may work in me 
A transformation excellent.2717 

 
The protagonist turns from painful self-analysis to a hopeful realization of the ground of 

divine love. This culminates in what appears to be a final, integrating and apocalyptic 

view of the cosmos: 

 So ran my thought; and as I pondered it 
More and more deeply, I at last beheld 
A world made new and changeless and eternal. 
 I saw the sun, the heavens, and the stars 
And land and sea unmade, and made again 
More beauteous and more joyous than before. 
 Greatly I marveled, seeing time itself 
Come to an end, that ne’er before had ceased, 
But had been wont in its course to change all things. 
 Past, present, future: these I saw combined 
In a single term, and that unchangeable: 
No swiftness now, as there had been before.2718 

 
The Earth and the heavens lose any threatening or hostile qualities they may have once 

had, and time itself dissolves into eternal life. This calls to mind the healing celestial 

imagery explored in the Sominium of Cicero and its followers. As Piehler notes, however, 

the scope of this resolution may be much more limited than with those found in works 

such as De Consolatione or the Divina Commedia: “Heaven is seen as a place where that 

                                                 
2717 Petrarch, Triumphs, 107 
2718 Petrarch, Triumphs, 108 
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frustrated yearning may eventually find relief, but it remains ambiguous whether that 

relief should be seen as transcendent or as essentially confined to the satisfaction of the 

limited personal desires evinced in the earlier triumphs.” The Dreamer may find a kind of 

peace with himself but not necessarily a full reintegration into a higher, cosmic order. 

This ending is, however, quite appropriate for a dream vision text, as Petrarch is quick to 

show how this divine grace is connected with the work of a creator God:  

 Yet He who rules by motion of His brow, 
Who quiets or perturbs the elements, 
And to whose wisdom I may not attain –  
 Even the angels are content and glad 
To comprehend a thousandth part of it, 
And set desire and are intent thereon.2719 

 
The difference is that this is only an inkling of a hoped-for state and not an account of an 

experience of a fully heightened consciousness and encounter with divinity. Nevertheless, 

it is woven, as one may expect in a literary dream vision, into a philosophical and 

theological reflection that binds together the various strands of the work as Petrarch 

intones in a prophetic voice: 

 I think the day is coming near when gains, 
Both good and evil, will be judged at last,  
As clearly seen as through a spider’s web. 
 Then ‘twill appear how vain are human cares, 
How uselessly we labor and we sweat, 
How easily we mortals are deceived.2720 
 

In this way, he works exegetically on the imagery of Francesco’s vision and requires no 

dream guide to explain its meaning. 
                                                 
2719 Petrarch, Triumphs, 109 
2720 Petrarch, Triumphs, 111 
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The final words of the poem are devoted, however, to the memory of Laura: 
 

Before them all, who go to be made new, 
 Is she for whom the world is weeping still, 
Calling her with my tongue and weary pen, 
But heaven too desires her, body and soul. 
 Beside a stream that rises in the Alps 
Love gave to me for her a war so long 
My heart still bears the memory thereof. 
 Happy the stone that covers her fair face! 
And now that she her beauty hath resumed, 
If he was blest who saw her here on Earth, 
What then will it be to see her again in heaven!2721 

 
In this conclusion, Petrarch closes the final loop, integrating the work’s exploration of 

human love and grief with its account of a philosophical and spiritual journey in the 

direction of a deeply desired and more profound understanding of life and union with 

divinity. In much the same way as Dante concludes the Commedia, Petrarch sees no need 

here to show how his Dreamer comes back to waking life. 

This sense of closure corresponds to what Piehler considers to be the “primary” or 

“surface system” of allegory in the work which links the Trionfi comfortably with the 

dream vision tradition.2722 At a deeper level, Petrarch has constructed a kind of “anti-

allegory” using this form to “deconstruct” the genre from within.2723 The tension that 

propels the work is not so much philosophical as the search for the proper place for his 

most intimate feelings of love and loss for Laura within a well ordered life.2724 In this 

pursuit the poet / Dreamer must retain his full human autonomy, meaning that “he has to 
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2722 Piehler, “Allegory,” 105 
2723 Piehler, “Allegory,” 105 
2724 Piehler, “Allegory,” 105-6 
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write an allegory that will in some way utilize and come to terms with the archetypes 

without admitting their fatal authority over him.”2725 This is, essentially, Petrarch’s 

attempt to transform the dream vision genre from a divinely oriented, philosophical, 

allegorical mode to a lyrical exploration of the terrain of a human-centered subjectivity. 

 

 

13. Conclusions 

This chapters’s survey began in the classical era with the account of an eminent 

statesman who made a hero’s journey into the celestial spheres one night as he slept, 

gaining in the process an objective account of the reality of the afterlife, the true 

condition of the human soul and his ultimate destiny on Earth. An exploration was made 

of how the genre attained new philosophical dimensions and an anti-epic allegorical 

sense in the hands of the early Christian writers Boethius and Prudentius. An in depth 

look at Berceo’s representative efforts to arrive at a sacred and allegorical depiction of 

landscape were followed by an analysis of the roughly coetaneous with Jean de Meun’s 

development of the erotic garden, both of which are integral to the dream vision genre’s 

elaboration of space as a projection of the inner terrain of the human psyche. The Roman 

de la Rose was shown to be a two-layered, multifaceted erotic satire of the dream vision 

form. The Escala de Mahoma, in contrast, was examined as a repository of human 

spiritual imagination and seedbed of motifs for the genre’s future development. The 

                                                 
2725 Piehler, “Allegory,” 106 
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Divina Commedia was approached as the highest expression of the literary dream vision 

and used as a point of reference to and move through the triumphal processions of the 

Amorosa Visione as a more worldly adaptation of the genre to the theme of erotic love as 

an ennobling force in human life. The chapter concluded with an investigation of 

Petrarch’s efforts to return a classicizing sense to the form in a work written not with a 

nod to the objective truths sought by epic realism but, instead, aiming at the subjective 

truths of the human heart that can only be properly uncovered through the interiorizing 

mode of lyric verse.
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 CHAPTER FOUR: MIÇER FRANCISCO IMPERIAL AND HIS 

DEZIR A LAS SIETE VIRTUDES 
 

1 Historical background 

The second half of the 14th century was a time of great social and political 

upheaval in Castile. The nobility began a series of uprisings against King Pedro I, El 

Cruel (r. 1350 – 1369) that were exacerbated by the ongoing war with Pedro IV (r. 1336-

1387) of Aragon.2726 A new political force crystallized around the illegitimate sons of 

Alfonso XI, the father of Pedro I. These were the Trastamaran brothers Enrique and 

Tello. Their challenge to Pedro was part of a much broader pattern in the kingdom of 

growing class conflict, as a schism was developing between the powerful men of the 

cities who supported the strong, centralized monarchy of Pedro and the rural nobility that, 

due to demographic and economic changes taking place, was becoming weaker as it 

began to lose its traditional sources of income from vassalage and control of vast 

expanses of land.2727   

A three-year civil war ended with the assassination of Pedro I by his brother-in-

law and successor Enrique II (r. 1369-1379). Enrique was the first in a series of kings 

who would, ironically, continue Pedro’s project of strengthening the central 

                                                 
2726 José María Monsalvo Antón, La baja Edad Media en los siglos XIV-XV, política y cultura (Madrid: 
Editorial Síntesis, 2000), 32-33 
2727 Monsalvo Antón, La baja, 33 
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monarchy.2728 Nevertheless, as Monsalvo Antón stresses, the unwritten social contract 

that defined the relations of power between the nobility and the king was largely 

rewritten. 

Enrique II had gained control of the kingdom in no small part because of his 

liberality in showering grants and titles on the nobles who had supported him during the 

civil war.2729 The nobility at this time underwent a significant transformation that was 

marked by “the rise to prominence of lesser branches of the great old noble houses, with 

a few new lesser nobles rising to very highs status.”2730 These newly promoted nobles 

were often granted large estates and royal privileges.2731  

With this infusion of new participants, the noble caste entered into a relationship 

with the Crown that allowed it to grow in power and at the same time strengthened the 

king’s authority.2732 Where before the feudal lord would independently collect income 

from a limited number of vassals on his lands, the centralized royal bureaucracy now 

dedicated itself to a regularized collection of rents and taxes that depended upon a class 

of men charged with governing regions that were much more extensive than the 

traditional feudal domains.2733 Such men were now entrusted with the hereditary title of 

señorío sobre villas, a position of control over the rents of local communities that began 

                                                 
2728 Monsalvo Antón, La baja, 35 
2729 Teofilo F. Ruiz, Spain’s Centuries of Crisis: 1300-1474 (Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing, 2007), 80 
2730 Ruiz, Spain’s Centuries, 81 
2731 Ruiz, Spain’s Centuries, 81 
2732 Monsalvo Antón, La baja, 67-70 
2733 Monsalvo Antón, La baja, 69-70 



775 

to replace the feudal relationship of lord and vassal.2734 On the one hand, this period saw 

the “despliegue del estado central como extractor independiente del excedente” and, on 

the other, a new nobility that found its support in an “honda señorialización basada en 

nuevos beneficiarios.”2735  

Enrique II sought to unify the Peninsula (except for Portugal) through a series of 

strategic marriages and during his reign a small circle of nobility from his extended 

family rose to new heights.2736 During the reign of Enrique III (1379-1406) a new social 

dynamic developed as a “nobleza de servicio” began to replace this insular administrative 

caste. As Monsalvo Antón explains: “Esta nobleza de servicio no dependía de la sangre 

real, de la estirpe reinante, sino que brillaba por su lealtad y su capacidad política. 

Encajaban mucho mejor en un esquema de gobierno monárquico donde la 

despersonalización en el ejercicio del poder político avanzaba con firmeza.”2737 Some of 

these señoríos were already in existence but given to new owners and they were often 

traded among the nobility or even between nobles and the king.2738 In addition, beginning 

with the reign of Enrique III nobles were able to acquire new administrative authority 

through señoríos whose power had traditionally been based solely on control over the 
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land.2739 In this environment new family dynasties such as the Mendoza and Manrique 

families began to flourish.  

 In Andalusia, due to the unique situation of the Reconquest, an older nobility 

whose power was rooted in lands held in northern Castile became enmeshed in the 

emerging local power structures and the nobleza de servicio was slower to develop. The 

end of the 14th century in this region was a kind of transitional period in which many new 

noble lineages that were unique to the region were founded, becoming a political force 

that would persist into the modern period.2740    

 The nobility of medieval Castile was in reality a social block made up of many 

layers. As Joseph O’Callaghan describes, at its base were large numbers of petty 

noblemen or knights, known as caballeros, infanzones, and hidalgos.2741 In a frontier 

region such as Seville and its surrounding countryside, they continued to play a 

significant role in the late 14th and 15th centuries: “So long as the reconquest was still in 

progress they had the opportunity to enrich themselves by booty or the acquisition of 

lands.”2742 Of more direct importance for the social rank of Francisco Imperial was the 

development of an urban nobility: “The urban aristocracy, composed of wealthy 

merchants and bankers (known as […] caballeros villanos or ciudadanos) dominated the 

political life of the cities and usually represented them in the cortes. Many obtained the 
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privilege of nobility from the crown”2743 The social phenomenon of the urban caballero 

will be discussed in greater depth below. 

 Monsalvo Antón maintains that by the 15th century Castile’s government was 

balanced on “tres pilares”: the Consejo Real, the Audiencia and the Cortes.2744. The 

traditional nobility, who exercised their powers through the Consejo Real, often came 

into conflict with the urban elite who dominated the Cortes.2745 Through these conflicts, 

however, both of these nuclei of power were paradoxically strengthened and together 

they contributed to the consolidation of a centralized monarchical authority: 

Todo quedaba entrelazado: aumento de los excedentes en una economía rural y 
urbana en expansión – intercambios comerciales – alta fiscalidad indirecta (y 
consentimiento fiscal de las Cortes) – fortalecimiento de los aparatos centrales del 
estado – transferencia estratégica de rentas a la nobleza – integración tendencial 
de las capas altas en la centralización monárquica. […] En definitiva, una 
monarquía solvente y una aristocracia satisfecha.2746 

 
Teofilo Ruiz, however, stresses that the considerable power that had been ceded to the 

nobility by successive kings created serious obstacles to the growth of royal power 

moving into the 15th century:  

Such erosion of the royal domain and authority had, in turn, disastrous 
consequences for Castile over the next hundred years. Not unlike France or 
England in the late fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, the rise of the nobility led to 
waves of violence and instability. Securely grounded in their new economic 
power and high standing, the Castilian nobility challenged royal authority and 
even coveted, as was the case in the reigns of John II and Henry IV, the control of 
the Crown.”2747  
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 The severe challenges faced by Enrique III in asserting control over Seville and 

the surrounding region is illustrative of the great tensions that plagued relations between 

the Crown and the nobility. This reality provides a necessary backdrop for appreciating 

the sense of outrage expressed by Francisco Imperial in his Dezir a las siete virtudes at 

the situation of endemic and poisonous corruption plaguing his beloved city. 

 On a national level, Enrique III’s greatest task, as Ruiz states, was to protect royal 

authority from the encroachment of powerful noble contingents: “His main goal was to 

curb the ambitions of the high nobility and, specifically, those of his uncle Fadrique of 

Benavente, one of the original regents.”2748 As Nicolás Tenorio stresses, on the local 

level, by the late 14th century Seville’s government was completely dominated by these 

contentious factions of principal families with highly detrimental results:  

Eso fue causa de un estado social, durante el cual se olvidaron, cayendo en 
desuso, los buenos preceptos consignados en los Ordenamientos de D. Alfonso XI 
y D. Pedro I, que se referían al orden administrativo y judicial; despareciendo 
también los Fieles ejecutores, creados por el primero de estos reyes, especie de 
magistrados que la corona nombraba con encargo de hacer cumplir los 
ordenamientos, dando cuenta al monarca, caso contrario. La gobernación pública 
estuvo en manos del Cabildo de los Veinticuatros y el de los Jurados, pero como 
éstos, aun cuando estaba prohibido que fuesen vasallos de los ricos-hombres, ni 
tuviesen dineros de ellos no hacían caso de la ley y practicaban lo contrario, 
aconteció que en las reuniones de los Cabildos se reflejaron las mismas 
parcialidades y banderías que se suscitaba fuera, por cuya causa el gobierno de la 
cosa pública se desmoralizó y las rentas de la ciudad no se utilizaron siempre, ni 
en todos los casos, en beneficio de los habitantes.2749 
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In addition, leading noble families such as the Guzmanes against the Medinaceli and the 

Ponces against the Guzmanes were locked into bitter and often violent feuds.2750 By the 

time Enrique III took the throne as a child, these conflicts had escalated into disturbances 

and riots, some of which were connected to the massacres of Jews that had begun in 

1391.2751 This quarrelsome atmosphere even descended upon the Almirantazgo with its 

base of operations in the city and close ties to the monarchy, as when Don Álvar Pérez de 

Guzmán, who was appointed “Almirante mayor del mar” and oversaw the activities of 

the Ataranzas, contested the appointment of Diego Hurtado de Mendoza as Almirante de 

Castilla in 1394, leading to a riot when the latter attempted to take control of the 

shipyards. 

 Local officials at this time were singularly corrupt and added to the climate of 
social unrest: 
 

Consta además que los alcaldes ordinarios de la ciudad harían grandes desafueros 
así en las sentencias de los pleitos, como en el otorgar de las escrituras, llevando 
en todo más dinero del que permitían los ordenamientos, intranquilizando con ello 
a los vecinos que veían perder sus derechos que les fuera dado rescatarlos.2752 

 
This situation of near anarchy led the jurados de Sevilla to send a delegation to 

Enrique in February of 1394 while the king was in Alcalá de Henares. Their report 

contained a litany of abuses that ranged from the fact that the high nobility had 

monopolized the courts and were the only persons named representatives to the king; that 

this governing block had created a special tax on meat known as the blanca de la carne 
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that had amounted to 300,000 morabetinos annually; that these ricos-hombres in 

positions of authority were forcing the citizens of Seville to accept lodgers, taking 

possession of inns and even barrios and arbitrarily seizing clothing and other belongings; 

that the municipal government was minting its own currency to sell to the royal treasury 

and creating turmoil in the local economy; that foreign merchants were being harassed to 

the point of abandoning the city; that there were serious irregularities in the fees the city’s 

administrators were collecting for their services; that the alcaldes mayores regularly 

challenged the judgments of the alcaldes ordinarios; that Don Fernand Antes, Maestre de 

Portugal, was interfering illegally in judicial proceedings; that the mayordomos del 

campo were poorly accounting for the city’s expenses and income received from rents; 

that soldiers were regularly being threatened for not having made required services and 

that the jurados de la Judería continued acting in their posts even after they had been 

suspended.2753 

Enrique sent his Justicia mayor Diego López de Stúñiga to the city in 1394 and 

the chronicles of the city emphasize a climate of strong resistance to his attempts to bring 

order to Seville.2754 Tenorio, however, is of the opinion that his presence brought a 

needed sense of calm and lawfulness to the city,2755 but that this was only temporary and 

the king himself would need to reimpose his authority:  

El mal tenía hondas raíces y no bastó para extinguirlo la intervención del Justicia 
mayor de Castilla en la cosa pública de la ciudad, que debió durar poco tiempo; 
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fue necesaria la presencia del Rey para remediarlo, quien primero benévolo y 
después justiciero, lo hubiese cortado de raíz a no haberle alcanzado antes la 
muerte.2756 

 
The king visited the city in 1396 and once again in 1402.2757 His greatest challenge in 

1396 was a strengthened and rebellious nobility “que llegó hasta adueñarse de ciudades, 

villas y rentas oscureciendo la persona del monarca.”2758  

Tenorio concludes, however, that the king was largely successful in quieting the 

bitter factionalism that was dividing Seville and bringing a period of peace to the city in 

1402 that would last until his death at the end of 1406. 2759 Ortiz y Zúñiga’s annals also 

attest to this, stating that in 1402 Enrique had put Juan Alonso de Toro in command as 

corregidor2760 with five men who served as his faithful governors: Rodrigo Álvarez de 

Abreu; the royal scribe Diego García; Miçer Ventolín,2761 the king’s chamberlain; Juan 

Martínez, armador de las flotas and Bartolomé Martínez de Sevilla, who had served as 

the treasurer of King Juan I. As Ortiz y Zúñiga concludes: “como dicen las Crónicas, 

tuvieron esta ciudad en suma paz cinco años, que fue hasta 1407, en que muerto el Rey 

cesó esta forma de gobierno, y fueron restituidos algunos de los Venticuatros, que habían 

sido privados de sus oficios.”2762  
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 Although the final years of Enrique’s reign appear to have brought political 

harmony to Seville the city was struck by a series of apocalyptic natural calamities. Ortiz 

y Zúñiga speaks in epic terms of the plague that erupted in 1400: “Fatal fue a Sevilla el 

año de 1400 afligida de rigorosa peste que minoró mucho su vecindad, epidemia que se 

advierte haber faltado en estos años centenares.”2763 1400 and 1401 were also years of 

famine: “Afligió este año y el siguiente a Sevilla, sobre prolijas lluvias, esterilidad, 

ocasión de hambre y peste.”2764  

Finally, geat floods hit the city in 1403: “En los fines del año pasado y principios 

de este escribe el Padre Juan de Mariana, que fueron grandísimas las inundaciones de 

muchos ríos de España, por lo exorbitante de las lluvias; el Guadalquivir fue terrible, y 

que anegó la mayor parte de la ciudad, no bastando los muchos reparos con que estaba 

prevenida.”2765 These events must have cast an ominous pall over the city just as the new 

century was dawning, as if divine powers were bringing a severe form of punishment to a 

populace that had lost its moral compass.  

 The death of Enrique III was in some ways like the bursting of a dam that had 

kept urban strife to a minimum. The first years of Juan II’s rule were marked by a 

renewed struggle for power within the municipal government. The chaos this brought in 

the year 1407 is well captured by Ortiz y Zúñiga:  

Entre tanto divulgada la muerte del Rey, cuya justicia tenía a raya los ánimos 
inquietos, presto en varias partes se resucitaron los alborotos pasados, 

                                                 
2763 Ortiz y Zúñiga, Anales, vol. 2, 262 
2764 Ortiz y Zúñiga, Anales, vol. 2, 264 
2765 Ortiz y Zúñiga, Anales, 289-90 



783 

principalmente en Sevilla, donde tanta disposición había en los opuestos ánimos 
de sus principales. Los Caballeros Veinticuatros privados de sus oficios, 
aspirando a volver a ellos, no bastaban a reprimirlos ni las Justicias propias, ni el 
Corregidor […], con que la ciudad se llenó de escándalos.2766 

 
As will be explored below, this is precisely the time period that resonates most strongly 

with the harsh moral invectives launched by Francisco Imperial against his cherished 

city. Imperial would have been in a unique situation as an urban knight who had enjoyed 

a powerful position in service to the Crown to appreciate the significance of the periods 

of corruption that plagued Seville and the importance of strong kings whose leadership 

could potentially bring the light of justice to balance the forces of dissention and toxic 

self interest that threatened to tear apart the social fabric of the city and even the kingdom 

itself. A fuller appreciation of Imperial’s point of view in his poetry can be gleaned by 

linking the few but enlightening biographical details that have been known for decades 

with new facts that have recently come to light. 

 

 

2. The Imperiale Family 

As discussed in some depth in Chapter 1, individual Genoese families who had 

gained great skills in trade and finance pushed Genoa’s sphere of influence to the west 

from 1250 onward. A family structure unique to medieval Italian city-states, the albergo, 

or clan, played a vital role in local governance and in projecting Genoese economic and 
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political power outward into the Mediterranean basin. The clan was formed contractually 

and not based on blood ties as several smaller families would adopt a common surname 

by formal agreement or through marriages. Epstein provides a helpful definition for this 

unusual social organization and addresses its vital role in the municipal power structure: 

The albergo, a recent social formation, was in its narrowest sense an extended 
clan, held together by agnatic ties, the members of a house acting together in 
politics and commerce. Supporters and clients from other social groups buttressed 
the noble core and gave it the resources to attempt revolution. In the city the 
alberghi formed the basis of neighborhoods and gave the Genoese another source 
of protection and solidarity. Kinship, in blood or constructed networks, was 
replacing the older loyalties based on purely geographic neighborhoods and 
helped to compensate for the weakness of citywide authority.2767 

 
By the 15th century, when there were roughly 30 such family clans, belonging to an 

albergo was a prerequisite of and pathway to nobility.2768 Each albergo would have its 

own district in Genoa with a public square, lodge, palace, church and housing for its 

members.2769 As the institution evolved, however, it came to wield a political and social 

power that transcended geographical boundaries.2770 The albergo enjoyed fiscal 

privileges and considerable autonomy in governing its internal affairs and in controlling 

its common property. As a family clan it was united in a strong sense of kinship and 

solidarity.2771 Although the typical albergo had members belonging to all levels of the 
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social stratum, it was at its core an aristocratic-mercantile family,2772 ready to enter into 

complex business enterprises of great risk and reward. 

In the 18th century Giacomo Giscardi documented how ten families banded 

together to form the Imperiale albergo in 1308. It was essential for their survival that the 

newly formed clans declare their alliances in this time of great tension between the 

Guelphs, who supported the papacy, and the Ghibellines, who supported the Holy Roman 

Emperors. As one might suspect, the Imperiale family was in fact on the side of the 

Emperor. A harder question to answer is which Emperor was instrumental in the 

foundation of their clan: 

Scrivono alcuni, che avendo detta famiglia servitor l’Imperator Greco,2773 il 
medesimo gli chiamasse Imperiali, concedendo loro anche l’Aquila nelle armi. 
Altri pero asseriscono, che ciò si facesse per autorità e privileggio dell’Imperatore 
Ludovico; ma avendo questo Imperatore assonta tale dignità l’anno 1314 devesi 
più presto dire, che egli con suo Privileggio confermasse questo Cognome, 
concedendo allora l’Insegna, che tuttavia usano quelli di tal cognome.2774  
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This places the reference cited by Rafael Lapesa, that Ludwig had bestowed the name 

Imperiale as a kind of reward for services rendered to the Empire,2775 into a more 

nuanced and complex historical context. 

Giscardi compiled a thorough account of the Imperiale family and their 

noteworthy accomplishments from the period immediately prior to the creation of their 

albergo at the beginning of the 14th century up to the early modern period. As the earliest 

reference to the family he cites a biography of Santa Simbania2776 that states that Suor 

Franceschetta Imperiale was the Prioress of the Monastery of St. Thomas in 1293, 

showing that the last name was likely already in use before 1308.2777 

 Not all members of the families who banded together as the Imperiale clan fully 

joined the albergo as some maintained their original family names2778. Among the most 

notable founders of the clan who did adopt the new name were Alberto and Raffaello 

Simone and Giacomo Tartarti, who became Imperiali in 1308 in the town of 

Boccatagliata, while Angelo Tartaro Dottore joined the clan in 1315.2779 Lanfranco and 

Antonio Pignattari also became Imperiali in 1308.2780 Formal opposition to the clan 

would come some two decades later when, according to Giorgio Stella,2781 on the day of 
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Saint Mathew in 1335 the Guelphs declared themselves enemies of the Imperiale family 

in Soziglia.2782 

 Giscardi provides brief biographical details for several members of the Imperiale 

clan, but the most relevant data for his study involve the relatively early connections the 

family developed with the Iberian kingdoms. Angelo Imperiale, an ambassador in 1336 to 

Pedro IV of Aragon, deserves mention as an individual who formed a pact between the 

monarch and the city of Genoa.2783 By virtue of this treaty he also became Genoa’s 

ambassador in Avignon to Pope Benedict XII.2784 In 1339, he was succeeded in this post 

by Luca Imperiale.2785 

 Several members of the Imperiale family are featured in Liagre de Sturler’s 

collection of Genoese notary records but only a few are involved in business or legal 

affairs connected with the Hispanic world. The earliest of these is the most interesting as 

it references one of the Imperiali who lived in Seville and held an important post 

there.2786 The document, dated September 3, 1360, is a confirmation made by the Vicar of 

Genoa’s Magistrate of an extract from a complaint and depositions that had been 

formally registered in the presence of the Genoese consuls in Seville. These legal records 

involved a dispute between the Genoese merchant Colombo Lomellino and Pedro 

Bernardi of Ibiza, who was the owner of a ship flying under the flag of the Kingdom of 

                                                 
2782 Giscardi, Origine, f. 1105 
2783 Giscardi, Origine, f. 1105  
2784 Giscardi, Origine, f. 1105 
2785 Giscardi, Origine, f. 1105 
2786 Doc. 300, September 3, 1360, Genoa, Liagre de Sturler, Les relations, 392-5 
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Aragon. Colombo had complained that Rois Martin Puntini, a citizen of Seville, had hired 

out the ship to transport merchandise, including Flemish cloth, to Ceuta but was 

intercepted and detained by Pedro Bernardi in Conil de la Frontera. The Genoese consuls 

in Seville who originally handled the complaint were Antonio Imperiale and Ambrosio de 

Bracellis. This is the kind of legal proceeding that would have taken place at the Genoese 

lonja or lodge. 

A document from nearly 20 years later describes a member of the Imperiale clan 

as a financial backer of a commercial voyage that began in the Balearics.  On December 

15, 1379, Guglielmo Lulli, a resident of Mallorca, was paid 375 librae genovese by 

Antonio Imperiale, Simone Maraboto and Enrico de Camilla to act as guarantor of a 

cargo of alum he shipped from there to l’Ecluse on board a vessel owned by Andalo 

Cattaneo.2787 Perhaps this is the same Antonio who had earlier served as Genoese consul 

in Seville.  

The Imperiali were also among the numerous Genoese merchants and insurers 

involved in trade with the Kingdom of Granada. On February 19, 1388, Donayno 

Imperiale was paid 625 librae genovese as guarantor for five merchants of a shipment of 

cinnamon from Genoa to l’Ecluse or the Dutch city of Middleburg by way of the 

Kingdom of Granada. One of the witnesses to this document is Barisono Imperiale, who 

is listed with the title of “censarius.”2788  

                                                 
2787 Doc. 376, December 15, 1379, Genoa, Liagre de Sturler, Les relations, 502-3 
2788 Doc. 509, February 19, 1388, Genoa, Liagre de Sturler, Les relations, 665  
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On February 14, 1389, Pietro Imperiale was one of 20 Genoese merchants who 

paid the banker Antonio Grillo 1,300 librae for a shipment of merchandise carried from 

Sanlúcar de Barrameda2789 to London or l’Ecluse by Ilario de Mari on board a ship hired 

from Angelo de Mari. This suggests that the Imperiale family was trading in Seville at 

this time, as Sanlúcar de Barrameda is the natural outlet of the Guadalquivir to the 

Atlantic.2790 

In at least one instance, a member of the Imperiale clan was actually a perpetrator 

of robbery on the high seas. In a document from 1408, Gabriele Imperiale was granted a 

safe conduct by King Martin I “el Humano,” (r. 1396-1410) in what amounts to a 

retroactive indemnity for acts of piracy he and his men committed against Aragonese 

subjects in or near the port of Valencia as well as protection from future crimes they 

might commit.2791 This is an example of a type of marine insurance contract that deserves 

further investigation. As discussed below, this is the same king who some five years 

earlier had amicably recognized Francisco Imperial as lieutenant admiral of Castile. 

The Imperiale family was both directly and indirectly involved in banking 

transactions taking place in Seville in the latter half of the 14th century. Nicolo de 

Bellignano Imperiale is listed as the secretary who registered a promissory note involving 

five letters of exchange contracted by Giovanni Dardella in Seville in connection with 

                                                 
2789 An Atlantic port some 53 km to the north of Cádiz. The original Latin text states that the ship was 
loaded with cargo in “Rio Sibilie.” The Guadalquivir River, in fact, reaches the sea at this port, making it 
the natural gateway for commercial traffic coming into and leaving the city.  
2790 Doc. 528, February 14, 1389, Genoa, Liagre de Sturler, Les relations, 696-97 
2791 Archivo de la Corona de Aragon, Real Cancillería, registro 2183, fol. 80 r. and v.  
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Peter Dardella in Genova.2792 Since all of these records are kept in Genoa, it is very likely 

that Nicolo, who simply expedited the paperwork, was based there rather than in Seville. 

From 1378 to 1417, the Great Schism provided a more direct way for the 

Imperiale family to profit in the complex business of letters of exchange in the Spanish 

kingdoms where they engaged in transactions with the papal court at Avignon, a major 

European center of credit in the final decades of the 14th century.  In 1377, Pellegrino 

Imperiale is recorded as having paid the bill of a collector based in Castile.2793 By 1388, 

Federigo Imperiale, also based in Avignon, had monopolized the market in letters of 

exchange from the papal curia that were handled by a collector based in Toledo. This 

collector would discharge them through Imperiale’s representatives in Seville: Lodovico 

Cattaneo,2794 Paolo Lecaro,2795 Cipriano Paussano,2796 Ottobone Scoti 2797or Samuele di 

Gentile.2798  

Peter Spufford details one transaction that is illustrative of the kind of business 

Federigo conducted in Seville from his base in Avignon:   

                                                 
2792 Archivio di Stato di Genova, Divers. Not. 104, cited in Heinrich Sieveking, Genueser Finanzwesen mit 
besonderer Berücksichtigung der Casa Di S. Georgio (Freiburg, 1898), 238-40 
2793 Jean Favier, Les finances pontificales a l’époque du Gran Schism d’Occident 1378-1409 (Paris: 
Éditions E. de Boccard, 1966), 491, cites Yves Renouard, Les relations des papes d’Avignon et des 
compagnies commerciales et bancaires, de 1316 à 1378. Bibliothèque des Écoles françaises d'Athènes et 
de Rome, fasc. 151(Paris, 1941), 326, but does not give details for the manuscript involving this 
transaction.  I was unable to consult the work of Renouard. 
2794 Payment of December 12, 1388, Camera Apostolica, Introitus et Extius 365, fol. 7 r., cited in Favier, 
Les finances, 491. I have seen images made from the originals of these documents and they do not provide 
any further detail concerning the Genoese community in Seville beyond the names of Imperiale’s 
representatives. 
2795 Payment of November 8, 1389; Intr. ex. 366, fol. 4 r., cited in Favier, Les finances, 491 
2796 Payments from 1391; Intr. ex. 367, fol. 25 r., 26 v. and 33 v.; 369, fol. 6 v., cited in Favier, Les 
finances, 491 
2797 Payment of August 20, 1392; Intr. ex. 369, fol. 33v., cited in Favier, Les finances, 491 
2798 Payment of October 22. 1392; Intr. ex. 369, fol. 42, cited in Favier, Les finances, 491 
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For example, at Seville in June 1393 the papal sub-collector Miguel Rodriguez 
purchased a bill of exchange from the Genoese Francesco di Gentile with 400 
gold doblas, payable at Avignon by Federigo Imperiale within 15 days of being 
presented to him. On this occasion the sub-collector was not going to Avignon 
himself, nor had he a messenger to send, so that di Gentile himself transmitted the 
bill of exchange to Imperiale, who, just under 6 weeks later, paid the sum of 480 
cameral florins into the papal treasury in gold. But in Seville, 400 doblas were 
worth 533 cameral florins. Rodriguez had in effect paid 53 florins, 10% of the 
sum remitted for the service provided.2799 

 
These kinds of lucrative transactions were vital to the international commerce that was 

rapidly developing in Western Europe where itinerant merchants often needed a way to 

move large sums of money in the absence of hard currency. Favier explains that 

Imperiale worked in this capacity until 1397.2800  

 

 

3 A Biographical Sketch of Miçer Francisco Imperial 

Only a few definitive biographical details are known to exist for the poet Miçer 

Francisco Imperial. One of the earliest references to his life comes from the pen of Juan 

Alfonso de Baena who included several of Imperiale’s compositions in his Cancionero, a 

key collection of 14th- and 15th-century Castilian poetry compiled about 1445 in 

Andalusia. In a rubric introducing Imperial’s panegyric Dezir composed in 1405 for the 

birth of the future king Juan II, Baena states that: “Este dezir fizo e ordenó miçer 

                                                 
2799 Spufford, Money and its Use in Medieval Europe (Cambridge, England: Cambridge, U.P, 1988), 394, 
cites Favier, Les finances, 451-79, without giving a specific documentary reference.  
2800 Favier, Les finances, 491 
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Françicsco Imperial, natural de Jénova, estante e morador que fue en la muy noble çibdat 

de Sevilla.”2801 

 In 1864, the literary critic José Amador de los Ríos made what is perhaps the 

earliest biographical reference to Francisco Imperial, one that connects him with a Jaime 

or Jácome Imperial:  

Oriundo Miçer Francisco Imperial de una ilustre familia de Génova, en la cual 
había residido más de una vez la primera dignidad de aquella república, y natural 
de la misma ciudad, cuyo mayor poder consistía en la actividad y extensión de su 
comercio, trájole sin duda á la Península Ibérica Jácome o Jaime Imperial, su 
padre, famoso mercader de joyas que se avecindaba en Sevilla durante el reinado 
de don Pedro.2802  

 

This reference affirms, without providing any documentary evidence, an already 

traditional view that held Imperial was born in Genoa and adds the detail that Jaime 

Imperial, a jeweler, must have been his father. 

 Jaime Imperial appears in the testament of King Pedro I “el Cruel” as having 

furnished a necklace of pearls and precious gems from the Moorish Kingdom of Granada:  

é el otro alhayte es el que compró Martin Yáñez por mi mandado aquí en Sevilla, 
que trajo de Granada Jaimes Emperial, en que ha cinco balaxes, el uno bien 
grande, e los dos más menores, é los otros dos más menores, é diesiocho granos 
de aljofar gruesos, los quatro mayores é muy redondos é blancos, é quatro aclorcis 
d’oro esmaltados, é dos mazanetas doro é otras dos en el cabo del alhayte con 
alambar, é cuatro piedras verdes plasmas, é dos botones de aljofar menudo en el 
cabo de los cordones.2803 

 

                                                 
2801 Juan Alfonso de Baena, rubric to Imperial, “Dezir al nacimiento de Juan II,” Cancionero de Juan 
Alfonso de Baena, eds. Brian Dutton and Joaquín González Cuenca (Madrid: Visor Libros, 1993), 255  
2802 José Amador de los Ríos, Historia crítica de la literatura española, vol. 5 (Madrid, 1864), 191 
2803 Crónicas de los reyes de Castilla, ed. Cayetano Rosell, vol. 66 of Biblioteca de Autores Españoles  
(Madrid: Ediciones Atlas, 1953), 595 
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Alhayate, the Castilian term for a necklace, is derived from Arabic hayli or hayte, used by 

the Moors to describe a necklace of pearls, corals and precious stones.2804 Lightbrown 

gives this description of the necklace that properly deciphers the technical terminology:  

It had five balas-rubies, graded in size from one very large stone, to two lesser 
ones, and two smaller ones still, and eighteen large pearls, the four largest “very 
round and white” and four plaques of enameled gold, two little beads of gold, and 
another two at the end, set with amber, and four green stones of emerald prime, 
and two buttons of pearl at the ends of the cord on which the whole thing was 
strung.2805 

 
Addressing the tenuous connection that has been made between Jaime and Francisco 

Imperial, Rafael Lapesa cautions that “Es posible, pero no seguro, que fuese el padre del 

poeta, como afirmó Amador de los Ríos y se ha venido repitiendo después.”2806 As 

Colbert Nepaulsingh adds, “Además, no hay prueba convincente de que Jaimes Imperial 

fuese joyero, como la mayoría de los críticos dan por sentado.”2807 Indeed, the most 

thorough genealogical table created for the Imperiale family, a work published in 1999, 

places “Jácome,” listed as a “gioielliere a Siviglia” and Francisco, “nato a Siviglia e già 

morto nel 1409,” in a box that is kept apart from the rest of the family tree, as an enigma 

yet to be resolved.2808 

 While the birthplace of Francisco Imperial cannot be confirmed, Rafael Lapesa is 

likely correct in suggesting that he is not the “Francesco Imperiale,” son of “Domenico” 
                                                 
2804 Ronald W. Lightbrown. Medieval European Jewellery. with a Catalogue of the Collection of the 
Victoria and Albert Museum (London: Victoria and Albert Museum, 1992), 240 
2805 Lightbrown, Medieval European Jewellerey, 240 
2806 Rafael Lapesa, “Notas,” 338  
2807 Colbert I. Nepaulsingh, “Introducción,” Micer Francisco Imperial: «El Dezir a las siete virtudes» y 
otros poemas (Madrid, Espasa-Calpe, 1977), viii  
2808 Gian Domenico Oltrona Visconti and Gustavo di Gropello, Imperialis Familia: Tavole genealogiche 
Imperiale, di Genova ed Imperiali, di Napoli (Piacenza: Gustavo di Gropello, 1999), 36 
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who appears in Genoese notary documents between 1351 and 1388.2809 One such 

document is #330 from Liagre de Sturler’s collection, in which the vicar of the Genoese 

magistrate consulted with a group of “Good men of the Table,” that included 

Francesco.2810 The early date of this document, 1370, makes it highly improbable that this 

is the poet who would be at the height of his powers in the first decade of the 15th 

century. 

 Francisco Imperial may have had a brother, Fray Pedro, whose poetry is featured 

in the Cancionero de Baena, a compilation to be discussed below that contains 18 of 

Francisco Imperial’s known works. In his 1864 edition, Amador de los Ríos refers to him 

as “Fray Pedro Imperial, hermano de Francisco Imperial.”2811 He is also known by the 

name Fray Pedro de Colunga.2812 Lapesa cautions that there is no “guarantee” that Pedro 

was in fact Francisco’s brother2813 and Nepaulsingh is even more reticent:  

Fray Pedro de Colunga, que escribió el poema número 82 en el Cancionero de 
Baena, recibe el nombre de fray Pedro Imperial en el Cancionero de Fernando de 
Ixar y en el Cancionero de Roma, pero no hay otro indicio de que el nombre 
Imperial fuera atribuido correctamente a este poeta.2814  

 
Dutton and González Cuenca give credit to “Pedro [Imperial] de Colunga” for the 

composition PN-82, the respuestas PN-136 and PN-137 and PN1+602,2815 a work that 

                                                 
2809 Lapesa, “Notas,” 339 
2810 Doc. 330, March 19 – May 21, 1371, Genoa, Liagre de Sturler, Les relations, 441  
2811 Amador de los Ríos, Historia, 205 
2812 Dutton and González Cuenca provide both alternatives for Fray Pedro 
2813 Lapesa, “Notas,” 338 
2814 Nepaulsingh, “Introducción,” ix 
2815 Dutton and González Cuenca, Cancionero, 805 
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appears in the Cancionero de Martínez de Burgos.2816 In their notes to this latter poem, 

they list the other known identity of Fray Pedro as Fray Pedro Dominico de San Pablo 

who was living at the Convent of Benavente. They believe it likely that he was a relative 

of Francisco Imperial.2817 As will be discussed, new evidence reinforces the possibility 

that the two Imperiali were kin, as they were both residing in Seville at the same time. 

 Rafael Lapesa is quite certain that Francisco Imperial was not active as a 

merchant in Seville since the poet actually refers to himself as “escudero,”2818 a title 

suggestive of the class of petty noblemen or urban knights. This reference appears in 

Baena’s Cancionero in poem PN-241 entitled “Abela, çibdat de gran fermosura.” Here 

Imperial creates an imaginary monologue for the “donzella de grant apostura” whose 

beauty he celebrates in the poem: “Escudero, de aquesta vegada / del barco en tierra non 

desçendades, e si non, creo que vos repintades.”2819  

 Lapesa’s conjecture about Imperial’s social status as a nobleman living in late 

14th-century Seville is confirmed by documentary evidence that only became fully 

accessible to historians of medieval Seville in 2001 with the publication of Un padrón de 

Sevilla del siglo XIV.2820 As Álvarez et al. explain, the padrón of 1384 was a census taken 

during a time of conflict with neighboring Portugal.2821 The border region was not far 

                                                 
2816 Dutton and González Cuenca, Cancionero, 805 
2817 Dutton and González Cuenca, Cancionero, 805 
2818 Lapesa, “Notas,” 340 
2819 Imperial, “Abela, çibdat de gran fermosura,” vv. 13-16, p. 293 
2820 Manuel Álvarez, et al., Un padrón de Sevilla del siglo XIV: Estudio filológico y edición (Seville: 
Ayuntamiento de Sevilla, 2001) 
2821 Álvarez et al., Un padrón, 11 
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from Seville and the city was to play a decisive role in Castile’s eventual victory over its 

neighbor. During this time of war, the city continued to function as a center of 

shipbuilding as it had since its conquest by Castile in 1248. The padrón is intimately 

linked with this industry, one that both directly and indirectly employed a significant part 

of Seville’s native and immigrant populations.2822 

 This particular census details the financial contributions of many households to 

the war effort. It divides the non-destitute, Christian heads of household into three 

classes: caballeros (gentlemen or knights), francos (freemen) and pecheros (taxpayers), 

each with a corresponding contribution.2823 Francisco Imperial is listed among the 

caballeros, the group enjoying the highest social status.2824 This category included 

noblemen and other prosperous families who were distinguished by their ability to 

possess and maintain a horse. Of the registered households in the padrón, 30.6% belong 

to this class.2825 Whereas the pecheros, the least wealthy class, were expected to make a 

direct financial contribution to the shipbuilding effort and the francos enjoyed an 

exemption, the caballeros were registered according to what they could loan to the 

Crown, if called upon, in this time of need.2826 

                                                 
2822 Álvarez et al., Un padrón, 11 
2823 Álvarez et al., Un padrón, 12-14 
2824 Álvarez et al., Un padrón, 64 
2825 Álvarez et al., Un padrón, 14 
2826 Álvarez et al., Un padrón, 14  
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 We learn that Imperial had 100 morabetinos to lend.2827 This puts his household 

well below the average level of a caballero, which was nearly 1200 morabetinos, and 

places him in the bottom one-third of all households of the census in terms of possible 

financial support for the war. 

 At the same time, however, Imperial must have enjoyed a social status 

independent of his wealth. This is apparent in the manner in which his name is registered, 

beginning with the title of respect given to those of the Genoese community, miçer.2828  

The fact that he even appears in the padrón indicates that he was most likely considered 

to be a fully accredited subject of Castile and not a foreigner.2829 Significantly, both his 

given and family name are included, a sign of high community standing.2830 At the same 

time he is not listed as holding an occupation such as banker or merchant that would have 

grouped him with the emerging bourgeoisie.2831 Some members of the commercial class 

may have possessed greater wealth but Francisco Imperial was of greater social rank. 

 Finally, we are given the name of his neighborhood, the Barrio de la Mar. As 

discussed in Chapter 1, this district was one of several neighborhoods close to the 

Cathedral that were populated by foreigners and traders. Seradilla Avery offers a glimpse 

of this quarter of Seville as it appeared at the time of its creation by royal fuero in 1251: 

                                                 
2827 Álvarez et al., Un padrón, 64 
2828 Álvarez et al., Un padrón, 43 
2829 Dan Manuel Serradilla-Avery, Seville: Between the Atlantic and the Mediterranean, 1248-1942: Pre-
Columbus Commercial Routes from and to Seville, M.A. Diss. (University of Saint Andrews, 2007), 48 
2830 Álvarez et al., Un padrón, 43 
2831 Álvarez et al., Un padrón, 43 
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the Barrio de la Mar was truly a cosmopolitan neighborhood. It was the only 
district where residents from many nations lived, and mostly worked, as it was a 
safe haven for merchants and sailors alike. The warehouses, for the goods that 
entered and left the city, were located there, together with the Royal Dockyards, 
Royal Warehouses and merchants’ homes. If Seville was the axis between the 
Atlantic and the Mediterranean, then this district […] was what made it a 
reality.2832 

 
By 1384, as discussed earlier in Chapter 1, the Barrio de Génova no longer marked the 

geographical limits of Seville’s Genoese community. 

 It is important to note that Seville at this time continued to have a mostly 

transitory, immigrant population springing from every corner of the Iberian Peninsula as 

well as foreigners from several nations. The padrón, however, also reflects the stability of 

families who had settled deeply into the social fabric of the city. The home of Francisco 

Imperial, for example, was flanked on both sides by the households of the much wealthier 

caballeros Alfonso and Nicoloso Bocanegra.2833 As discussed in Chapter 1, unlike the 

Imperiali who settled in Seville, the Bocanegra family established itself as a fully titled 

noble lineage in Spain. As Sánchez Saus indicates, Alfonso was the son of the illustrious 

Admiral of Castile Egidio Bocanegra and nephew of the great Genoese doge Simon 

Bocanegra.2834  

 Francisco Imperial likewise appears to have settled close to his relatives, as he is 

not the only member of his albergo who was living in the Barrio de la Mar in 1384. The 

                                                 
2832 Serradilla-Avery, Seville, 48 
2833 This detail concerning the urban spatial aspect of padrón was revealed to me in a conversation with 
Rafael Sánchez Saus that took place in June 2008 in Seville. 
2834 Rafael Sánchez-Saus, Linajes sevillanos medievales (Seville: Ediciones Guadalquivir, 1991), 53 
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census also lists Miçer Pedro Imperial, who is registered among the francos.2835 The fact 

that he enjoyed a freedom from certain taxes makes it very possible that he belonged to 

the clergy, although he is not referred to by the title “Fray.” Nevertheless, it is highly 

probable that this is Pedro Imperial the cancionero poet and, with a greater margin of 

uncertainty, Francisco Imperial’s brother. Although a franco, Pedro’s pledge to 

contribute 500 morabetinos shows that wealth did not always correspond directly to 

social class. 

 The padrón of 1384 suggests that Francisco Imperial was a citizen of Seville of 

high standing but of little wealth. As discussed below, however, a later census shows that 

Imperial would have had the opportunity to play a central role in the civic life of the city 

and enjoy a privileged relationship to royal power. 

 The evidence is very strong that Imperial would have known and, at times, 

worked in the service of King Enrique III. In the 1940s, the historian Mercedes Gaibrois 

de Ballesteros, researching in the Archivo de la Corona de Aragón, found a letter dating 

from 1403 sent by the King of Aragon, Martin I “el Humano,” to Francisco Imperial. The 

monarch includes a greeting to Imperial on the outer register of a larger document 

destined for Alfonso Fernández Malgarejo, the alcalde of Tarifa: “Al amado e devoto 

nostro Micer Francisco Imperial, Lugar Tenient de Almirant de Castiella,” using a form 

of address Gaibrois de Ballesteros insists is reserved for “personas de calidad.”2836 At this 

                                                 
2835Álvarez et al., Un padrón, 43 
2836 Mercedes Gaibrois de Ballesteros, “El famoso poeta Micer Francisco Imperial fue Vicealmirante De 
Castilla,” Correo Erudito (1943): 152 
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time Imperial would have been in the service of the admiral Diego Hurtado de Mendoza, 

who died in his prime one year later and was succeeded by Alonso Enríquez. Gaibrois de 

Ballesteros expresses her belief that Francisco Imperial could have served as admiral 

during the transition period from July 1404 to April 1405.2837  

 As discussed, the vital contributions made by Genoese citizens who served as 

admirals of Castile in the 13th and 14th centuries are well known and as, Mota Placencia 

emphasizes, there was a long tradition of men of Genoese descent serving the Marina in 

lesser capacities.2838 In his carefully documented study on the Castilian navy, Calderón 

Ortega explains that vice admirals such as Imperial were usually experts in maritime law 

and trade with strong connections to the bustling sea lanes of Andalusia.2839 

 Calderón Ortega believes that the majority of the lieutenants were noblemen of 

great standing in Seville who contributed practical knowledge to an Admiralty largely 

populated by politicians who were rather ignorant of sea life and commerce.2840 At the 

same time, the admirals often used their royal authority to coerce local governments and 

powerful men, at times exceeding their own legal jurisdiction and provoking bitter 

                                                 
2837 Gaibrois de Ballesteros, “El famoso,” 153 
2838 Carlos Mota Placencia, “Sobre el corpus poético de Francisco Imperial (y unos ecos de Petrarca). 
Balance y nuevas perspectivas,” Actas del II Congreso Internacional Cancionero de Baena in Memoriam 
Manuel Alvar, Baena, 16 al 20 de abril de 2002, vol. II, (Baena, Spain: Ayuntamiento de Baena, 2003), 
250 
2839 José Manuel Calderón Ortega, El Almirantazgo de Castilla: historia de una institución conflictiva 
(1250-1650) (Alcalá de Henares, Spain: Universidad de Alcalá, 2003), 204 
2840 Calderón Ortega, El Almirantazgo, 204 
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conflicts. It was, in fact, the lieutenant admirals who bore the brunt of the criticism and 

attacks launched against their superiors.2841  

Although Calderón Ortega maintains that no documentation has been found prior 

to 1399 mentioning the office of lieutenant admiral and Francisco Imperial does not 

appear on his list of men who held the position beginning in the year 1400,2842 there is 

both indirect evidence that could connect Imperial to the Marina de Castilla in the early 

1390s and a reference from 1396 that almost certainly portrays him as serving in the 

capacity of lieutenant admiral. 

The Anales of Ortiz y Zúñiga cite the death of Diego Hurtado de Mendoza in 

14052843 by presenting a brief list of all of the Admirals of Castile who had served up to 

that date. Near the end of the list he mentions in passing that:  

falta la memoria de quien era un caballero Genovés que la tenía el año 1391, en 
que pretendiéndola Don Diego Hurtado de Mendoza, y Don Álvar Pérez de 
Guzmán, Alguacil mayor de Sevilla, Señor de Gibraleon, la obtuvo el segundo, 
que refiriéndose en los Anales antiguos de Sevilla su recibimiento en ella, se lee 
que era antes Almirante un caballero Genovés, sin nombrarlo.2844  

 
It is tempting to think that this unnamed caballero genovés could have been Francisco 

Imperial but lacking any documentary evidence is lacking that could confirm this.  

 It is much easier to share Rafael Sanchez Saus’s certainty that Francisco Imperial 

appears in a document from 1397, the year of Hurtado de Mendoza’s campaign against 

                                                 
2841 Calderón Ortega, El Almirantazgo, 210 
2842 Calderón Ortega, El Almirantazgo, 203 
2843 The actual date of Hurtado de Mendoza’s death was June 1404.  
2844 Ortiz y Zúñiga, Anales, vol. 2, 304-5 
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Portugal, in which Imperial is directly referred to as lugarteniente.2845 The manuscript, 

which Luis Suárez Fernández transcribed for his Navegación y comercio en el Golfo de 

Vizcaya, is a report given by Martín Ruiz de Medrano to Enrique III, in which Ruiz cites 

two documents he has included with his letter to the king: “Otrosi, señor, a mi es 

requerido por dos escriptos que vos enbio con esta carta de testimonio el un escripto de 

los consoles e ginoveses e el otro escripto de miçer Francisco, lugarteniente del 

almirante.”2846 

Sure notice of Francisco Imperial surfaces again in a document from 1405. In a 

seminal historical study of medieval Seville mentioned in Chapter 1, Collantes de Terán 

Sánchez mentions a different type of census that was conducted around the 15th century 

in Seville, the alarde, a royal assessment of local military forces.2847 One of the major 

alardes took place in 1405. As with the padrón from 1384, the original records are 

housed in Seville’s Archivo Municipal.  

This alarde was the subject of an early 20th-century historical study by Nicolás 

Tenorio who explains that the alarde was a ceremonial gathering conducted by order of 

the king to evaluate military forces and maintain a high level of defensibility and 

preparedness for the city of Seville. This vigilance was necessary for the safety and well-

being of a population that lived close to the frontiers of Muslim Andalusia. Even in the 

                                                 
2845 Rafael Sánchez Saus, “El almirantazgo de Castilla y las primeras expediciones y asentamientos en 
Canarias,” En la España Medieval 28 (2005): 185-86 
2846 Archivo General de Simancas, Estado, Castilla, Leg. 1-1, fol. 154, transcribed in Luis Suárez 
Fernández, Navegación y comercio en el Golfo de Vizcaya (Madrid: Consejo Superior de Investigaciones 
Científicos, 1959), 157-8 
2847 Antonio Collantes de Terán Sánchez, Sevilla, 7 
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15th century the Moorish kingdoms to the east continued to pose a threat through frequent 

minor military incursions in which they would pillage fields and livestock.2848 

The city was defended by a militia made up of the king’s vassals who were paid a 

yearly stipend2849 and served alongside the caballeros de cuantía,2850 those who were 

bound to serve because they owned lands in the border regions.2851 As decreed by 

Fernando III, the vassals, also called caballeros, would give up certain freedoms2852 but 

would receive many economic privileges in return.2853 The militia was originally feudal 

in nature where a member of a powerful noble family kept a contractual agreement with 

the king based on the standing of his family and services rendered to the Crown.2854 This 

was a nobility defined by both birth and merit. A new arrangement grew to replace this 

system by which the free citizens (francos) from the merchant class could ascend to the 

status of caballeros based on their wealth, ability to maintain horses and their pledge to 

provide military service. As a result, the older class of traditional nobles saw their power 

and status gradually erode.2855 As discussed above, the monarchy promoted this social 

evolution to strengthen its centralized control of the kingdom. 

                                                 
2848 Nicolas Tenorio, “Las milicias de Sevilla,” Revista de Archivos, Bibliotecas y Museos 11 (1907): 238 
2849 Tenorio, “Las milicias,” 224 
2850 The caballeros de cuantía were first bound to military service during the reign of Alfonso XI. 
2851 Tenorio, “Las milicias,” 229 
2852 For example, they were required to stay in the city during certain months of the year. 
2853 Tenorio, “Las milicias,” 224-5 
2854 Tenorio, “Las milicias,” 225, provides the larger context that in 1250 Alfonso X as infante had 
established a force of 200 caballeros for Seville from the traditional nobility who settled the newly 
conquered city and were granted new lands in the region. 
2855 Tenorio, “Las milicias,” 225 



804 

As Tenorio explains, during an alarde2856 decreed by royal charter, the king’s 

vassals, the free caballeros, lower ranked swordsmen and other supporting players would 

meet in a specially designated field outside the city walls where they were arrayed by 

rank to be counted together with their swords and horses. The alguazil mayor of Seville, 

together with the governing council of the Veinticuatros preceded by drummers and 

trumpets, would parade from the city into the field where they would review the 

troops.2857 A list of those in attendance and an inventory of their arms were prepared for 

the mayordomo del cabildo.2858 Tenorio explains that this was a ceremony announced 

well in advance by town criers and publicized in all of Seville’s barrios and collaciones 

and had the air of a solemn ritual.2859 For a man obligated to serve, to be absent on this 

day was a punishable offense.2860 

The Papeles del Mayordomazgo, now housed in the Archivo Municipal de Sevilla 

as Section XV of the collection, record in some detail the ordinary2861 alarde of March 1, 

1405. Francisco Imperial appears registered here and for Nicolás Tenorio there is no 

doubt that this is the famous poet. It is quite surprising, however, that he is listed among 

                                                 
2856 Tenorio, “Las milicias,” 235 traces the origin of the name of this ceremony to the Arabic word alard, 
meaning a review or display of soldiers and arms. 
2857 Tenorio, “Las milicias,” 234 
2858 Tenorio, “Las milicias,” 235 
2859 Tenorio, “Las milicias,” 234 
2860 Tenorio, “Las milicias,” 235 
2861 Tenorio, “Las milicias,” 237, explains that an “ordinary” or peacetime alarde was scheduled every 
March, July and September to maintain the readiness of the militia. In contrast, a “special” alarde took 
place on March 24, 1405, during which the sevillanos organized their forces to meet the current crisis and 
for the possibility of entering into battle. 
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the feudal vassals or traditional noblemen.2862 The vassals were a select group, as they 

made up only 142 of the 6,432 men who showed up to pledge to serve in the militia that 

day. By comparison, 974 were free caballeros belonging to the newer social class based 

on voluntary military service. 

The vassals did not have to present themselves with horses as did the free 

caballeros but simply lined up and presented themselves with their retinue of swordsmen 

or “swords.”2863 Francisco Imperial showed up with six swords, placing him well above 

the average contribution of three swords, a figure strongly skewed by two citizens who 

between them contributed 100 swords.2864 More significantly, he was the only vassal 

from an Italian family to participate in the alarde, which tells us much about his high 

level of integration within the local hierarchy and of what must have been a close 

relationship with the Crown. 

The evidence of Imperial appearing as vassal in the alarde of 1405 somewhat 

attenuates the argument of Nepaulsingh that the poet suffered such a major setback when 

he failed to be named the successor to admiral Diego Hurtado de Mendoza later that year 

that he abandoned the city, never to return.2865 Imperial’s appearance in the alarde 

suggests that the he had a great stake in the city and enjoyed a position of power that 

would have compensated to a great degree the political defeat that may have taken place 

that year. 

                                                 
2862 Tenorio, “Las milicias,” 253 
2863 Tenorio, “Las milicias,” 234 
2864 Tenorio, “Las milicias,” 235 
2865 Nepaulsingh, “Introducción,” xvii-xx.  
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At present, the final piece known of the largely unsolved biographical puzzle of 

Francisco Imperial seems to confirm the notion that Imperial had established unbreakable 

bonds with the city he both celebrated and reviled. In 1945, Gaibrois de Ballesteros 

discovered a notary document defining the property boundaries of a house in Seville. On 

one side, the house was bordered by the “casas et lagar que fueron de los herederos de 

micer Francisco Imperial.”2866 The document dates from 1409 and, as the historian rightly 

concludes, provides an approximate date for Imperial’s death. Given his celebration of 

the birth of Juan II in 1405 and the references within the Dezir a las siete virtudes that are 

strongly suggestive of the events of 1407, it is likely that Imperial died in 1408 or 1409. 

It would be of great interest to find further documentation concerning the identity of these 

herederos of Imperial because for the time being he is an historical figure with no known 

immediate family.  

 

 

4 The Cancionero de Baena 

To this date no documentation has been discovered to prove that Juan Alfonso de 

Baena was born in Baena though in one of his poems included in the Cancionero de 

Gallardo o de San Román he claims to have been educated there.2867 On the other hand, 

                                                 
2866 Archivo Catedral Leg. 77, No. 7, Santa María 27-I-16, cited in Gaibrois de Ballesteros, “Micer 
Francisco Imperial murió antes de abril de 1409,” Correo erudito 5 (1945): 180 
2867 Jesús L. Serrano Reyes, “Introducción,” Antología del Cancionero de Baena, ed. Jesús Serrano Reyes 
(Baena, Spain: Ayuntamiento de Baena, 2000), xvii; this poem is found in the Cancionero de Gallardo o de 
San Román, fol. 34 and published by Dutton and González, Cancionero, 743, as supplementary poem 586 
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Diego de Estúñiga affirms in two poems that Baena was born in a town near 

Marchena.2868 Yet another autobiographical poem connects him to the area near 

Osuna.2869 Two documents from 1408 place him in Seville: one that portrays him as the 

collector of the alcabalas and another as having received funds from the mayordomazgo, 

or municipal government2870 In 1416-172871 and again in 1422, he is documented as living 

in Córdoba,2872 and, in 1420, is elsewhere referred to as a royal scribe and secretary to 

Juan II.2873 He was married to Elvira Fernández de Cárdenas, with whom he had at last 

two children: Juan Alfonso de Baena and Diego de Carmona, a trapero.2874 Based on his 

surviving testament, it is quite certain that he died before 1435.2875 It is widely accepted, 

yet not fully supported by documentary evidence, that Baena was a converso.2876  

Although he was recognized for his skill and grace as a poet, he came from a 

humble background and was reputed to be ill-mannered and perhaps boastful.2877 

Nevertheless, Baena’s efforts in compiling the Cancionero attest to his considerable 

intellect and the fact that, within the limits of early 15th-century nascent humanism, he 

had acquired a broad and sophisticated cultural background:  

El mero hecho de que confeccione su voluminoso cancionero dando cabida a 
poemas tan repletos de erudición como son los que él selecciona y por los que 

                                                 
2868 Poems 424, 425 in Dutton and González Cuenca’s edition 
2869 Poems 456 in Dutton and González Cuenca’s edition  
2870 Serrano Reyes, “Introducción,” xxi 
2871 Serrano Reyes, “Introducción,” xxii 
2872 Serrano Reyes, “Introducción,” xxiii 
2873 Serrano Reyes, “Introducción,” xxi 
2874 Serrano Reyes, “Introducción,”  xxiii 
2875 Serrano Reyes, “Introducción.” xxiii 
2876 Dutton and González Cuenca, “Introducción,” xiv-xv 
2877 Serrano Reyes, “Introducción,” xx-xxi 
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siente preferencia, así como el que hinche los suyos de variada doctrina son 
motivos suficientes para poner de relieve su intelectualismo.2878  

 
The poetry of the Cancionero de Baena descends from the lineage of 12th-century 

courtly tradition originating in Provençe, a literary art born in an environment that prized 

the enjoyment of leisure, wealth and refinement. Provençal verse is known for its 

artificiality, hypercomplexity, metrical variety, its sense of elegant playfulness and, as its 

cornerstone, a spirituality and psychology of love centered upon the veneration of 

women.2879 

For Baena, the ideal poet was first and foremost an avid reader who availed 

himself of the lessons of history to become a skillful statesman2880 and a nobleman of 

great physical and mental dexterity who cultivated pastimes ranging from jousting and 

bullfighting to chess and hunting.2881 These masculine character traits were to be matched 

by a singular devotion to poetry and the ideal qualities of grace, inspiration and refined 

sentiment that Baena included in his definition of the gaya ciencia, a term that he had 

inherited from the Provençal cancioneros:  

el arte de la poetría e gaya çiençia es una escriptura e compusiçión muy sotil e 
bien graçiosa, e es dulce e muy agradable a todos lo oponientes e respondientes 
d’ella, e componedores e oyentes. La cual çiençia e avisaçión e dotrina que d’ella 
depende e es avida e reçebida e alcanzada por graçia infusa del Señor Dios, que la 
da e la envía e influye en aquel o aquellos que bien e sabia e sotil e derechamente 
la saben fazer e ordenar e componer e limar e escandir e medir por sus pies e 
pausas, e por sus consonantes e sílabas e açentos, e por artes sotiles e de muy 
diversas e singulares nombranças. E aun asimismo es arte de tan elevado 

                                                 
2878 Dutton and González Cuenca, “Introducción,” xv 
2879 Serrano Reyes, “Introducción,” xxiv 
2880 Juan Alfonso de Baena, “Prólogo de Baena,” Cancionero, ed. Dutton and González Cuenca, 5 
2881 Baena, “Prólogo,” 6 
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entendimiento e de tan sotil engeño que la non puede aprender nin aver nin 
alcanzar nin saber bien nin como deve, salvo todo omne que sea de muy altas e 
sotiles invençiones e de muy elevada e pura discreción e de muy sano e derecho 
juizio.2882 

 
Such a man, Baena continues, has read many books, is well-versed in scripture, knows all 

languages, has visited royal courts and been in the company of great men, has seen and 

discussed great events, and has been ennobled through the art of love.2883 As can be 

appreciated from this catalogue of traits, the gaya çiençia was seen as not just a style of 

poetry but, as Serrano Reyes emphasizes, an entire way of life as was lived by:  

los privilegiados cortesanos, incluyendo reyes como Juan II de Castilla, poderosos 
políticos como don Álvaro de Luna, nobles poderosos como el Marqués de 
Santillana, profesionales de las letras como Juan de Mena, algunos altos cargos de 
la corte como Juan Alfonso y otros poetas que buscan el provecho que les 
brindaban la protección de los reyes o los grandes señores.2884 

 
In truth, however, the greater part of the poetry of the Cancionero de Baena was 

written not by members of the highest nobility but by a secondary, somewhat 

marginalized class of those who sought advancement within the court or a chance for a 

kind of immortality through their art.2885 As Serrano Reyes explains, in their real lives 

many of these men fell far short of the exalted status given to them in Baena’s Prólogo: 

“casi todos son conversos, frailes, criados, pedigüeños, borrachines, jugadores, pobres de 

dinero que aprovechan cualquier fiesta o celebración para solicitar un aguinaldo o un 

                                                 
2882 Baena, “Prólogo,” 7 
2883 Baena, “Prólogo,” 5-6 
2884 Serrano Reyes, “Introducción,” xxvi 
2885 Serrano Reyes, “Introducción,” xii 
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regalo.”2886 Many had acquired their social status not through their ancestry but through 

commerce and the bureaucratic posts they held in service to the Crown, as in the case of 

Miçer Francisco Imperial.2887 

Marcelino Menéndez y Pelayo is credited2888 with first creating an often discussed 

distinction between the production and basic outlook of the first two generations of poets 

featured in the Cancionero de Baena: 

Lo primero que importa es deslindar las dos escuelas que en el Cancionero 
coexisten, sin mezclarse nunca, ni aun en las producciones de un mismo poeta, 
por más que algunos de estos ingenios presten culto alternativamente a la una y a 
la otra. Representa la primera la tradición de los trovadores galaico-portugueses; 
la segunda es un reflejo del arte alegórico de Italia, y reconoce a Dante por su 
principal modelo.2889  

 
He places Alfonso Álvarez de Villasandino, García Fernández de Gerena, el Arcediano 

de Toro, and Macías el Enamorado in the first camp which he designates as the “escuela 

gallega,”2890 and Francisco Imperial, Ruy Páez de Ribera, the Medinas and Fernan 

Manuel de Lando in the band of those who were “declaradamente partidarios del gusto 

italiano,”2891 while noting the significance of the fact that all of these poets were writing 

in Andalusia and stand as heralds of the “nunca extinguida escuela lírica sevillana, y el 

primer albor de la poesía del Renacimiento.”2892 

                                                 
2886 Serrano Reyes, “Introducción,”  xii 
2887 Serrano Reyes, “Introducción,”  xii 
2888 He is cited, for example, in by Ingrid Bahler and Katherine Gyékényesi Gatto, Of Kings and Poets: 
Cancionero Poetry of the Trastámara Courts (New York: Peter Lang Publishing, 1992), 57 
2889 Marcelino Menéndez y Pelayo, Antología de poetas líricos castellanos desde la formación del idioma, 
vol. 4 (Madrid, 1893), xli-xlii 
2890 Menéndez y Pelayo, Antología, xlii 
2891 Menéndez y Pelayo, Antología, xlii 
2892 Menéndez y Pelayo, Antología, xlii 
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 Fifteenth-century Castilian Cancionero verse reflects an increasing sense of 

poetic self-awareness.2893 This growth in the poet’s acknowledgement of his own 

interiority was inseparable from the social role of the courtier he often played and his art 

was rapidly evolving at this time, taking its inspiration in part from the international 

literary and intellectual currents of a budding  pre-Reinassance humanism: “A blend of 

influences from France, Burgundy and Italy, the humanism of early fifteenth-century 

Castile was essentially vernacular, and with the dominant concern for the education of the 

statesman, civic.”2894   

A new concept of the poeta, reflecting the image of an idealized lyricist with 

philosophical aspirations, began to challenge and supplant the more traditional role of the 

trovador: “The fashion for Dantesque allegories, introduced to Castile by Francisco 

Imperial, and the fondness for briefer verse forms of a marked intellectual character […] 

are an indication of the great changes in poetic taste that were taking place at the start of 

the fifteenth century.”2895 Unlike the trovador, the poeta did not make a living from his 

craft. His art was instead a serious pastime that became an integral part of his role as 

nobleman and, at the same time, a marker of his social status. 

Francisco Imperial belongs to a generation of poets writing at the turn of the 15th 

century who concerned themselves with deeper questions about life and man’s relation to 

the divine:  

                                                 
2893 Julian Weiss, The Poet’s Art: Literary Theory in Castile c. 1400-60 (Oxford: The Society For the Study 
of Mediaeval Languages and Literatures, 1990), 1   
2894 Weiss, The Poet’s Art, 12 
2895 Weiss, The Poet’s Art, 14 
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The poet, no longer simply a page in Love’s court, concerned himself with a 
myriad of puzzling questions pertaining to man and his existence in the universe 
and beyond. The new poetry became preeminently bookish, since the thematic 
and formal complexities required that the poet be learned, knowledgeable in 
doctrinal writings as well as in the authoritative classical texts, well-versed in 
mythology and capable of developing extensive allegories, a favorite rhetorical 
device. Along with the demand for literacy, the very concepts of learnedness and 
of what constituted the quintessence of a poet underwent a profound change, 
creating an ideological gulf between the poets of the first and the second 
generations.2896  
 
Nevertheless, what truly distinguishes the works of this generation are the 

purposes they served for a new social class, an extra-literary aspect that is not a part of 

the domain of clerical poetry that had once been the appropriate venue for writing on 

these themes: “Elegant discussion, rather than philosophical inquiry undertaken for its 

own sake, is the aim of these doctrinal debates. They are a medium for the display of 

ingenio which, allied to noble manners and practical wisdom, constitutes the medium of 

courtliness.”2897 In other words, a poetry that in many ways dignified the ostentation of a 

polished and sophisticated veneer replaced a very long poetic tradition that placed the 

highest value on a work’s content and didactic possibilities. 

The prized faculty of ingenio stands in contrast to another concept that is key to 

understanding the poetry of the Cancionero de Baena (c. 1445). On the one hand, as a 

compiler, Juan Alfonso de Baena believed that all of his poets were innately blessed with 

the quality of gracia. Even the poets “believed themselves to be in possession of a special 

                                                 
2896 Bahler and Gyékényesi Gatto, Kings and Poets, 51-52 
2897 Weiss, The Poet’s Art, 16 
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gift, ‘por gracia infusa del señor Dios,’ as Baena put it.”2898 The idea of grace was part of 

an ancient debate over whether a poet was an artist by his basic nature or acquired his 

abilities through his own efforts. For all of the poets of the Cancionero de Baena, 

“gracia” is considered to be a natural inclination of the mind and not a kind of 

transcendental rapture. The poet in Baena’s collection who perhaps best exemplifies this 

belief in innate ability is Alfonso Álvarez de Villasandino. His gaze is fixed on the past 

as the last descendent of a lineage of trovadores whose authority was grounded in his 

God-given  linguistic genius, placed in the service of moral criticism, part of a sacred 

vocation that was his only source of income.  

At the opposite pole, but along a line that always includes its point of origin, were 

the poets of Baena’s Cancionero who looked to the future to find a new basis for the 

authority to create their poetic discourse. The quintessential poeta believed in the 

possibility that genius could actually be cultivated: “His self-justification was rooted in 

his adherence to the new ideals of lay culture, based on a show of wide reading.”2899 

Speaking of Francisco Imperial, Weiss proposes that he: 

never asserts the divine origin of his talent. Like Baena, it could be that he did not 
feel it necessary. In his case, his auctoritas as a writer stemmed from the fact that 
he portrayed himself not as a ‘trobador’ but as a ‘poeta’; that is to say that he 
thought of himself as a polymath or a philosopher, like Dante. This tradition […] 
made it unnecessary for him to fall back on the topos of grace, since wisdom lay 
at the core of his literary persona.2900 

 

                                                 
2898 Weiss, The Poet’s Art, 25 
2899 Weiss, The Poet’s Art, 39 
2900 Weiss, The Poet’s Art, 39 
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This was a wisdom nourished by a personal engagement with a relatively new corpus of 

secular, vernacular literature. For these poets, the practice of reading as a path to wisdom 

was free from the constraints of a clerical, university-based education, but was also 

lacking in academic, scholarly discipline. Their wisdom was also worldly, belonging to 

the upper echelons of the rapidly emerging urban bourgeoisie for whom this literary 

passion was inseparable from a studied cultivation of the more superficial appearance of 

a love of knowledge. Learning and its emblematic prestige became intertwined with both 

the desire for upward mobility and its achievement.  

 Francisco Imperial’s 19 known poems, one of which does not appear in the 

Cancionero de Baena, encompass a wide range of themes that reflect his inquisitive and 

experimental temperament. Some of his works embrace the courtly love aesthetic of the 

Cancionero de Baena while his most substantial verse firmly establishes philosophical 

and moralistic discourse as the central vein inspiring Baena’s 15th-century contributors. 

While none of his works are masterpieces, all of them reflect a playful sense of verbal 

and conceptual dexterity in a Castilian language that had not yet evolved to the status of a 

medium for great literary art and, in this context, they speak to the highest ideals of 

Baena’s class of urbane, amateur literati.   

For several of Imperial’s works, it is impossible to determine a precise date of 

composition. Most these poems either fall within the courtly love tradition or are somber 

meditations on the theme of Fortune. PN-237 falls into the first category, a poem in 

which Imperial laments his cruel treatment at the hands of Fortuna. The connection that 
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Nepaulsingh makes between this poem and PN-240, his loor of Angelina de Grecia, is 

rather tenuous.2901 Although 237 was likely written at a time when Imperial had 

experienced a serious setback or defeat, any attempt to date the poem at this time would 

be purely conjectural. 

Another love poem, PN-238, was written in praise of an unidentified woman. Her 

name has been erased from the rubric and Baena mentions that some readers had 

surmised that she might be the Estrella Diana (perhaps because of Imperial’s reference to 

the classical figure of Diana) or Isabel Gonzalez. Given this uncertainty, Nepaulsingh’s 

claim that this woman was clearly Isabel González and that this poem is naturally linked 

with PN-239 cannot be substantiated.2902 

 Although it is impossible to date PN-241, PN-242 and PN-248, Nepaulsingh 

rightly sees these as a natural trio of poems which celebrate the beauty of a small group 

of women from Seville.2903 In PN-242, one of the four ladies who are debating their 

relative virtue and beauty wears the “opalanda” of the woman described in PN-284 and 

another is praised for her white skin, just as Imperial celebrates the white breast of a 

woman in PN-241.   

PN-243 is a short decir written as a pregunta that attests to Imperial’s suffering in 

love. As Nepaulsingh comments, this type of work could belong to any part of Imperial’s 

                                                 
2901 Nepaulsingh, “Introducción,” xvi 
2902 Nepaulsingh, “Introducción,” xvi 
2903 Nepaulsingh, “Introducción,” xvii 
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career and Dutton and González Cuenca do not provide it with a definitive date.2904 The 

troubadoresque tone and brevity of the poem, however, have much in common with the 

compositions written by the first generation of poets in Baena’s collection.  

PN-245 and PN-247 represent the antithesis of 243 as weighty and bitter 

considerations of the nature of Fortune, suggesting they were penned at a later point in 

Imperial’s career than the jocular 243. PN-245 was written as a pregunta asking Maestro 

Fray Alfonso de la Monja for a definition of the concept of Fortune while PN-247 is his 

counter-reply to Fray Alfonso’s respuesta. Nepaulsingh’s conjecture that these were 

written c. 1405, when Imperial may have been embittered at having lost an appointment 

to the Admiralty of Castile, holds some weight but, except for some thematic similarity, 

there is no reason to assume, as he suggests, that these poems form a natural “triptych” 

with PN-548.2905 

The earliest poem that can be placed chronologically with some certainty is PN-

239, a work Baena tells us was written in response to Isabel González’s request that 

Imperial visit her in the monastery of San Clemente. Given that her lover don Juan 

Alfonso, Conde de Niebla, died in 1394,2906 the terminus ad quem of 1396, suggested by 

Dutton and González Cuenca,2907 appears reasonable. Another poem likely from this 

same period is PN-548, a composition with a distinct political subtext. It was written as a 

respuesta to Fernán Pérez de Guzmán who, in his pregunta, lamented the actions of King 

                                                 
2904 Nepaulsingh, “Introducción,” xvii 
2905 Nepaulsingh, “Introducción,” xiii 
2906 Lapesa, “Notas,” 340 
2907 Dutton and González Cuenca, Cancionero, 291 
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Enrique, who had expelled the Constable Ruy López de Ávalos from his court in 

1397.2908 This historical context naturally limits the date of composition to the time of the 

episode and Pérez de Guzmán’s complaint was most likely written that same year. 

 The possible timeframe for one of Imperial’s most studied works, PN-231, 

celebrating a beautiful woman known only as the Estrella Diana, is considerably broader. 

As Nepaulsingh indicates, the poem mentions Admiral Diego Hurtado de Mendoza and 

therefore must have been written before his death in July 1404. Dutton and González 

Cuenca provide a terminus a quo of 1394, the year Hurtado de Mendoza was granted the 

title of Almirante Mayor de Castilla.2909 Where PN-231 admires Diana from some 

distance, PN-234 is a Dezir addressed directly to her. Since her identity is referred to in 

an abbreviated form as “Estrella del norte,” this poem was likely written after PN-231.  

 PN-240, which bears no rubric, was almost certainly written in praise of Doña 

Angelina de Grecia. As Nepaulsingh notes, a majority of historians agree that she arrived 

in Seville in 1403, providing us with a reasonable date for the earliest composition of this 

poem.2910  

 The Dezir al nacimiento de Juan II or PN-226, is likely the first of Imperial’s 

dream visions and has also received considerable critical attention as one of Imperial’s 

seminal works. Written to celebrate the birth of the infante, which took place March 6, 

1405, it belongs to a series of works by other poets that mark the same occasion. PN-249, 

                                                 
2908 Dutton and González Cuenca, Cancionero, 418 
2909 Dutton and González Cuenca, Cancionero, 280 
2910 Nepaulsingh, “Introducción,” xiii-xvi 
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a Dezir in praise of Fernando de Antequera, also appears to date from this period. In 

1410, Fernando would be crowned King of Aragón and Baena’s rubric describes him at 

the time of the poem’s composition as “Rey de Aragón que fue después.”2911 Because of 

his protagonism in Castile as one of the regents of his nephew Juan II, it is very likely the 

poem was written after Enrique III died in 1406.  

In PN-521, Imperial is one of seven poets to reply to Fernán Sánchez Calavera’s 

“pregunta” seeking a remedy for the llaga that has gripped his heart. This contains what 

Nepaulsingh has interpreted as a sarcastic “final” protest against King Enrique.2912 

Because it speculates on his condition in the afterworld, it must have been written shortly 

before or after Enrique’s death on December 25, 1406. 

 As discussed above, Nepaulsingh’s assertion that Imperial suffered a major defeat 

in 1405 when he was overlooked to succeed Diego Hurtado de Mendoza in the 

Almirantazgo is reasonable and, as he conjectures, provides the earliest possible date for 

the composition of the Dezir a las siete virtudes.2913 Nevertheless, Nepaulsingh was 

unaware of the study of Nicolas Tenorio and assumed that Imperial had abandoned 

Seville after what had become for him a personal crisis.2914 It is now known that Imperial 

was not only living in the city in 1405 but still enjoyed his status as a “vasallo del rey” in 

the king’s militia although it is still possible that he left Seville that summer with the 

appointment of Alonso Enriquez. The overall tone of the poem, with its bitter invective 

                                                 
2911 Baena, rubric to PN-249, Cancionero, 305 
2912 Nepaulsingh, “Introducción,” xxiii 
2913 Nepaulsingh, “Introducción,” xx-xxi 
2914 Nepaulsingh, “Introducción,” xx-xxi 
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against Seville, suggests the perspective of a proud citizen of that municipality who was 

deeply concerned with its destiny, not someone who had given up on the city. 

The Dezir’s prophetic vision for Seville foresees a redemptive role for a monarch 

who is still a young child or moçuelo.2915 Although Imperial was already a caballero 

during the regency of Enrique III, the city experienced some of its darkest years during 

his reign and by the time the king was able to partially address the situation as a ruler 

during his own majority, he would not have been the ideal model for a new leader who 

would represent a utopian rupture with this painful period. It is more reasonable to 

assume Juan II is the savior Imperial desired for this troubled kingdom, and that would 

mean the poem was written in 1407 or later. If one accepts 1405 as the date of 

composition of Imperial’s Dezir al nacimiento de Juan II, which also incorporates the 

motif of a dreaming pilgrim, it would mean that by this time Imperial had already 

experimented with the vision genre as a prelude to his greater feat of adapting the Divine 

Comedy to the dimensions of a brief dream narrative.  

 The question of the Dezir’s literary provenance has been a continuous source of 

scholarly commentary with the often contentious division between those who construe 

the work as Italianate and closely linked to the Divina Commedia and those who 

recognize elements drawn from French poetry with its unique forms and distinct cultural 

outlook. It is perhaps safe to say that the work was written by a poet who possessed a 

deep knowledge and admiration for Dante but from the perspective of a culture that had, 

                                                 
2915 Imperial, “Dezir,” v. 383, p. 316  
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in significant ways, begun to abandon]the spiritual certainty and hierarchical social 

structures that had anchored the Commedia.  

The forces of philosophical skepticism and new opportunities for material 

advancement were forging a new kind of literary subjectivity in the Mediterranean world 

that was a more in consonance with the satirical, allegorical play of the Roman de la rose 

than with Dante’s sublime conquest of the spiritual world and union with the absolute. It 

is easy to imagine the sophisticated, courtly poets of Andalusia who prized their 

cosmopolitanism as avid readers of French as well as Italian poetry. While this could not 

have left their literary endeavors unchanged, in the case of Imperial this does not appear 

to have fully upended the overwhelming conservative authority of Dante as an ultimately 

irreplaceable master. 

 As Joaquin Arce comments, in the first decades of the 15th century Dante’s 

writings were imbued with symbolic power and, in an inspirational rather than scientific 

spirit, prepared the ground for Italian humanism to begin to grow in Castile by mid 

century:  “aunque Dante no represente un especial papel en la genuina historia del 

humanismo italiano ni en la dirección filológica ni en la filosófica, adquiere un valor 

emblemático para la lengua castellana, hasta el punto de poder considerarle decisorio en 

los destinos de nuestra literatura.”2916 The reading and imitation of Dante provided a 

strengthening of Spanish ties to a wider world of Italian and European culture and an 

inexhaustible font of imaginative and expressive possibilities. 
                                                 
2916 Joaquín Arce, “Dante y el humanismo español,” Cuadernos para la investigación de la literatura 
hispánica 6 (1984):186 
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Marghertia Morreale, who brought to bear on the phenomenon of 15-century 

Dantism in Spain her outstanding philological skills and exhaustive knowledge of the 

Commedia’s literary and technical underpinnings as well as its cultural foundations, sees 

the stamp of the Florentine poet in the genesis and intrinsic purpose of Imperial’s Dezir. 

On one level, Imperial’s imitation shares with its model a deep-seated dream of social 

reform: “es el deseo de ver el triunfo de la justicia, y castigado el mal gobierno de una 

ciudad que las circunstancias biográficas de Imperial inducen a identificar con 

Sevilla.”2917  

As will be explored in depth, although the poem is clearly connected in this way 

with a state of crisis in Seville and the wider social world of Castile at the turn of the 15th 

century, the dream Imperial narrates effects an equally significant healing function within 

the interiority of the soul of the dreamer and reader. Here the poem seeks to “consignar la 

propia conversión del poeta, adoctrinado por una fuente de sabiduría que gradualmente 

identificará con el propio Dante.”2918 The didactic tendency that Morreale recognizes in 

this text is, in this way, a result of Imperial’s uniquely personal and reverent reading and 

distillation of the Commedia.2919  

In his effort to engage the intellect and soul of the reader, Imperial draws upon the 

Commedia to develop a master-teacher relationship that unfolds within a world that never 

                                                 
2917 Margherita Morreale, “El Dezir a las siete virtudes de Francisco Imperial. Lectura e imitación 
prerrenacentista de la Divina Comedia,” Estudios dedicados a Rodolfo Oroz (Santiago: Universidad de 
Chile, 1967), 309 
2918 Morreale, “El Dezir,” 309 
2919 Morreale, “El Dezir,” 310 
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severs its connection with the physicality of the senses.2920 Imperial’s adaptation of the 

poetic vision form is, Morreale asserts, quintessentially Dantesque: 

The motif of the vision, of wandering through a dark forest, of following a guide, 
the frequent astronomical references, the preoccupation with the sense of sight 
together with its reactions to dazzling visions, the consciousness that language is 
inadequate to express the ineffable, the necessity of using similes drawn from 
nature and from daily life, all point toward Dante especially if they are found in 
texts interspersed with quotations from the Divine Comedy, notwithstanding the 
works which contain them are connected in other aspects to different 
traditions.2921 
 
Morreale warns, however, that Imperial’s exposure to Dante must have passed 

through the mediation of a culture of glosses and commentaries that had already begun to 

infuse itself into the textual tradition of the Commedia: “El Dante llegaba a España con 

su glosa, y hasta a veces llegaba la glosa sin el texto. Glosa, o comentario, y texto poético 

forman un todo indivisible, que abarca también las partes preliminares, en las cuales los 

exégetas del s. XIV, y aun algunos posteriores, iniciaban a los lectores en la verdadera 

interpretación de la Comedia.”2922  

 Imperial’s poem, in turn, became a living progeny of this flourishing literary tree 

and made Dante available in a new form to his compatriots: “El Dezir a las siete virtudes 

podría considerarse como la primera traducción métrica parcial de la Divina Comedia. 

Contiene versos enteros de Dante traducidos al castellano.”2923 Morreale observes that in 

                                                 
2920 Morreale, “El Dezir,” 312 
2921 Morreale, “El Dezir,” 312 
2922 Morreale, “El Dezir,” 313 
2923 Morreale, “El Dezir,” 317 
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places this translation is so faithful that Imperial’s copy cannot be fully understood 

without reference to the original.2924  

Imperial’s adaptation was, however, a great linguistic experiment that enriched 

the possibilities of Castilian as a poetic language. Although on the level of grammar, 

especially in the use of verb forms, Dante’s language became fully adapted to Castilian 

norms,2925 this linguistic interchange brought a range of new lexical material from Italian 

and Latin as well as newly created vocabulary into Peninsular poetic discourse.2926  On 

the level of metrification, as Giuseppe Sansone notes, Imperial successfully created 

several verses that follow the ideal rhythmic impulse of Italian hendecasyllabic poetry, 

overcoming the constraints of the Cancionero genre’s stereotypical hemistiches of arte 

mayor marked with a traditional pause that otherwise tend to mar the poem.2927 Imperial, 

from this point of view, was a vital link in the development of a more polished and 

challenging cadence that should be seen not as an Italian phenomenon but a common 

heritage of all romance languages.2928 

Imperial’s end product represented a new form of poetry that stood apart from 

Dante’s totalizing summation of hundreds of years and endless strata of accumulated 

medieval written culture: “If I may be permitted to use the expression, these authors 

endeavored to write microcomedias, i.e., compositions in which reminiscences from the 

                                                 
2924 Morreale, “El Dezir,” 318 
2925 Morreale, “El Dezir,” 322 
2926 Morreale, “El Dezir,” 327 
2927 Giuseppe Sansone, “Francisco Imperial e la penetrazione dell’endecasillabo italiano in Spagna,” Saggi 
iberici (Bari, Italy: Adriatica, 1974), 70 
2928 Sansone, “Francisco Imperial,” 92 
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whole of the Divine Comedy, and images in which various metaphors taken from Dante 

were combined, woven into an orderly composition with a set relationship of parts, even 

if these parts were heterogeneous.”2929 Imperial’s greatest gift, then, lay in his ability to 

draw quite freely from the Commedia and shape it to his own distinct, artistic intentions. 

Drawing upon the work of Jacqueline Cerquiglini,2930 Marina S. Brownlee 

investigates the many ways in which Imperial’s Dezir conforms to the literary mode of 

the late-medieval French dit, highlighting three basic aspects of this particular form: (1) it 

is based on “discontinuity” (written) rather than “continuous” (oral) literature; (2) it is 

based on the word “dictare” – to write: a metadiscursive mode; (3) the poetic “I” is 

primary.2931 For Brownlee, then, the work is less a narrated record of a visionary 

experience than a kind of “poetic pilgrimage”2932 in which Imperial is engaging in an 

intertextual reworking of the Commedia as primary text:  

Imperial differentiates himself from his predecessor to underscore his belief in the 
dynamics of intertextuality and (somewhat playfully perhaps) in the recasting in 
his poem of the one text that presents itself as immune to subtextual refashioning. 
In this way Imperial clearly distinguishes his poetic enterprise from Dante’s while 
laconically presenting the Commedia as his own reworked model, thus 
underscoring the inevitability of intertextuality. 

 
Brownlee offers several insightful and specific points of comparison between the 

Commedia and Imperial’s Dezir, emphasizing the many ways in which Imperial’s pilgrim 

                                                 
2929 Morreale, “El Dezir,” 15 
2930 Jacqueline Cerquiglini, “Le clero et l’écriture: le voir dit de Guillaume de Machaut et la définition du 
dit,” Literatur in der Gesellschaft des Spätmittelalters, ed. Hans Ulrich Gumbrecth, Begleitreihe zum 
Grundriß der romanischen Literaturen des Mittelalters 1 (Winter, 1980): 151-68 
2931 Marina S. Brownlee, “Francisco Imperial and the Issue of Poetic Genealogy,” Poetry at Court in 
Trastamaran Spain: From the Cancionero de Baena to the Cancionero General, 6-62 
2932 Brownlee, “Poetic Genealogy,” 62 
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makes a journey that follows a progression that is significantly altered from that 

undertaken by Dante’s pilgrim. For Brownlee, Imperial’s excursion fails to achieve any 

possibility of a finale such as the one which marks the resounding climax to the Paradiso. 

In this way, Imperial’s text clearly falls into the phase of dissolution of the literary dream 

vision as a genre that Kathryn Lynch marks as satiric or allegorical, where the basic 

impulse that gave rise to the literary form could then only be imitated from a point of 

critical distance.  

However, as the following analysis of the Dezir a las siete virtudes as a dream 

vision will attempt to show, Imperial’s imitation of Dante is also clothed in a sincere 

affection for his model and a sense of longing for visionary closure that was becoming 

less available to a Western culture which was increasingly tied to a form of consciousness 

that was, at the same time, more detached in the cool rationality of the thought world and 

more cemented in the inflexible materiality of the sense world. Despite Imperial’s 

creative restructuring of the basic elements of Dante’s text, the Dezir appears to be 

grounded in a conservative political and literary ideology that would seek to recuperate a 

mode of expression that was no longer possible to achieve as a fully living, spiritual 

experience. In this way it stands as a kind of homage to the great lineage of the literary 

dream vision initiated by Cicero’s Somnium Scipionis. 
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5. The Dezir a las siete virtudes: A Dream Vision of Faith and Doubt 

In the Dezir a las siete virtudes Imperial’s pilgrim figure opens his narrative with 

a brief, formulaic trepidatio: 

      El tiempo perder pesa a quien más sabe2933 
 e dende aqueste principio yo tomo; 
 non es menester que por mí se alabe, 
 a me laudandum non sum sufficiens homo, 
 non en tanto nin en quánto nin en cómo.2934 
 

From the opening, it is clear that this poetic “I” has written in deference to the greater 

ideas and turns of phrase found in Dante’s Commedia. 

The account of the dream journey itself begins in a placid meadow containing a 

rose garden at dawn on a clear spring day. He relates how fell into a waking dream in this 

semi-formalized setting, a space already removed from the confines of ordinary life: 

     çerca la ora qu’el planeta enclara,  
 al oriente, que es llamada Aurora,  
 fuéme a una fuente por lavar la cara 
 en un prado verde que un rosal enflora;  
 e ansí andando, vínome a essa ora 
 un grave sueño, maguer non dormía, 
 mas contemplando la mi fantasía  
 en lo que el alma dulce assabora.2935  

 
The passage into the otherness of the dream space thus begins in a state of spiritual 

repose and tranquility, rather than at a moment of inner turbulence and crisis. As 

Morreale notes, Imperial has radically reversed the scheme of Dante’s poem by making 
                                                 
2933 As discussed in Chapter 3 a simliar concept is expressed in Dante, Purgotorio, III.78, p. 56: “chè perder 
tempo a chi più sa più spiace” and in Boccaccio, Amorosa Visione, VI.36, p. 26: “ma perder tempo è pur 
mirare ad essi.” 
2934 Imperial, “Dezir,“ vv. 1-5, p. 306 
2935 Imperial, “Dezir,” vv. 9-16, pp. 306-7 
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the beginning a narrative of spiritual conversion that will later be followed by a penance 

and end in confession.2936 

As discussed in Chapter 2, Aristotle held that during the early morning hours the 

quality of heaviness induced by the digestive process subsides and the brain is nourished 

by the purest blood.2937 Avicenna saw this as the time of optimal functioning of the 

“imaginativa, imaginatio and memorialis.” 2938 Lope de Barrientos echoed these views 

which by that time had become a mainstay of the medieval understanding of dreaming: 

“primeramente es a saber quel sueño verdadero se podrá conoscer en esta manera: que 

comunmente viene cerca de la mañana, después de celebrada la digestión, cuando los 

vapores della están ya delgados e sotiles en tal manera que no empachan tanto a las 

potencias de facer sus operaciones.”2939 Finally, as modern dream research has observed, 

the sleeping mind enters its longest REM periods during these hours, inducing dreams of 

greater coherence that reflect the mind’s inherent narratological capacity.2940  

In this opening passage, Imperial’s pilgrim figure speaks of a level of 

consciousness that is between sleep and waking. This corresponds only partially with 

Macrobius’s classifciation of the visum or apparition: “In this drowsy condition he thinks 

he is still fully awake and imagines he sees specters rushing at him or wandering vaguely 

about, differing from natural creatures in size and shape, and hosts of diverse things, 

                                                 
2936 Morreale, "El Dezir,” 310 
2937 See my page 264. 
2938 Harvey, Inward Wits, 50 
2939 Barrientos, “Tratado,” 57 
2940 See my page 359. 
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either delightful or disturbing.”2941 Yet whereas the dreamer of the visum is usually 

assaulted by a host of strange imagery or captivated by pleasurable yet ultimately empty 

hallucinations, the poetic voice of Imperial’s Dezir is in a     state of sweet and spiritually 

receptive repose.  

The half-sleep of the visum is here certainly not this meaningless state of being in 

which the dreamer would lose his sense of self. In many ways, Imperial’s protagonist best 

fits the mold of Barrientos’s ideal, noble sleeper whose nocturnal mind is open to a kind 

of inspiration that is much more lucid than the ordinary dream state. The recipients of 

such a dream, Barrientos believed, were universally of sound character and had trained 

the mind to avoid the extremes of the passions.2942  

By placing his pilgrim figure in what is said to be dream, however, Imperial also 

participates in a considerable literary revision of Dante’s text, as Brownlee comments:  

For the Dante-protagonist, the Paradiso involves experiences that are clearly 
beyond the bounds of human perception and articulation. Imperial would appear, 
thus, to be construing Dante’s celestial voyage as a dream, not as the literal fact 
Dante claims it to be. In so doing, Imperial reduces the stature of the Commedia 
to that of one more dream vision – albeit the most exalted one.2943 

 
This is the first of several limitations Imperial will place on the quality of spiritual 

illumination that he will allow his pilgrim to receive. 

Despite these limitations, Imperial speaks of the pleasure he received in his 

“fantasía” as he dreamt. This, then, fits with the observations of Plato in the Timaeus that 

                                                 
2941 Macrobius, Commentary I.iii.7, 89 
2942 See my page 351. 
2943 Brownlee, “Poetic Genealogy,” 64 
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prophetic, extraordinary dreams are able to take place precisely because waking intellect 

is most held in check.2944 At the same time, Plato contends in the Republic that true 

dreams are a sign of temperance in waking life.2945 Finally, Imperial as poet claims that 

this dream occurred while he was still awake and, as Owen Barfield notes, self-awareness 

within the dream state is a hallmark of a person’s progress on the path to spiritual 

awakening and the attainment of the rare quality of “vision” in human life.2946  

 The poetic “I,” understood to be looking back on his journey as pilgrim figure, 

makes a classically inspired invocation, reflecting his desire to faithfully capture and 

narrate the dream impressions he has received in the language of poetry: 

     ¡Sumo Apolo! A ti me encomiendo, 
  Ayúdame tú con suma sapiençia, 
  que este sueño que escrevir atiendo 
  del ver non sea al dezir defirençia.2947 
 
As explored in Chapter 3, the invocation is a mainstay of the literary dream vision, 

appearing as early as Boethius’s Consolation2948 and assuming a much grander dimension 

in Dante’s Paradiso.2949  

Imperial, Brownlee asserts, is subverting Dante’s text here by boldly asking for a 

direct form of divine inspiration rather than, as Dante, for the kind of inspiration that St. 

Paul experienced as a “vessel” who could receive a second-hand, dreamlike vision of the 

                                                 
2944 See page 256. 
2945 See pages 229-31. 
2946 See page 379. 
2947 Imperial, “Dezir,” vv. 17-20, p. 307; Cf. Dante, Paradiso, I.13-15, p. 2: “O buono Appollo, a l’ultimo 
lavoro / fammi del tuo valor sì fatto vaso, / come dimandi a dar l’amato alloro.” 
2948 See page 477. 
2949 See pages 675, 700. 
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divine.2950 It is always possible that an enthusiastic reading of Dante’s invocation could 

have influenced a kind of mis-translation of the text here but it also seems to reveal 

something important about the cultural shift that had taken place 100 years post Dante. 

 The following two strophes are filled with references to light, beginning with the 

apostrophe “¡Oh suma luz!”2951 Because this motif of light appears so often in the text 

and creates its own unifying nexus of meaning it merits consideration as a seminal image 

of the poem. The references to light in the opening section form a brief statement of 

purpose that round out Imperial’s introduction.  The dream vision is being recorded not 

for personal gratification but to stand as a kind of moral “spark” that brings about the 

edification of the people of the kingdom:  “e faz’ mi lengua tanto meritoria / que una 

çentella sól’ de la tu gloria / pueda mostrar al pueblo presente.”2952 This is echoed in the 

second by: 

     Ca assí como de poca çentella 
  algunas vezes segunda grant fuego,2953 
  quiçá segundara d’este sueño estrella 
  que luz será en Castilla con mi ruego.2954 
 
The combination of two disparate quotes from Dante involving the image of the spark, 

here translated as çentella, is testament to  Imperial’s capacity as a synthesizer of his 

source, through which elements taken freely from the Divine Comedy become strands in a 

                                                 
2950 Brownlee, “Poetic Genealogy,” 64 
2951 Imperial, “Dezir,” v. 25, p. 307  
2952 Imperial, “Dezir,” vv. 28-30. Cf. Dante, Paradiso, XXXIII.67-72, p. 823: “O suma luce che tanto ti levi 
/ da’ concetti mortali, a la mia mente / ripresta un poco di quel che parevi.”  
2953 Cf. Dante, Paradiso, I.34, p. 4., “Poca favilla gran fiamma seconda” 
2954 Imperial, “Dezir,” vv. 33-36, p. 307 
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new tapestry that bears a distinct pattern. Nepaulsingh’s commentary is helpful in tracing 

back the image beyond Dante to James 3:5.2955 His interpretation of strong liturgical 

symbolism in this verse, however, does not fully take into account the great social 

function Imperial construes for “light” in the poem, through which spiritual illumination 

is a quality that should ultimately radiate out from the individual human soul into the 

wider community. 

The quality of light in the Dezir finds its origins, however, in the great celestial 

order, even if this cosmic dimension so commonly found in dream vision texts appears 

only in brief references in the poem. The minimalism of Imperial’s nature scene, which 

will later be complemented by a religiously restrained depiction of a meditative garden in 

the tradition of Marian poetry such as Berceo’s Milagros de Nuestra Señora, contrasts 

with the complexity of the symbolic imagery the pilgrim encounters in the eastern sky:  

     En sueños veía en el Oriente 
          quatro çercos que tres cruzes fazían, 
          e non puedo dezir complidamente 

cómo los quatro e las tres luzían. 
 Empero atanto que a mí movían 
 como movió Glauco gustar la yerva, 
 porque fue fecho de una conserva 
 con los dioses que las mares regían.2956  

 
 In a dream vision poem that is essentially earthbound, the pilgrim figure finds 

inspiration by glancing skyward. For a brief moment the attention of the dreamer is 

drawn, to use McMahon’s terminology for the trajectory of a pilgrim’s journey, extra se, 

                                                 
2955 James 3:5, “In the same way the tongue is a small member and yet has great pretensions. Consider how 
small a fire can set a huge forest ablaze,” New American Bible, 1254 
2956 “Dezir a las siete virtudes” vv. 41-48, p. 307 



832 

outside of his ordinary mind and toward the higher principles that will become the 

primary object of the dream and poem. In the larger plan of the Dezir, Imperial is creating 

a plane that is set apart from the more familiar, idyllic nature scenes of the opening 

springtime meadow and the garden precinct he will enter. This is the void in which the 

procession of the most abstract imagery can take place. Such imagery, with its connection 

to the verb luzir, is yet another iteration of the “light” motif that will be carefully 

interwoven into the text and given fuller development.  

At the same time, this is a point in the text which, as Brownlee notes, significantly 

changes the dynamics of visionary subjectivity from the model provided Dante. The 

poetic “I” “claims the light of these stars streamed on to his own face, not onto 

Cato’s.”2957 This demonstrates yet another dynamic in Imperial’s text, where visionary 

consciousness is withdrawn at times from a theological and cultural context and becomes 

the experience of an isolated, private “I,” revealing once again the subtle shifts that had 

taken place in Western culture since Dante’s time. 

 Such use of visionary material in narrative poetry is central to the medieval notion 

and practice of allegory. As discussed in Chapter 3, the early 20th century British 

Hispanist C.R. Post offered the following succinct definition of this literary mode: “I 

mean by allegory that literary type which crystallizes a more or less abstract idea by 

presenting it in the concrete form of a fictitious person, thing or event. […] Allegory 

                                                 
2957 Brownlee, “Poetic Genealogy,” 67 
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starts with an idea and creates an imaginary object as its exponent.”2958 This fits well with 

Macrobius’s description of the psyche’s operations in what he calls the “enigmatic 

dream”: “By an enigmatic dream we mean one that conceals with strange shapes and 

veils with ambiguity the true meaning of the information being offered, and requires an 

interpretation for its understanding”.2959 

 An interpretation of this imagery can be facilitated through an examination of its 

literary sources. This passage, which borrows freely from Dante’s Paradiso I.37-42 and 

67-69, refers to the sun’s rising on the day of the vernal equinox when it appears at 

exactly that point where the four circles of the horizon, the equator, the zodiac and the 

colure of the equinoxes intersect to form three crosses.2960 As seen in Chapter 3, this is a 

juncture in Dante’s text where he, as pilgrim figure, stood at the summit of the mountain 

of Purgatory in the Earthly Paradise and was spiritually prepared to leave the Earth and 

begin his cosmic journey into the nine celestial circles toward eventual union with God. 

To extrapolate from Morreale’s commentary, Imperial’s dream vision and the 

journey to the acquisition of virtue begins from a blessed place. This carefree spiritual 

temperament is reinforced by Dante’s reference to Glaucus, taken from Ovid’s 

Metamorphosis (XIII: 904-968), in which the simple fisherman consumes a magical herb 

                                                 
2958 Chandler Rathfon Post Medieval Spanish Allegory (New York: Georg Olms Verlag, 1971), 3-4 
2959 Macrobius, Commentary I.iii.10, 90 
2960 Holander, “Notes,” Paradiso, 22 
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and is transformed into a sea-god, is viewed by critics as a symbol of the reversal of 

Adam’s fall from grace and return to a state of spiritual innocence.2961 

 The vision of Imperial’s pilgrim is thus widened beyond the constraints and 

personal cares of his earthbound personality as his attention is, for the moment, fully 

taken up by the astonishing heavenly signs. In this sense, his dream is more specifically a 

“universal” enigmatic dream which Macrobius tells us takes place when the dreamer: 

“dreams that some change has taken place in the sun, moon, planets, sky, or regions of 

the earth.”2962 In applying this dream category to Cicero’s Somnium Scipionis, Macrobius 

tells us that: “[…] by gazing up and down Scipio was initiated into the wonders of the 

heavens, the great celestial circles, and the harmony of the revolving spheres, things 

strange and unknown to mortals before this; in addition he witnessed the movements of 

the stars and planets and was able to survey the whole earth”.2963 Unlike Cicero, however, 

Imperial’s pilgrim will observe these phenomena form a distance and will not be 

completely transported beyond the limits of ordinary space and time. 

 After washing his face in an arroyo, an action that most likely signals a kind of 

inner purification recalling the scenes of ritual ablution in the Escala de Mahoma, 

Guillaume’s stop to rest at the river at the beginning of his journey to the garden in the 

Roman de la Rose and the pilgrim Dante’s purification in the waters of Lethe in 

                                                 
2961 Cf. Dante, Paradiso, I.67-69, p. 307: “Nel suo aspetto tal dentro mi fei, / qual si fé Glauco nel gustar de 
l’erba / che ‘l fé consorto in mar de li altri dèi.” 
2962 Macrobius, Commentary I.iii.10, 90 
2963 Macrobius, Commentary I:iii.13, 91 
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Purgatorio XXXI. Here, Imperial’s pilgrim discovers that this source of running water is 

part of an architectural design radiant with precious stones:  

non era el fondo turbio nin lodoso,   
mas era diamante muy illuminoso  
e todo a luengo de una esquina, 
e las paredes de esmeralda fina, 
e ay allende un jardín graçioso.2964 

 
This particular episode appears to share certain key elements, although possibly 

indirectly, with the Temple of Wisdom in the Psychomachia with its walls ornamented 

with jewels and flowers and whose construction marks the end of the titanic battle 

between the Virtues and Vices. The peaceful harmony this scene calls to mind is already 

accessible to the pilgrim to some degree at the beginning of Imperial’s dream, suggesting 

that as a philosophically oriented individual who is privileged to receive an extraordinary 

dream there is no pressing need to directly battle the forces of inner darkness. 

 In the following strophe, the poetic “I” provides a multisensory description of the 

garden he espies in the middle of this sheltered precinct: 

    Era çercado todo aquel jardín 
 de aquel arroyo a guisa de cava, 
 e por muro muy alto jazmín 
 que todo a la redonda lo çercava. 
 El son del agua en dulçor passava 
 Harpa, duçaina, vihuela de arco;2965 

 
The garden is described with little flourish but in a soothing intonation. It belongs 

more to the restrained religious tradition of evoking the Earthly Paradise as a sacred 

                                                 
2964 Imperial, “Dezir,” vv. 61-63, p. 308 
2965 Imperial, “Dezir,” vv. 65-70, p. 308 
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space rooted in the freedom of nature in works such as Berceo’s Milagros de Nuestra 

Señora than to the literary trope of the lavish, elaborately constructed and erotically 

charged hortus conclusus described in courtly romances such as Guillame de Lorris’s 

Park of Diversion in the Roman de la rose. And yet, with its high walls of jasmine 

hedges, this garden is full of the color and spiritual temperament of Andalusian culture. 

The Hispano-Arab garden is known for its simplicity.2966 An intimate, private cultivated 

sanctuary known as a glorieta is set off by tall hedges, often of jasmine. This small, 

personal paradise, designed for quiet reflection and refreshment, never loses its 

connection to the surrounding gardens and to vistas of wider expanses of open fields and 

the natural landscape to which it belongs.2967 

The poet, addressing his imagined readers, then makes another direct reference to 

the state of consciousness in which he encountered this scene as dream journeyer: “e non 

me digan que mucho abarco, / que non sé si dormía o velava.”2968 This highlights again 

the liminal state in which his dreaming mind has been seized by a visionary intensity that 

borders on wakefulness. 

 He discovers a desired entryway, a resplendent gateway whose description, “de 

robí más bivo que çentella,”2969 unites the architectural motif of gems with the fire 

imagery from the strophes of invocation. This structure is infused with the aesthetic that 

Imperial shares with the literature of otherworld journeys: the Temple of Faith from the 

                                                 
2966 Sylvia Crowe, Garden Design (Chichester, England: Packard Publishing, 1981), 24 
2967 Sylvia Crowe, Garden, 25-26 
2968 Imperial, “Dezir,” vv. 71-72, p. 308 
2969 Imperial, “Dezir,” v. 79, p. 308 
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Psychomachia, the staircase and heavenly courts decked with jewels from the Escala de 

Mahoma and, more importantly, Dante’s great portal to Purgatory. Although this 

entryway and bridge present little physical challenge to his progress, they do mark a key 

threshold, as the pilgrim now enters a scene that could have been taken directly from 

Berceo’s introduction to his Milagros de nuestra señora:  

         Muy a vagar passé allén la Puente 
 Oliendo del jardín los dulçes olores 
 Por que de entrar ove mayor talente 
 e fize entrada entre flores e flores 
 Ante que entrasse, ove muchos suores: 
 deque fue entrado ¡oid qué aventura!2970 
 

Although this garden stands in contrast to the meadow as a more cultivated, intimate 

enclosure, just as in Berceo’s chaste edenic space, this is likewise a scene of a temperate, 

carefree ambience that appeals to sight and smell. Unlike Berceo’s garden, it is not a 

place to immediately enjoy a state of naked innocence. It is an environment that also 

connects to Dante. As Nepaulsingh notes, when Imperial draws upon the tradition of the 

locus amoenus in his vision poems, it comes through the textual mediation of Purgatorio 

XXVIII and draws upon a textual tradition dating back to Lucian’s blessed isle.2971 

This is the beginning of a movement within the mind of Imperial’s dreamer from 

tranquility to an encounter with inner demons. Following Morreale’s idea of a reversal of 

Dante’s program of healing for the soul, Imperial as poet briefly shares a moment of 

                                                 
2970 Imperial, “Dezir,” vv. 81-86, p. 308 
2971 Nepaulsingh, “Introducción,” lxxvi-lxxvi 
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contrition: “vi toda blanca la mi vestidura / e luego conosçí mis errores.”2972 In a very 

condensed form, Imperial incorporates this motif of sudden self-awareness seen in nearly 

all of the dream vision texts examined in Chapter 3. This narrative kernel always marks a 

necessary point of initiation in the protagonist’s path to moral development and spiritual 

transformation.  

 Imperial’s protagonist is now met by a benevolent, elderly figure with a long 

white beard. The gilded script of the opening lines of the Inferno adorning the book he is 

carrying identifies him as the spirit of Dante: 

       Era en vista benigno e suave, 
         e en color era la su vestidura 
         çeniza o tierra que seca se cave,  
   barva e cabello alvo sin mesura. 
 Traía un libro de rica escriptura, 
 escripto con oro muy fino,  
 e començava En medio del camino, 
 e de laurel corona e çentura.2973 
  
This phenomenon appears to invest the dream with an aspect of the Macrobian 

category of the oraculum: “We call a dream oracular in which a parent, or a pious or 

revered man, or a priest, or even a god clearly reveals what will or will not transpire, and 

what actions to take or to avoid”.2974 Lope de Barrientos, as detailed in Chapter 2, 

interpreted the presence of a benevolent guide in dreams as particularly auspicious.2975 

                                                 
2972 Imperial, “Dezir,” vv. 87-88, p. 308 
2973 Imperial, “Dezir,” vv. 97-104, p. 309 
2974 Macrobius Commentary I.iii.8, 90 
2975 See my page 350. 
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Reverting once again to Piehler’s terminology, this is Imperial’s potentia animae 

or Master of Discourse, who will exert a kind of control over his mind from “a plane of 

purely mental or psychic reality, in dream or vision.”2976 Unlike Boethius’s Lady 

Philosophy, Dante does not come to Imperial’s pilgrim to comfort him in the depths of 

spiritual anguish, nor will Imperial be led by his guide into an arduous, deeply personal 

confrontation with the depths of evil. More importantly, Dante as Imperial’s guide 

appears to be more a product of a literary tradition than a reflection of an authentic 

spiritual visitation. As Brownlee observes, the book here in its physicality stands as 

“material object,” as a sign of the intertextuality of “second-degree literature.”2977 There 

is no radical break here with ordinary reality and Dante, unlike Lady Philosophy, is at 

some level already familiar to the pilgrim dreamer. 

In picturing Dante, Imperial draws upon the description of Cato from Purgatorio 

I.31-108 and II.118 but also from the portrayal of the gatekeeper in Purgatorio IX.2978 As 

discussed in Chapter 3, Cato, an emblematic statesman who had taken his own life under 

heroic circumstances, 2979 serves as the guardian of the Mountain of Purgatory where he 

appears with flowing white hair and beard framing a face shining with the light of four 

stars representing the four cardinal virtues. In carefully choosing his imagery, Imperial 

has clothed Dante as dream guide, at least for the reader already familiar with the 

                                                 
2976 Piehler, Visionary Landscape, 13 
2977 Brownlee, “Poetic Genealogy,” 68 
2978 Dante, Purgatorio, IX.73-126 pp. 188-93 
2979 Guy P. Raffa. “Dante’s Purgatorio -- Ante-Purgatory.” Dante Worlds. Liberal Arts Instructional 
TechnologyServices, 2007, Web, 15 Sep. 2010. 
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Commedia, in Cato’s qualities, providing a messenger for his text who radiates the kind 

of steadfast moral rectitude that John of Salisbury declared was essential to the safety and 

wellbeing of a dreamer who receives a spiritual visitation. At the same time, Dante is also 

cast in this way as a threshold figure who opens doors to inner territory that is normally 

hidden.   

As the poetic “I” of Imperial’s Dezir states: “De grant abtoridat avia semblante / 

de poeta de grant exçelençia,”2980 and tells the reader that as pilgrim he approached him 

in a spirit of reverent obedience, willing to accept his counsel. While Nepaulsingh is right 

in stressing that “Uno de los elementos fundamentales de la estética de Imperial es que 

subraya que la poesía debe ser bien fundada en autoridades,”2981 it also clear that Imperial 

includes Dante as a fashionable emblem of erudition who engages with the pilgrim in a 

multilingual conversation: “Diome respuesta en puro latín,”2982 and “desí dixo en lengua 

florentín.”2983  

Though at one level Imperial is able to bask in the glory of a vastly superior 

creative genius, the figure of Dante, with its echoes of Cato, is much more than a literary 

allusion. As a spiritual teacher, Imperial’s Dante follows the pattern Kelly Bulkeley has 

highlighted as central to the mystical dream in which a benevolent guiding spiritual force 

                                                 
2980 Imperial, “Dezir,” vv. 105-6, p. 309 
2981 Nepaulsingh, “Introducción,” lxviii 
2982 Imperial, “Dezir,” v. 113, p. 309 
2983 Imperial, v. 115, p. 309. It should be noted there that in this Dezir Francisco Imperial incorporates only 
a few phrases in Latin associated with the Bible. His command of Italian should, however, not be 
underestimated. From the precision of the translations he offers, it is almost certain he was familiar with the 
entire Divine Comedy in its original language. 
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helps to open the soul of the dreamer to a broader faith community.2984 In this sense, the 

universal wisdom that will come to Imperial’s protagonist manifests within a concrete, 

historically bound literary culture to which he is intimately connected, one that he can 

now make available as a poet to his Castilian compatriots for whom the aesthetic and 

spiritual world of Dante at this time would likely have been largely uncharted territory. 

Consistent with Macrobius’ sense of the oracular dream, Dante will initiate the 

protagonist in a form of knowledge that would likely have been completely opaque to his 

waking consciousness. Dante takes him by the hand and guides him through the rose 

garden where he hears a chorus of angelic voices softly singing, “Manet in caritate, Deus 

manet in eo”, “Credo in Deum” and “Spera in Deo”,2985 as well as “cantares morales.”2986 

The two then recognize the voice of the biblical Leah2987 who sings of her customary 

dawn ritual of gathering flowers and stringing a garland.2988  

Nepaulsingh interprets this scene as a cryptic reference to the beginning of a 

liturgical procession connected with the medieval vespertine Easter mass.2989 While the 

motif of the religious procession is central to this scene and foreshadows the much more 

abstract procession of the virtues and vices that is yet to come, Morreale’s observation on 

                                                 
2984 See my page 374. 
2985 Imperial, “Dezir,” vv. 129-131, p. 309; the first of these phrases is taken from 1 John 4:16: “God is 
love, and whoever remains in love remains in God and God in him,” the second is from the Apostles’ Creed 
and the third from Psalm 37:5: “Committe Domino viam tuam et spera in eo, et ipse faciet.” 
2986 Imperial, “Dezir,” v. 134, p. 309 
2987 Leah and her sister Rachel appear in Genesis 29. 
2988 Imperial, “Dezir,” vv. 137-140, p. 310; Cf. Dante, Purgatorio, XXVII.100-02, p. 604: “Sappia 
qualunque il mio nome dimanda / chi’i’ mi son Lia, e vo movendo intorno / le belle mani a farmi una 
ghirlanda.”  
2989 Nepaulsingh, “Introducción,” cvii 
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Imperial’s rupture with Dante’s text here seems more to the point. Imperial has included 

only one of two biblical maidens he incorporated the symbolism of active virtue while 

casting aside the virtue of contemplation.2990 This fits with the overarching political 

undertones of Imperial’s Dezir that advocate for a quality of spiritual light that must not 

only serve one’s own soul but flow into the larger human community and its political 

structures. While one part of the poem is manifestly mystical, Nepaulsingh’s comparison 

of the work to the “soul drama” and after death experience leaves out the social 

dimension that must have been important, if not primary, to a man of action such as 

Imperial. 

Dante reproves the pilgrim’s lazy, half-sleeping inattentiveness. When the 

protagonist assures him that he has been fully awake, Dante’s criticism becomes sharper, 

questioning his level of cultural sophistication:  

Pues ¿por qué tan mudo 
atanto sin fabla has ya andado? 
E si non duermes, eres omne rudo: 
¿non ves que tú eres ya llegado 
en medio del rosal en verde prado?2991 

 
This is yet another place in the text that yields clues to the social construct of the dreamer 

as a reflection of a poet who in waking life wished to present himself as a member of a 

well-read urban nobility. 

 Dante urges his disciple to behold the spectacle of the seven stars or maidens who 

are the visible manifestations of the seven virtues: 
                                                 
2990 Morreale, “El Dezir,” 309 
2991 Imperial, “Dezir,” vv. 144-148, p. 310 
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               Forma de dueña en cada estrella  
 se demostrava e otrosí fazían 
 en cada rayo forma de doncella. 
 Las tres primeras en triángulo seían  
 e quadrángulo, segunt me parecían, 
 las otras quatro, non mucho distantes,  
 omnes aureas coronas portantes 
 e las donzellas guirlandas traían.2992 

 
The tradition of the four cardinal virtues of prudence, justice, temperance and 

fortitude dates back to classical antiquity and the School of Plato and was Christianized 

by the 4th-century Saints Ambrose and Augustine, yet not concretized as a Catholic 

doctrine until the 13th-century writings of Thomas Aquinas.2993 The three theological 

virtues of faith, hope and charity were introduced by St. Paul in his letter I Cortinthians 

13:13. St. Thomas considered the cardinal virtues to be designed for human happiness2994 

and the theological virtues to be “quasi-divine” and not of “human nature”, destined 

instead for the benefit of mankind’s relationship with God.2995  At the same time, the 

seven Virtues were seen as one of the nine angelic hierarchies. When Beatrice reveals 

these nine orders to Dante in Paradiso 28.98-126, each corresponding to a particular 

celestial sphere, she follows St. Paul’s teaching in Ephesians 1:20-21, placing the Virtues 

                                                 
2992 Imperial, “Dezir,” vv. 153-160, p. 310 
2993 John Rickaby, "Cardinal Virtues," The Catholic Encyclopedia, vol. 3. (New York: Robert Appleton 
Company, 1908), Web, 24 Jan. 2010 
2994 Saint Thomas Aquinas. “Q lxi aa 1,” Summa Theologica, trans. Fathers of the English Dominican 
Province, ed. Kevin Knight, 2008, Web, February 2, 2010 
2995 Saint Thomas Aquinas. “Q lxii aa 1,”  
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in the middle of the second triad, lower than the Dominions but higher than the Powers, 

and belonging to the sphere of the planet Mars.2996  

The Virtues / Stars in Imperial’s poem are static portraits occupying a space 

whose dimensions and location are left largely undefined. Where before they shone as 

constellations in the sky, in their reiteration their precise location is unstated. The reader 

learns only that the three theological virtues are the color of “llama biva,” continuing the 

handful of references in the work to the element of fire, and the four cardinal virtues 

whiter than snow.2997 The reader cannot be certain whether the Virtues process through 

space in front of the dreamer or whether the pilgrim moves forward past each maiden, but 

because each Virtue is rendered motionless by Imperial’s imagination there is some 

resemblance here  to the frozen figures of Boccaccio’s triumphal frescoes in the Amorosa 

Visione. 

This backdrop is wholly appropriate to the more abstract, philosophical nature of 

the symbolic imagery that will follow. Having reached a place of stillness, the holiest 

center of the protected garden, the scenery recedes as the dreamer is taken, to follow 

McMahon’s terminology for the trajectory of a pilgrim’s spiritual journey, intra se, away 

from the fullness of sense impressions and into the interiority of his soul.2998 

Nevertheless, the emphasis on the clear shapes created by the Virtues and their feminine 

faces is consistent with John of Salisbury’s description of the visio, which is: “imparted 

                                                 
2996 Richard Kay Dante’s Christian Astrology (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1994) 141-
42 
2997 Imperial, “Dezir,” vv. 161-63, p. 310 
2998 McMahon, Meditative Ascent, 9-10 
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directly in a flood of light” and “presented to the eye in a complete and concrete 

form.”2999 Morreale, in fact, stresses that Imperial has stripped away many layers of 

allegorical imagery that Dante brings to his various evocation of the seven Virtues: “Lo 

que más aparta aquí a Imperial de su modelo es haber querido devolver a una disposición 

esquemática e iconográfica tradicional lo que en Dante es alternativamente símbolo, 

alegoría y personificación, concepto moral y movimiento poético.”3000 Instead of enigmas 

that must be solved by the reader, Imperial’s Virtues are sturdy, comforting symbols of a 

well-trodden moral philosophy. 

The number seven is regarded as highly significant across many human cultures, 

commonly representing an expression of the union of heaven (3) with earth (4).3001 The 

shapes created by Imperial’s virtues are also not the poet’s creation but instead belong to 

a well-established system of pictorial representation. J.E. Cirlot shows how a geometrical 

ordering of the virtues reflects the natural mathematical division of seven into three and 

four: “In religion, the septenary is expressed or alluded to by means of ternaries such as 

the three theological virtues plus the quaternary of the cardinal virtues.”3002 This sacred 

combination of three and four, Cirlot continues, “is represented graphically by the joining 

                                                 
2999 Salisbury, Frivolities, II.xv.91, p. 78 
3000 Morreale, “El dezir,” 311 
3001 Juan Eduardo Cirlot, “Septenary, “ A Dictionary of Symbols, Trans. Jack Sage (New York: 
Philosophical Library, 1971), 283 
3002 Cirlot, “Septenary,” 283 
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of the triangle and the square, the triangle being either superimposed upon or inscribed 

within the square.3003 

As a dream that reveals and comments upon aspects of mankind’s spiritual nature, 

this section reflects the kind of dream experience enshrined in the classical world in 

works such as the Timaeus that reveal to the philosopher the long history of the human 

soul and its innermost workings. John of Salisbury eloquently expresses this potential of 

dream life: “It sometimes happens that the mind, refreshed by physical exercise, returns 

to its own sphere with freer sweep and contemplates truth with greater intuition; now 

figuratively or allegorically, now face to face.”3004 Imperial’s dreamer will not be taken 

into a blindingly radical form of spiritual enlightenment but will, instead, see certain 

truths with great clarity. Consistent with Avicenna’s view of the more modest type of 

spiritual dream, he will be given an expanded perspective on life, one that will address 

deep anxieties that wait beyond the tranquil confines of the garden paradise.3005 

The mind of Imperial’s pilgrim is next imprinted with a series of potent images. 

Despite Imperial’s conservative use of traditional iconography, his dream guide will 

provide the kind of rational exegesis Macrobius and John of Salisbury reserved for the 

explanation of the enigmatic dream. In each of Imperial’s imagined portraits, the Virtues 

are shown with corresponding regalia that, for full comprehension, require an act of 

                                                 
3003 Cirlot, “Septenary,” 283 
3004 Salisbury, Frivolities, II.xiv.88, p. 75 
3005 See my page 319. 
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interpretation on the part of the reader as in this opening description of the first virtue, 

Caridad:  

 La una en mano un çirio tenía 
 Que la pabila3006 al çielo llegaba; 
 En la otra un breve lo que paresçía 
 Dilige Dominum Deum començava.3007 
 

 James Hall connects this late medieval iconography of Charity with the 

philosophical writings of Saint Bonaventure:3008  

In the 13th century Bonaventura developed the concept of the love of God into 
that of light, or burning fire, a metaphor readily rendered in visual terms. 
Henceforward in Italian art the figure of Charity came to be represented with a 
flame, usually issuing from some form of vase, held in her hand. Or she holds a 
candle. From the 14th century she may hold up a flaming heart as it were offering 
it to God.3009  

 
This suggests that Francisco Imperial was likely drawing upon a visual repertoire for 

depicting the seven virtues that he encountered in Italy. Caridad’s candle imagery thus 

                                                 
3006 Dutton and González Cuenca. Cancionero, 310, offer the alternative reading of “pupila” here, which 
gives the appropriate image of Caridad lifting her eyes heavenward. 
3007 According to Dutton and González Cuenca, Cancionero, 310,  this is a reference to Deuteronomy 6.5 
3008 According to Paschal Robinson, "St. Bonaventure," The Catholic Encyclopedia, vol. 2 (New York: 
Robert Appleton Company, 1907), Web, 6 Dec. 2010, St. Bonaventure (1221-1274) took orders as a 
Franciscan in 1238 or 1243 and studied at the University of Paris under Alexander of Hales. Bonaventure 
taught there until 1256, when the mendicant orders were violently challenged. In 1257 he was elected 
Minister General of the Friars Minor and as a reformer confronted a situation of burning dissension and 
heretical teachings. In 1266 he made the controversial decision to destroy all records related to the life of 
St. Francis that had been written before his tenure. In 1271-1272 he worked in a more peaceful way to 
reconcile disputes among the cardinals gathered at Viterbo. In 1272 he created an anniversary celebration 
in memory of his friend King Louis IX in what was the first step to his canonization. In 1273 he was named 
Cardinal-Bishop of Albano by Pope Gregory X, a position he did not wish to hold. He died in a session of 
the Fourtheenth Oecumenical Council in July 1274. During his lifetime Bonaventure was recognized for his 
piety and devotion to learning and even a developed a saintly reputation as an purported source of miracles. 
His most important theological works are his "Commentary on the Sentences", his "Breviloquium", his 
"Itinerarium Mentis in Deum" and his "De reductione Artium ad Theologiam." He is lest known for his 
mystical works, including "De Triplici Via", “Soliloquium” and the “Lignum Vitae.” 
3009 James Hall, Dictionary of Subjects and Symbols in Art (Boulder: Westview Press: 2008), 66 



848 

belongs to a larger philosophical worldview that was alive in Imperial’s day and does not 

necessarily represent a hidden reference to the lighting of the paschal candle in the Easter 

liturgy as Nepaulsingh and Dorothy Clotelle Clarke have suggested.3010 Imperial’s choice 

of scripture for Caridad’s brevary, drawn from Deuteronomy 6.5, reinforces the Virtue’s 

primary activity within the soul: “Therefore, you shall love the Lord, your God, with all 

your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your strength.”3011  

 The imagery for the second Virtue, Faith, is more recondite:  
 

E la segunda el árbol abraçava 
que de una piedra de cristal nacía 
e en doze ramos qu’el árbol tendía 
del Credo doze artículos mostrava.3012 

 
 The imagery of the tree of life, planted in a bed of crystal, is clearly drawn from 

the Book of Revelations 22:1-2.3013 As Nepaulsingh mentions in reference to both this 

poem and to Imperial’s Dezir al nacimiento de Juan II: “Los dos poemas están 

«fundados» en la autoridad del Apocalipsis, y no hay duda de que los contemporáneos de 

Imperial sabían esto.”3014 

The reference to 12 branches bears some resemblance to a description of the tree 

given in St. Bonaventure’s Lignum vitae and early Christian imagination connected the 

                                                 
3010 Nepaulsingh, “Introducción,” civ, references Dorothy Clotelle Clarke, “Church Music and Ritual in the 
Decir a las Siete Virtudes," Hispanic Review 29 (July 1961): 179 and 198.  
3011 Deuteronomy 6:5, New American Bible, 152 
3012 Imperial, “Dezir,” vv. 173-176, p. 310 
3013 “Then the angel showed me the river of life-giving water, sparkling like crystal, flowing from the 
throne of God and of the Lamb down the middle of its street. On either side of the river grew the tree of life 
that produces fruit twelve times a year, once each month; the leaves of the tree serve as medicine of the 
nations.” New American Bible (New York: American Bible Society, 1991), 1297 
3014 Nepaulsingh, “Introducción,” lxxxviii 
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Tree of Life to Christ’s Cross. In the 12th century, numerous versions of the legend of the 

Tree-Cross developed this motif to encompass mankind’s fall into sin and path to 

redemption in which the Cross of Christ was said to be made from the wood of the Tree 

of Knowledge and to be derived symbolically from the Tree of Life.3015 The legend, 

taking its imagery from Revelations and Ezekiel, envisioned the Tree-Cross as the center 

of the new Heaven that would be created at the end of time.3016   

In the 13th century, St. Bonaventure created the meditative mystical poem Lignae 

vitae that is centered upon this metaphor of the Tree of Life as Christ’s Cross, in which 

the tree’s 12 branches are presented as 12 aspects of Christ3017 Bonaventure’s poem is 

subsequently credited with giving life to the theme in 14th century painting.3018 

Simor cites a number of cultural references that attest to the wide dissemination of 

this imagery, ranging from a Sienese Crucifixion triptych from the turn of the 15th 

century;3019 a 15th-century illustration of the Commedia;3020 the 13th-century French 

Psalter of Yoland de Soissons3021 and two 14th-century Florentine paintings – Pacino di 

Bonaguida’s Arbor vitae at the Accademia and a fresco by Taddeo Gaddi’s at Santa 

Croce. 3022 

                                                 
3015 Suzanna B. Simor, “The Tree of the Credo: Symbolism of the Tree in Medieval Images of the Christian 
Creed,” The Origins of Life: The Primogenital Matrix of Life and its Context, ed. Anna-Teresa 
Tymieniecka, Annalecta Husserliana 66 (2000): 45 
3016 Simor, “The Tree,” 45 
3017 Simor, “The Tree,” 46  
3018 Simor, “The Tree,” 46 
3019 Simor, “The Tree,” 47 
3020 Simor, “The Tree,” 48 
3021 Simor, “The Tree,” 48-49 
3022 Simor, “The Tree,” 49 
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 Simor links the Tree / Credo imagery to late medieval representations of the 

virtue Faith: “Because belief centered upon the dogma of Redemption, Fides was closely 

connected to the theme of the Death of Christ on the Cross, and the Tree of Life carries 

visualizations of the Creed also in some medieval representations of Faith, the first 

theological virtue.”3023 Citing this passage from Imperial, Simor comments that “These 

personifications appear in cycles of the Virtues and the Liberal Arts based on Augustine. 

Most are found in manuscripts with eulogies of secular rulers.”3024 

The third Virtue encountered in this gallery of the dreamer’s imagination is 

Esperanza, depicted “como nave surgida / e con una ancla de oro e echada.”3025 James 

Hall comments on this traditional iconography:  “An anchor, partly hidden by her robes, 

derives from St. Paul who said of hope (Heb. 6:19), ‘It is like an anchor for our lives…it 

enters through the veil.’ A ship, which may be worn as headgear, is a reminder that early 

sea-journeys were undertaken in a spirit of hopefulness.”3026  

 The first of the cardinal Virtues, Justicia, appears “apartada,” “blandiendo en la 

mano una grant espada / e en la otra mano un peso derecho.”3027 Hall, commenting on the 

meaning of her traditional trappings, states that “The sword is the emblem of her power. 

Scales, which date from the Roman era, signify her impartiality,” 3028 These qualities of 

                                                 
3023 Simor, “The Tree,” 52 
3024 Simor, “The Tree,” 52 
3025 Imperial, “Dezir,” vv. 177-178, p. 311 
3026 Hall, Dictionary, 161 
3027 Imperial, “Dezir,” vv. 181-182, p. 311 
3028 Hall, Dictionary, 189 
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striking down evil and weighing souls are also essential to the medieval iconography of 

the Archangel Michael.3029  

The military motif is developed more fully with Fortaleza, the fifth virtue, who is 

shown armed for battle: “Tenía la quinta un escudo ante el pecho / e de todas pieças 

estava armada.”3030 Hall offers this brief description of her qualities and the traditional 

symbols with which she is associated: “One of the four ‘cardinal virtues,’ signifying 

courage, endurance and also strength. Fortitude is represented as a warrior, wearing a 

helmet, sometimes in armour, and holding a shield, spear or sword. Generally a female, 

she therefore tends to resemble Minerva.”3031  

The cardinal Virtues are thus presented in a more wrathful aspect than the 

theological Virtues, and the foreboding sight of the sixth Virtue, Prudencia, instills fear in 

the dreaming pilgrim: “De ver la sesta ove pavor sobejo / porque vi dos fazes delicadas, / 

e en la mano mirava un espejo.”3032 Hall explains that Prudence, who signifies “not 

caution but simply wise conduct,”3033 “may, like Janus, have two faces and look in both 

directions simultaneously, signifying her circumspection,” and “She acquired the mirror 

in the late Middle Ages; it signifies that the wise man has the ability to see  himself as he 

really is.”3034 In this way, the imagery and Imperial’s poetical commentary bring together 

                                                 
3029 Pamela Donleavy and Ann Shearer, From ancient Myth to Modern Healing (New York: Routledge: 
2008), 92   
3030 Imperial, “Dezir,” vv. 183-184, p. 311 
3031 Hall, Dictionary, 131 
3032 Imperial, “Dezir,” vv. 185-187, 311 
3033 Hall, Dictionary, 263 
3034 Hall, Dictionary, 263 
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two threads that run through the length of the dream vision tradition, the spiritual 

confrontation with one’s true nature and fear of numinous power. This is a point in the  

pilgrim’s dream where darker forces, at first holy and then demonic, begin to add a sense 

of brooding discomfort. 

The description of the final Virtue, Templanza, is perhaps the most enigmatic: “E 

la setena dos llaves doradas / para çerrar e abrir muy aparejadas, / tenía en mano, en la 

otra un castillo.”3035 As discussed in Chapter 3, Imperial had a direct model for this 

imagery in Dante’s Purgatorio IX.115-120. Archer Woodford proposes that Imperial 

may have been drawn to this representation through its connection to the medieval 

understanding of wrath, the deadly sin that stands in most direct opposition to 

Temperance and as the “doorway for all vices.”3036 Like Prudencia, Templanza is a 

polyvalent icon laden with symbols that remit at the same time to both wholesome and 

harmful aspects of the psyche. 

The images of the seven Virtues are laden with symbolic value that moves beyond 

the individual psyche to a much larger philosophical, theological and artistic tradition that 

was vital to the medieval way of experiencing the world. They are perfect exemplars of 

the polysemic nature of pictures that John of Salisbury believed to be at the core of the 

generation of meaning in dreams:  

As the work of artists who imitate nature is surpassed by the works of nature 
herself, so the significance of events, which is much more intricate than meaning 

                                                 
3035 Imperial, “Dezir,” vv. 188-190, p. 311 
3036 Archer Woodford, “Mediaeval Iconography of the Virtues: A Poetic Portraiture,” Speculum 28 (1953): 
524.Woodford supports this hypothesis with a quotation from Aquinas’s Summa Theologiae, CLVIII, 6 
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conveyed by words, requires much shrewdness for the interpretation of dreams 
and the elucidation of riddles and signs. If an utterance has three or four meanings 
it is termed polinexus, that is to say, “conveying many meanings.”3037  
 

 After presenting the Virtues as a procession of still portraits, Imperial places 

Dante in the role of exegete, showing the pilgrim that the traditional imagery of each 

Virtue corresponds exactly with her essential nature and function in the human soul.  

Caridad is depicted as the one virtue through whom one can never go astray, 

inspiring the quality of absolute certainty: “la del çirio, çierto deves ser, quien más la 

mira, más crece su ver.”3038 She is shown with her entourage of donzellas, Concordia, 

Paz, Piedat, Compasíon, Misericordia, Beninidat, Temprança, Libertat, Mansedumbre 

and Graçia.3039 Most of the virtues are surrounded in this way by a retinue of attendants, 

sometimes referred to as fijas, whose qualities provide a kind of semantic map that 

reinforces and extends the meaning of the primary Virtue. 

Dante’s epithet for Fe is very brief: “ésta es la que crees e la que amas,”3040 and 

her helpers are Mundiçia, Castidat, Reverençia, Afecto, Religión, Obediençia, Firmeza 

and Herençia,3041 qualities that speak to basic attitudes which, when practiced, lead to a 

purification of the heart through devotion to God. Esperanza’s imagery is not explained 

directly and, instead of naming her subordinates, Dante reveals that all three cardinal 

                                                 
3037 Salisbury, Frivolities, II:XVI, p. 81 
3038 Imperial, “Dezir,” vv. 196-197, p. 311 
3039 Imperial, “Dezir,” vv. 201-207, p. 311 
3040 Imperial, “Dezir,” v. 212, p. 311 
3041 Imperial, “Dezir,” vv. 214-216, p. 311 
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virtues together have six fijas: Fiuzia, Apetito, Amor, Desear, Çertidumbre and 

Esperar.3042  

Dante notices the dreamer’s special affection for the Virtue Justiçia,“la que tú 

miras como enamorado,” and points out her companions Juizio, Verdad, Lealtat, 

Correbiçión, Conjurado Sermón, Igualdat and Ley.3043 Justiçia will play a key role in the 

unfolding narrative of the dream, where she will be seen as the Virtue whose activity 

radiates most strongly into the realm of political affairs. It is therefore helpful to see her 

as a whole that encompasses this range of principles that contribute to the proper ordering 

of human society. 

Fortaleza appears heavily armed, according to Dante, because she is a Virtue who 

“non teme taja nin punta de espada, / nin preçia oro nin teme pobreza / e vençe voluntat 

desenfrenada.”3044 She is surrounded by Magnanimidat, Magnifiçencia, Segurança, 

Paçiençia, Mansedumbre, Grandeza, Perseverançia and Firmeza.3045 These are 

characteristics that are united through the support they bring to anyone wishing to carry 

out noble deeds or the appropriate action for any situation. Prudencica is shown as a 

Virtue of self-perfection: “mira Prudençia cómo faz loçanas / sus ambas fazes mirando el 

espejo,” and appears with her hermanas Providençia, Comprehender, Enseñamiento, 

Cautela, Soliçidat and Acatamiento,3046 “fijas en obras non vanas.”3047 Where Fortaleza 

                                                 
3042 Imperial, “Dezir,” vv. 217-223 
3043 Imperial, “Dezir,” vv. 230-232 p. 312 
3044 Imperial, “Dezir,” vv. 234-236, p. 312 
3045 Imperial, “Dezir,” vv. 250-251, p. 312 
3046 Imperial, “Dezir,” vv. 254-255, p. 312 
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provides the courage needed to act rightly, Prudencia is the source of wisdom and 

discernment for determining what action should be taken.  

Dante highlight’s Templanza’s serene and equanimous countenance: “La del 

semblante nin alegre nin triste, / que abre e çierra tan mansamente / el su castillo,”3048 and 

shows her daughters to be Continençia, Castidat, Limpieza, Sobriedat, Vergüença, 

Templamiento, Onestat and Humiltat,3049 all reinforcing her basic quality of self-

containment and governance over the passions.   

The parade of virtues ends as Dante draws the pilgrim’s attention to a final figure 

Discreçión, “qu’es madre de ellas,” reminding him that without her influence this vision 

of the Virtues / Stars “non te valdría un grano de mijo.”3050 Morreale draws special 

attention to Discretion as the “clave moral” of the entire work. This reveals more about 

the social caste of the dreamer who is now imbued with values fully appropriate to a 

mercantile world that was rapidly approaching “modernity” and increasingly filled with 

subtle gradations of moral value that called for a carefully honed acumen. 

Except for this special consideration of Descreción who is not one of the seven 

star maidens, all of the Virtues appear to enjoy an equal rank. On the level of the dream 

narrative, they never enter into relationship with the protagonist to become dream guides, 

such as the character Hope in the Roman de la rose, instead remaining at the level of 

                                                                                                                                                 
3047 Imperial, “Dezir,” v. 256, p. 312 
3048 Imperial, “Dezir,” vv. 257-259, p. 312 
3049 Imperial, “Dezir,” v. 261-264, p. 312 
3050 Imperial, “Dezir,” vv. 267, p. 312 
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distant icons whose only influence on the dreamer would seem to be the ray of light that 

streams from them impartially. 

The poetic “I,” using language taken directly from Dante’s Purgatorio, recalls 

how the extraordinary vision of these impersonal Virtues completely seized his mind:  

     E como aquel que cosa estraña mira 
e nunca vido e non çessa mirando,3051 
e de mirar los ojos nunca tira, 
tal era yo çerca d’ellas andando.3052 

 
This recalls the many references Dante makes as pilgrim in the Commedia to experiences 

that took him extra se, outside of himself, leaving him bewildered and unanchored 

spiritually from his traditional points of reference.  

The star imagery has communicated directly with the emotional life of Imperial’s 

pilgrim, in harmony with medieval and contemporary observations that the dreaming 

imagination is often stimulated in the absence of rational control of the mind. Imperial’s 

pilgrim, however, is a protagonist of a literary text whose genre incorporates intellectual 

discussion of visionary experience as a foundational element. Imperial’s dreamer is left 

with two doubts. Dante, as quasi-omniscient dream guide, addresses the first point of 

confusion, that some of the Virtues are different with respect to their beauty but should 

nevertheless be considered as equals: 

  Todas, mi fijo, como una cadena 
  e de un linaje todas descendientes,  
  entretexidas cada una con vena. 

                                                 
3051 Cf. Dante, Purgatorio VII: 10-12, p. 145: “Like one who of a sudden sees a thing before him / at which 
he wonders, who both believes and doesn’t, / saying to himself: ‘It is – but no, it cannot be.’” 
3052 Imperial, “Dezir,” vv. 273-276, p. 313 
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  Por ende, mi fijo, si parares mientes,3053 
  si son las que han un nombre diferente, 
  es la diferençia en los objetos; 
  por ende, un omne nombre a los sojetos, 
  salva a correbçión de más sabientes.3054 

  
 This distinction between objects and subjects was essential to the Scholastic 

philosophy developed by Thomas Aquinas. As Richard Regan summarizes, subjects for 

Aquinas are “the substances underlying accidental characteristics. For example, human 

beings are the subjects of their powers and acts. In a broader sense, powers can be 

considered the subjects of the power’s acts. For example, the intellect is the subject of the 

intellectual acts.”3055 

 Of greater importance to the dream narrative is the second doubt in the pilgrim’s 

mind, also perceived by Dante. Thinking of the enlightening power of the Virtues, he 

wonders why: “¿por qué en Castilla solamientre una d’ellas / que non alumbra un poco 

por abrigo?”3056 Dante answers that the “serpientes” who have been with the pilgrim 

since he crossed the arroyo make it impossible for Castile to enjoy their healing rays.3057 

This small detail sheds further light on the dreamer’s social construction. He is privileged 

to see and be transformed by the Virtues in a vision inaccessible to his fellow citizens of 

Castile who live in a kind of moral blindness. In this way he follows the somewhat elitist 

tradition established by Cicero, where the dreamer of extraordinary dreams is a highly 

                                                 
3053 TDMS2, 469, s.v. parar mientes: “notar, observar, fijarse en”  
3054 Imperial, “Dezir,” vv. 289-296, p. 313 
3055 Richard J. Regan, “Glossary,” Thomas Aquinas: A Summary of Philosophy, trans., ed. Richard J. Regan 
(Indianapolis: Hackett,  2003), 215. Regan does not give a corresponding definition for “objects.”  
3056 Imperial, “Dezir,” vv. 299-300,  p. 313 
3057 Imperial, “Dezir,” vv. 301-04, p. 313 
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cultured statesman and, in accord with Lope de Barrientos’s dream theory, a nobleman of 

strong moral fiber.3058 

He warns the dreamer to be on guard to shield his vision from the serpents, 

because according to spiritual law anyone who has seen them and then gazes upon the 

Virtues will be banished from the garden.3059 This suggests a belief that there is a divine 

order to how the hidden world of spirit must be revealed to the dreamer and that, much 

like in the biblical account of Eden, those who seek inappropriate forms of knowledge 

will lose the grace that allows them to fully experience the Good. In much the same way 

as the pilgrim Dante of the Commedia, although on a much smaller scale, Imperial’s 

dreamer is guided through a carefully controlled sequence of revelations that form the 

path he must follow to spiritual freedom and health.  

 Given the largely two-dimensional notion of good and evil presented in Imperial’s 

Dezir, the serpents here fit squarely within James Hall’s recognition of their symbolic 

value in Western culture in general as signs of “of evil and a biblical synonym for 

Satan”3060 and as the beast crushed by the Virgin Mary in testament to her victory over 

the forces of sin.3061 Gaining knowledge of the vices, however, is key to the healing of 

Imperial’s pilgrim figure, fulfilling indirectly the serpent’s traditionally beneficial role as 

the bearer of wisdom.3062   

                                                 
3058 See my page 351. 
3059 Imperial, “Dezir,” vv. 307-312, p. 313 
3060 Hall, Dictionary, 294 
3061 Hall, Dictionary, 294 
3062 Hall, Dictionary, 294 
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 At least on a small scale, serpents became a part of the allegorical depiction of 

evil in medieval art and literature. In his famous mural of the Last Judgment at the 

Church of Santa Maria dell’Arena, Giotto depicts one of the seven vices, Ira, as a 

disfigured, horned woman with a serpent coming out of her mouth to attack her between 

the eyes.3063 

As the central metaphor of Robert de l’Oulme’s Dit des VII serpens, composed in 

1266, the seven deadly sins enter into debate with Satan and are also likened to seven 

serpents.3064 Early scholars of Francisco Imperial, such as A. Farinelli3065 and C.R. 

Post,3066 saw an immediate connection between this poem and the iconography of the 

Dezir. Rafael Lapesa, writing some 60 years later, based on his reading of l’Oulme’s 

work and noting the great differences in Imperial’s poem in the description of these 

beasts, questioned this as a possible source of influence. He insisted that the connection 

between serpents and vices is part of a much wider Western font of symbolic 

imagination, suggesting that the mutli-headed serpents from the biblical Revelations 

resemble Imperial’s creatures much more closely.3067 However, faced with the evidence 

in the Dezir of a careful reading of the Commedia it would make sense that much of the 

                                                 
3063 Bloomfield, Seven Deadly Sins, 103 
3064 Bloomfield, Seven Deadly Sins, 103  
3065 Arturo Farinelli, “Appunti su Dante in Ispagna nell’Età Media,” Giornale Storico della Letteratura 
Italiana Supp. 8 (1905): 4-5 
3066 C.R. Post, The Beginnings of the Influence of Dante in Castilian and Catalan Literature: 26th Annual 
Report of the Dante Society of America (Boston: The Athenaeum Press, 1908), 15 
3067 Lapesa, “Notas,” 344 
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serpent imagery which appears in all three canticles came directly or was mediated 

through Dante. Some of these instances will be discussed below. 

 The names given by Imperial to each of the seven sierpes have been a source of 

much speculation and represent an enigma not fully resolved. Joaquín Casalduero and 

Dorothy Clotelle Clarke represent two opposing positions, the first looking to Dante’s 

Commedia as a probable model for most of this section of Imperial’s Dezir and the other 

looking to a wider panorama of historical and cultural references, often including 

political or religious personages who represented various forms of heresy.3068   

 The first of the serpents, “Merona,” pierces the air with a dragon-like breath: “el 

su espirar todo el aire encona,”3069 a reference Dutton and González Cuenta feel was 

modeled on a passage from Canto 17 of the Inferno referring to Geryon: “Ecco colei che 

tutto ‘l mondo appuzza.”3070 Merona is perhaps the only serpent, except for the hanging 

Judas, who is given this kind of visual description. The Dezir is a dream text more 

grounded in the world of ideas than in mythological imagery. In this respect Imperial is 

far less visionary as a poet than his model Dante. His poetry, it should also be noted, 

belongs to what Kathryn Lynch described as the period of dissolution of the dream vision 

genre, which in this case resulted in a kind of fossilization of the raw materials of the 

imagination and a somewhat overbearing tendency to fit these elements into a strict 

allegorical and intellectual framework. The balance that Piehler praises in the mature 

                                                 
3068 Dutton and González Cuenca, Cancionero, 314, appears to give more weight to the hypotheses of 
Clotelle Clarke 
3069 Imperial, “Dezir,” v. 317, p. 314 
3070 Cf. Dante, Inferno, XVII.3, p. 313 and Dutton and González Cuenca, note to “Dezir,” v. 317, p. 314 
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literary dream vision between vital affect and cool exegesis is lost at times as the mind 

prevails over the heart. 

Casalduero links this “Merona’ to the beast in the Inferno who, according to some 

key commentators,3071 may most fully symbolizes the sin of violence that flows from the 

vice of wrath, the Minotaur found in Canto 12.3072 Clotelle Clarke, on the other hand, is 

certain that Merona, a possible variant of Nerona, represents the emperor Nero, with an 

allowance made for the rhyme scheme (corona / Nerona).3073 Brownlee has discerned a 

link that is challenging to make between the Commedia and Nero. The verses in 

Purgatorio Canto XXXII.109-60 are, as Robert Hollander suggests, connected to the 

“negative “transformation of the Church in this world.” 3074 The first of these 

“tribulations” faced by the Church involved the persecutions suffered by the first 

Christians under the Roman Emperors, beginning with Nero.3075 Nero, according to 

Richard Emmerson, had gripped the Christian imagination in the patristic period as a 

symbol of the Antichrist:  

Christians identified Nero with the “mystery of iniquity,” the evil power presently 
at work of which Paul writes in 2 Thessalonians 2:7. Commenting on this text 
John Chrysostom (ca. 347-407) states: “Here this speaks of Nero, who is a type of 

                                                 
3071 Hollander, “notes,” Inferno, 229 cites the 19th century commentary of Gabriele Rossetti: “The 
Minotaur, who is situated at the rim of this tripartite circle, fed, according to myth, on human limbs 
(violence against one’s neighbor); according to the poem [v. 14] was biting himself (violence against 
oneself) and was conceived in the ‘false cow’ (violence against nature, daughter of God).” 
3072 Joaquín Gimeno Casalduero, “El Dezir a las siete virtudes de Francisco Imperial y sus sierpes: la bestia 
Asyssyna,” Hispania 70 (1987): 209 
3073 Clotelle Clarke, Dorothy, “The Decir de Micer Francisco Imperial a las siete virtudes: Authorship, 
Meaning, Date,” Hispanic Medieval Studies in Honor of Samuel G. Armistead, ed. E. Michael Gerli and 
Harvey L. Sharer (Madison, WI: Hispanic Seminary of Medieval Studies, 1992), 78-79 
3074 Hollander, “Outline,” 713; See also Brownlee, “Poetic Genealogy, 73 
3075 Hollander, “Notes,” 734 
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Antichrist.” Since commentators accuse Nero of killing the apostles, persecuting 
the church, and doing the works of the devil […] his persecution is a figure of the 
much greater persecution to come under Antichrist.3076  

 
Daniel Baraz stresses that Nero had, since late antiquity, been an emblematic figure of 

cruelty: “Nero’s reputation for cruelty rested on the events narrated by Roman historians 

as well as on his persecutions of Christians, the most notable being the execution of Peter 

and Paul. Like Herod in various biblical plays, toward the end of the Middle Ages Nero’s 

figure became an exaggerated prototype of cruelty.”3077  

 Finally, in evoking this beast, Imperial appears to borrow a verse from Inferno 

XVII: “Ecco colei che tutto ‘l mondo appuzza.”3078 This would link this first serpent to 

the iconographical tradition of the mythical being Geryon, a monster with a deceptively 

benign human face, serpent’s body with concealing leopard-like spots and the paws of a 

bear.3079 John Block Friedman argues that in the medieval mind this creature represented 

the Antichrist in his mystical or spiritual aspect, as a demonic force who would seduce 

humanity beneath the false guise of benevolence and miraculous spiritual power. If 

Imperial did intentionally quote from this canto it may provide a key that can partially 

reconcile the divergent interpretations that have been offered for the seven serpents. 

                                                 
3076 Richard Kenneth Emmerson, Antichrist in the Middle Ages: A study of Medieval Apocalypticism, Art, 
and Literature (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1981), 28 
3077 Daniel Baraz, Medieval cruelty: changing perceptions : Late Antiquity to the Early Modern Period 
(Ithaca, NY: Cornell U.P., 2003), 153 
3078 Dante, Inferno, XVII.3, p. 313 
3079 John Block Friedman, “Antichrist and the Iconography of Dante’s Geryon,” Journal of the Warburg 
and Courtauld Institutes 35 (1972): 109 
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Imperial’s beasts would then appear to stand as symbols of evil manifesting in the social 

world and as an attack on the Christian faith.  

In W. H. V. Reade’s exhaustive study of the Thomistic moral philosophy in the 

Commedia, dilectio, or love, is presented as the primary activity of the virtue caritas. Her 

greatest enemy was the force of odium: “Odium, as the gravest of all, is opposed to 

dilectio itself.”3080 Since all of the serpents create a symbolic nexus supporting Imperial’s 

invective against Seville that is to follow, it is perhaps more helpful to see them as 

representing semantic fields of evil that interfere with the possibility for good 

governance, rather. Nero would have been a prime candidate to embody the dark power 

of odium in civil society. At the same time, he was clearly viewed as a sworn enemy of 

the Christian faith as the author of the first great heresy.  

The second serpent, “Arriana,” represents the power of heresy as the direct 

opponent to Imperial’s second dueña Fe: “hereje / muy enemiga de la fe cristiana, / 

emponçonada e falsa e reona.”3081 Imperial begins here to verbally relegate the vices 

completely to the world of shadows as vile forces against which one must protect oneself. 

Haeresis, Reade explains, was considered by Aquinas to be a subcategory of infidelitas, a 

willful sin of the intellect, in which one intentionally holds to a false belief.3082 

                                                 
3080 William Henry Vincent Reade, The Moral System of Dante’s Inferno (Port Washington, NY: Kennikat 
Press, 1969), 307 
3081 Imperial, “Dezir,” vv. 318-321, p. 314  
3082 Reade, Moral System, 305-6 
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Casalduero sees a clear connection with Dante’s references to the heresy of Arius3083 in 

Paradiso XIII.127,3084 where his most defining characteristic is infidelity.3085 Arius’s 

break with orthodoxy consisted in his refutation of the doctrine of the Consubstantiality 

of Father and Son. Hollander cites an unpublished gloss of the Paradiso sent to him in 

2001 by Mario Versano that suggests that Dante could have been moved to portray Arius 

by the writings of Alain de Lille.3086 Although she does not mention this reference from 

the Paradiso, Clotelle Clarke is in agreement with this identification of the historical 

Arius.3087  

Imperial devotes almost an entire strophe to the serpent “Juderra,” suggesting the 

uniquely potent role this beast plays in his compact evocation of the universe of evil:  

 La terçia llaman la bestia Juderra, 
 de sí enemiga e desesperada  

                                                 
3083 According to William Barry, “Arius,” The Catholic Encyclopedia. vol. 1. (New York: Robert Appleton 
Company, 1907),  Web, 22 Sept. 2010, Arius (c. 250 – 336) created controversy early in his career in 306 
by backing a rebel Egyptian priest, leading to his excommunication, was able to win the support he needed 
to become deacon of an important district of Alexandria by the year 313. He preached the unorthodox 
doctrine that questioned the dominant view holding Christ to be the Son of God who is united with divine 
substance, entering into open conflict with Bishop Alexander in 318 and bringing his second 
excommunication in 321.  In Palestine he found welcome exponent of his ideas in Eusebius of Nicomedia 
and dedicated part of his work to the cultivation of poetry. When Arius brought his confession of faith to 
the Council of Nicea in 325 it was promptly destroyed and he was banished to Illyricum. His fortunes 
appeared to greatly improve, however, when Constantine ordered him reinstated in Alexandria. Instead he 
was opposed by Saint Athanasius, which led Constantine to persecute that Catholic community there. 
Arius’s life came to a surprising end. Constantine, against the wishes of the majority of Catholics, took the 
bold step of ordering Bishop Alexander to give him Communion, but Arius died suddenly before he could 
enjoy this privilege, leading many in his day to believe he had been struck down by divine Providence.  
3084 Dante, Paradiso XIII.123-129, “He who casts off from shore to fish for truth / without the necessary 
skill does not return the same / as he sets out, but worse, and all in vain. // Clear proof of this was given to 
the world / by Parmenides, Melissus, Bryson, and others, / who went to sea without a port in mind. // Such 
were Sabellius and Arius and the fools who misread Scripture as a sword reflecting the distorted image of a 
face upon its blade.”  
3085 Casalduero, “El Dezir,” 210 
3086 Hollander, notes, “Paradiso,” 325; the reference to Alain de Lille is Patrologia Latina CCX.749 
3087 Clotelle Clarke, “The Decir,” 79 
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e aborresçida del çielo e tierra 
e de sus braços anda enforcada,3088 
e por eso es de esta tierra apartada 
e mucho más está siempre del çielo.3089 

 
As explored in Chapter 3, Judas is placed at the lowest point of Dante’s infernal 

world,3090 grasped eternally in the mouth of the frozen and impotent Satan; Casalduero 

connects this passage to the way in which Imperial has placed Juderra in unending exile, 

where she can cause no harm to earth or heaven, a punishment that he links to Dante’s 

suicides who live in total isolation.3091 Judas is shown here hanging by his arms, a 

reference drawn from the Gospel of Matthew which chronicles Judas’s final, deadly act 

of violence against himself.3092 Dorothy Clotelle Clarke has chosen to emphasize Judas’s 

betrayal of Christ and his role as a symbol of Judaism as heresy that she connects with 

the anti-Semitic violence that was exploding at the turn of the 15th century in Castile.3093  

In keeping with the strict parallelism between Virtues and Vices that is part of the 

basic structure of the Dezir, the key to understanding “Juderra” is most likely the 

adjective “desesperada,” as counterpoint to Esperanza, reflecting the condition of utter 

hopelessness that governs the lowest reaches of Dante’s Hell. As Reade warns, however, 

this is an attitude of despair in relation to the hope of eternal salvation into which the 

sinner has fallen, brought on, it was believed, by an excessive indulgence in the passion 
                                                 
3088 “enhorcada” or hanging  
3089 Imperial, “Dezir,” vv. 321-6, p. 314 
3090 Cf. Dante, Inferno, XXXIV 
3091 Casalduero, “El Dezir,” 209-10 
3092 Matthew 27:3-5, New American Bible, 999, states “He returned the thirty pieces of silver to the chief 
priests and elders, saying ‘I have sinned in betraying innocent blood.’ They said, ‘What is that to us? Look 
to it yourself.’ Flinging the money into the temple, he departed and went off and hanged himself.” 
3093 Clotelle Clarke, “The Dezir,” 79 
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of acedia,3094 itself an intentional attachment to the emotions of grief and bitterness.3095 

Dante’s image of Judas in the mouth of Satan is arresting: “For the one in front of the 

gnawing was a trifle / to the clawing, for from time to time / his back was left with not a 

shred of skin. // ‘That soul up there who bears the greatest pain,’ said the master, ‘is Judas 

Iscariot, who has / his head within and outside flails his legs.’”3096 This serpent, then, 

would seem to unite the impulses of betrayal as the heretical and destructive moral and 

social force, a form of evil that was unfortunately attributed at this time to Judaism, with 

a more spiritual sense of the loss of hope as a primary generator of evil acts. 

Just as the estrellas / doncellas of the four cardinal Virtues belong to a geometric 

arrangement that is separate from the triangle of the theological virtues, the four final 

sierpes are kept at a distance from the other three, “pero non tanto que quien unas mira / 

non vea de las otras las pissadas, / ca el uno espiro en las otras espira.”3097 The fourth 

creature, the “grant bestia Alenxada,”3098 said to be the serpent most filled with rage,3099 

is characterized by a basic crime against society: “siempre a sí tira / sustancia agena e 

faz’la apropiada.” She is, in other words, a kind of tyrant who lives like a parasite off the 

people she has conquered. 

                                                 
3094 Reade, Moral System, 306 
3095 Reade, Moral System, 307-8 
3096 Imperial, “Dezir,” vv. 58-63, p. 631 
3097 Imperial, “Dezir,” vv. 329-331, p. 314 
3098 Imperial, “Dezir,” vv. 335, p. 314 
3099 Imperial, “Dezir,” vv. 336, p. 314 
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At one level, the name Alenxada likely refers to Alexander the Great. As 

Casalduero comments, in Dante’s moral universe Alexander appears in the 12th canto of 

the Inferno along with the Minotaur mentioned above:  

There I saw some sunken to the eyebrows, 
and the great centaur said: “They are tyrants 
who took to blood and plunder. 
 
“Here they lament their ruthless crimes. 
Here is Alexander, here cruel Dionysius. 
who gave to Sicily its years of woe.”3100 

According to George Cary, there has been a wide range of candidates for this 

“Alexander” proposed by Dante commentators over the centuries:  

Most of the early commentators asserted that Alexander the Great was meant, the 
most violent of them being Benvenuto da Imola, whose commentary is quoted by 
Vernon, and who quotes Orosius on the wickedness of Alexander. Other 
commentators suggested Alexander Balas and Alexander Pherae.  

Modern scholars have tended to identify the Alexander here mentioned 
with Alexander of Pherae.3101 

 
Hollander,3102 however, is in agreement with Charles Singleton’s 1970 commentary that 

provides a detailed overview of the considerable evidence identifying her as Alexander 

the Great.3103 . 

It’s very possible that Francisco Imperial, writing at the beginning of the 15th 

century, could have had access to some of the writings of Benvenuto da Imola3104 or to 

                                                 
3100 Cf. Dante, Inferno XII.103-108, p. 257 
3101 George Cary, The Medieval Alexander (Cambridge, England: Cambridge U.P., 1956), 350 
3102 Hollander, “Notes,” 233 
3103 Cf. Charles S. Singleton, “Commentary,” The Divine Comedy, ed., trans. Charles Singleton, vol. 2 
(Princeton: Princeton U.P., 1970), 196-98 
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have even attended one of his lectures in his youth, either of which may have led him to 

model his bestia “Alenxada” on Alexander the Great. Casalduero sees this serpent as an 

embodiment of the capital sin of avarice. Reade, however, offers a very fine distinction, 

based on the writings of Aquinas, that hold that the force opposed to iustitia is, in fact, 

malitia, a unique capacity for intentional evildoing that is rooted in habitually pursuing 

wrong ends, often resulting in crimes against others and against society.3105 Dante likely 

had such an idea in mind when he consigned Alexander to the circle of those who had 

been condemned for committing violence against others, such as murderers.3106  

Noting a play on the word “lejada” or legate, Clotelle Clarke is convinced that 

this bestia must refer to the antipope Pedro de Luna, known as Benedict XIII.3107 This is 

                                                                                                                                                 
3104 Joseph R. Berrigan, “Benvenuto da Imola,” Medieval Italy: an Encyclopedia, vol. 1, 107,  states that 
“Benvenuto (late 1330s–1387 or 1388) was one of the most important commentators on Dante’s Divine 
Comedy during the Trecento. He was born in Imola to a family of notaries and judges. In 1365, he 
represented Imola on an embassy to Pope Urban V in Avignon. From 1367 to 1376, Benvenuto taught 
grammar at Bologna, and in 1375 he gave public lectures on the Divine Comedy. From 1376, until his death 
he lived under the protection of the d’Este ruler in Ferrara, where he continued teaching and issuing 
publications on the Comedy and maintained a lively correspondence with Coluccio Salutati. 
3105 I am only scratching the surface of a very complex argument is developed over several pages in a 
chapter in Reade’s book called “Malitia and Justice,” Moral System, 269-89. 
3106 Casalduero, “El Dezir,” 210 
3107 Theresa Earenfight, “Benedict XIII, Antipope,” Medieval Iberia, 157-58, states that Pedro Martínez de 
Luna (1328 or 1329, who had blood ties to the Aragonese monarchy, was elected Pope Benedict XIII in 
1394. Rather than the figure of healing it was hoped he would become, he deepened the divisions 
originating in the Great Schism (1378-422). He was born in Illueca, near Zaragoza and became s tudent and 
doctor of canon law at Monpellier. His ascension to the papal curia or Avignon took him to posts ion 
Cuenca, Zaragoza and Valenica. In the turmoil that split the church beginning in 1378, he supported the 
first antipope Clement VII. As a papal legate to Spain he enrolled the kings of Aragon and Navarre into this 
cause. He served in a similar capacity in Scotland, Ireland, England, France and the Low Countries. At the 
University of Paris he proposed a settlement whereby the rival popes would resign their posts and a new 
pope could be elected. When he succeded Clement VII in 1394 he did not remain faithful to his pledge. His 
reign instead became a time of great division and confusion in Western Europe. In Aragon’s King Martin 
the Humane he found a great protector from French military efforts to end his reign. Popes Innocent VII 
(1404-1406) and Gregory XII (1406-1415) were unable to negotiate a settlement with Benedict, who died 
in Peñiscola in 1423, still claiming his papal title. 
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an intriguing interpretation but one that calls for more careful scholarly attention and 

solid philological and historical evidence. If one assumes that Imperial’s serpents embody 

a dual aspect as sources of evil in the political world that working in tandem with forces 

opposing the Christian faith, this latter identification would not negate but rather add 

another layer of meaning to the potent symbolism of Alexander the Great as an unjust 

ruler and ideal foil for the Virtue Justicia.  

 The fifth serpent, who stands in opposition to Fortaleza, follows Imperial’s 

pattern of balancing distinct aspects of holiness with corresponding symbols of evil. This 

beast is associated with qualities of weakness and cowardice: “pusilánima e menguada, / 

ha nombre, fijo, sierpe Celestina.” She, like “Juderra,” is said to have been banished 

eternally from God’s presence and here, even from Hell itself: “del infierno e del çielo 

desechada, / de todos bienes e onra indina.”3108  

This description, as Casalduero rightly points out, can be applied to Pope 

Celestino V,3109 whom it is believed Dante imagined when he referred cryptically to “him 

                                                 
3108 Imperial, “Dezir,” vv. 339-40, p. 314 
3109 According to James Loughlin, "Pope St. Celestine V." The Catholic Encyclopedia. vol. 3. (New York: 
Robert Appleton Company, 1908), Web, 22 Sept. 2010, Pietro di Murrone was born in 1215 in Moline, a 
province in the region of Naples. He was invested as Pope Celestine in L’Aquila on August 29, 1294, 
serving only until December of that year. He is known today for his youthful devotion to solitude and 
severe monastic discipline.  He attracted, however, a great following, founding thirty-six monasteries that 
formed the order of the Benedictine Celestini. For a time, however, he returned to complete solitude in the 
wilderness. In July 1294 he was unexpectedly asked to come out of his retreat to serve as Pope. At a time 
when infighting within the Church and between the Ghibelline and Guelph factions in Italy had kept the 
Church essentially leaderless for over two years, Cardinal Latino Orsini had said that Pietro’s election was 
revealed by divine prophesy  Pietro reluctantly accepted his election. He is recognized today as a having 
been singularly inept pontiff. Falling under the sway of King Charles of Naples, his appointment of 
Neapolitan and French cardinals planted the seeds of the 14th century Great Schism. His attempts to renew 
the strict law of Gregory X and severe monastic disciplines created intense resistance to his rule. He was 
seized with the obsession that by abandoning his own ascetic way of life he was putting the salvation of his 
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who, through cowardice, made the great refusal”3110 in Canto III of the Inferno, the 

region reserved for the “neutrals,” those who had fallen into sin by failing to fully commit 

themselves to the Good.3111 Hollander cautions that while most early commentators of 

Dante assumed this unnamed sinner was indeed Pope Celestine, Pietro di Murrone was 

actually canonized within Dante’s lifetime and the rightful motives for his abdication laid 

out by none other than Petrarch in 1346 in his De vita solitaria. For this reason, modern 

scholars have continued to be divided in their support or negation of Celestine as the 

cowardly neutral.3112  

Given the evidence that Imperial had a definite structure in mind for his ordering 

of virtues and vices and was likely directly inspired by the Commedia, Clotelle’s Clarke's 

argument that “Celestina” represents the heretical movement of the religious reformer 

John Huss seems unfounded.3113 Although he became an enemy of the Church, John 

Huss,3114 who struggled for social justice far from the Mediterranean world familiar to 

                                                                                                                                                 
soul in danger. Despite a great outpouring of popular and clerical support for his reign, he took the unheard 
of step in December 1294 of abdicating the pontificate.  His successor, Boniface VIII, interfered with his 
desire to return to his hermitage in Abruzzo. When Pietro had fled there for a time, he was arrested, 
spending his final year of life imprisoned. He was subjected to cruel treatment and, in the end, put to death 
by Pope Boniface.   
3110 Cf. Dante, Inferno, III.60, p. 51 
3111 Casalduero, “El Dezir, 210 
3112 Hollander, “Notes,” 60 
3113 Clotelle, “The Dezir,” 79. Clotelle Clark reached this conclusion by working with the alternative name 
of Calixtine given to the Hussite faction. This is another reference that calls for a deeper philological 
investigation as Clotelle provides no hard evidence to back her claim. 
3114 According to Joseph Wilhelm, “Jan Hus,” The Catholic Encyclopedia. vol. 7. (New York: Robert 
Appleton Company, 1910.), Web, 8 Oct. 2010, Jan Hus was a gifted young man of great moral character 
who devoted himself to singing and study in Prague. He joined the priesthood in 1400 and served as rector 
of the University of Prague in 1402-03. He became an outspoken proponent of the Realist theological 
writings of Wyclif. In his sermons he called for a moral reform of the clergy, episcopate and papacy, 
enjoying the support of the local Archbishop. The ideas of Wyclif were attacked as heretical, however, by 
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Imperial, stood firm in his convictions and was burned at the stake. Furthermore, his most 

controversial activity likely took place after the death of Imperial. He is, then, a 

questionable choice to stand as a symbol of cowardice even in the mind of someone such 

as the apparently conservative Francisco Imperial who would have had reason to harshly 

disagree with him. Moreover, as Reade carefully considers, Dante developed his notion 

of fortitudo in a different direction from Aristotle and Aquinas, one that left aside acts of 

physical strength and embraced only qualities of moral courage as the polar opposite to 

the condition of pusillanimitas.3115 On the whole, Caslduero’s choice of Celestine V as an 

emblem of weakness makes the most sense as both the social and spiritual cause of evil. 

 Imperial highlights the forces of social chaos unleashed by the sixth serpent, 

“Asissina,” who challenges the Virtue Prudence: “que nunca cata dó pon sus pissadas / 

nin quiere ver con qué dan las passadas; / sus obras non son orden, mas ruína.”3116 This 

sixth sierpe has given commentators the most difficulty. While some have alleged that 

that this name refers in a general sense to the concept of “assassin,”3117 another view held 

that Imperial was referencing those responsible for the “assassination” or massacre of 

                                                                                                                                                 
Pope Innocent VII. In 1408 Hus initially agreed with a papal decree that these writings be handed over to 
Church authorities to be properly “corrected.” Nevertheless, when the Czech king soon rebelled politically 
against the Church in a kind of nationalist uprising, Hus once again took up his ardent support for 
Wyclifian ideas. He was excommunicated in 1410 but believed he enjoyed the protection of the king, even 
as he was called to report his activities to Rome. In 1411 he stood with his countrymen against the 
indulgences proclaims by the Antipope John. In 1414 he posted his famous treatise “De sex erroribus” on 
the walls of his Chapel of Bethlehem, which the Czech king had protected. He was called to the Council of 
Constance in 1415 where he was tried and burned at the stake for his support of heretical teachings. 
3115 Reade, Moral Universe, 395 
3116 Imperial, “Dezir,” vv. 342-344, p. 314 
3117 Casalduero, “El Dezir,” 210, references the works of Menéndez Pidal and Ochoa, without citing them 
specifically.  
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Jews in Seville in 1391.3118 Yet another group of critics, including Clotelle Clarke,3119 are 

convinced that the sixth beast took its name from the 11th-century Muslim sect of the 

Syrian Assassins, known for their extreme brutality.3120 

 In contrast, Casalduero believes that the sixth serpent must represent some kind of 

foolishness because she stands in opposition to the virtue of Prudence, concluding that 

her name was most likely derived from the word asino or “ass.”3121 While not referencing 

the Commedia directly, he offers a quote from Dante’s Convivio in which the Florentine 

master cites Boethius: “Chi da la ragione si parte… non vive uomo, ma vive bestia, sì 

come dice quello eccelentissimo Boezio: «Asino vive».”3122 He also highlights Imperial’s 

more direct quotation from Paradiso XIII in describing this beast. In connection with 

Parmenides and Melissus, philosophers known for constructing faulty syllogisms, and 

Bryson, who created impossible geometric proofs, Dante categorizes them as: “li quali 

andaro e non sapëan dove.”3123 The final Dantean reference in Imperial’s strophe is taken 

from Paradiso VIII in a commentary offered by Beatrice on the cosmologcial force of the 

Good: “Se ciò non fosse, il ciel che tu cammine / producerebbe sì li suoi effetti, / che non 

sarebbero arti, ma ruine.”3124 

                                                 
3118 Casalduero, “El Dezir,” 210, cites Archer Woodford, “Francisco Imperial’s, Dantesque Dezir las syete 
virtudes: A Study of Certain Aspects of the Poem.” Italica 27 (1950): 99 
3119 Clotelle Clarke, “The Dezir,” 79 
3120 These include Lapesa, Edwin Place, Dorothy Clotelle Clarke, Margherita Morreale and Colbert 
Nepaulsingh. 
3121 Casalduero, 211 
3122 Convivio, II, 7; Casalduero, 211 
3123 Dante, Paradiso, XIIII.125-6, p. 314 
3124 Dante, Paradiso, VIII.106-8, p. 186 
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 Casalduero’s helpful references to Dante overlook a possible further connection to 

Imperial’s serpent “Asissina.” Taking a closer look at Inferno XIX.50, one finds Dante’s 

sole reference in the entire Commedia to the word “assessin:” The pilgrim Dante, in the 

circle of those punished eternally for engaging in acts of simony, calls out for an 

unknown shade to identify himself. Dante has himself mistaken this shade, Pope Nicholas 

III, for Pope Boniface VIII: 

I stood there like a friar who confesses 
a treacherous assassin. Once done, 
he calls the friar back to stay his death. 
 
And he cried out: “Is that you already, 
are you here already, Boniface? 
By several years the writing lied to me.”3125   

 
Hollander explains that Pope Nicholas III3126 is remembered to history for his nepotism, 

while Boniface VIII,3127 whom Dante implicated with Nicholas III in the crime of 

                                                 
3125 Imperial, “Dezir,” vv. 49-54, p. 347 
3126 Carola M. Small, “Nicholas III,” Medieval Italy, vol. 1, p. 769-70, Giovanni Gaetano Orisni (c. 1225-
1280, r. 1277-180), appointed cardinal in 1244, faced strong opposition from Charles of Anjou when he 
was chosen to succeed John XXI as Pope in 1277. Once in power, through a papal bull he claimed sole 
authority for naming senators, blocking Charles from serving a second term in this position with the Holy 
Roman Empire. When Rudolf of Hapsburg was seeking to arrange his coronation in Italy Nicholas agreed 
to see him only if he would cede Romagna to the papal state. Small discredits Ptolomy of Lucca, who 
believed that Nicholas wished to create a kingdom for the Orsini family in Romagna but believes that 
Dante had reason to comdemn Nicholas for the practice of nepotism, as three of his kinsmen were 
appointed as cardinals during his term. 
3127 According to Gary P. Cestaro, “Boniface VIII,” Medieval Italy, vol. 1, 143-5, Benedetto Caetani was 
born c. 1235 or 1240 in the town of Anagni southeast of Rome. Although he was defeated in his battle 
against the French King Philip IV, he can be considered as the last of the “monarch-popes” who dedicated 
himself to acquiring wealth and power. He never hid the fact that he used his clerical power to bring riches 
to the Church yet held that no Pope could be declared guilty of simony. He was educated and began his 
service to the church in Todi and Spoleto in the 1260s. He was able to travel as a papal legate to France and 
England and advanced to the level of cardinal by 1281. In what would become a lifelong source of trouble 
to Benedetto, in 1282 Pedro III of Aragon would wrest control of Sicily from the Neapolitan Charles I of 
Anjou. After the death of Nicholas III the Church struggled to find a successor, overlooking Benedict 
because of his questionable moral reputation. When Nicholas’s successor Celestine V abdicated after just 
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simony, was particularly hated by the poet because of his support for the Black Guelphs 

and French presence in Florence, causing the Church, in his estimation, to interfere 

sinfully in the realm of secular statecraft.3128  

The crime of simony, which Dante imputes humorously to Boniface, fits clearly 

within the Thomistic categorization of virtues and their opposing sins. One form of 

imprudence in this highly complex system is the “spurious imitation” of the virtue of 

prudentia. This can take the form of astutia, which, in its subcategories of dolus and 

fraus, is a term that can be used to describe any vice that is intentionally hidden by the 

mask of feigned Prudence, a false front that allows one to deceive others by projecting an 

image of solid understanding and devotion to morally right action. This seems the perfect 

description of popes who fell into the depths of corruption while standing for a grand 

vision of what the Church could and should become. Nicholas III and Boniface VIII 

would appear to represent the perfect exemplars of the socially destructive and spiritually 

corrosive effects attributed to this category of sin. 

Imperial’s final beast, “Sardanapola,” is associated with filth: “de suzios vizios 

nunca se enfrena / e deleita en ellos muy vilmente.” Casalduero is in agreement with 

                                                                                                                                                 
five months in office, Benedict took control of the Church. His reign was marked by bitter conflicts with 
the French and English monarchs over the issue of taxation of clergy and, within Italy, with the Colonna 
family, who resented the fact that the Church had given their lands to the Caetani and Orsini families. In 
1300 he invited the brother of King Philip of France to come to the aid of the Sicilians, a move that brought 
Charles to Florence and the Black Guelphs to power in the city. In 1302 he published his full Unman 
sanctam that called for the uniting of the Church with the Holy Roman Emperor. Philip of France and the 
Colonna family were outraged and brought charges against the Pope. The Pope was brought under siege by 
these factions in September 1303 and, although he escaped, the emotional turmoil of the situation most 
likely led to his death in October of that year. 
3128 Hollander, notes, Inferno, 356  
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Woodford and Margherita Morreale that she is drawn from Dante’s reference to the 

licentiousness of Sardanapalus, where he imagines a distant Golden Age in which the city 

of Florence had never experienced this type of sin: “No houses then stood uninhabited, / 

nor had Sardanapalus as yet arrived / to show what might be done behind closed 

doors.”3129 Sardanapalus, as Hollander indicates, was an Assyrian king known for his 

dedication to a life of luxury and sexual degeneracy, in which he remained enclosed in 

his palace, dressed as a woman and surrounded by concubines.3130 Reade does not 

provide a detailed analysis of the virtue of Temperance and its opposing vices but it is 

clear that Sardanapalus, although he does not appear in Dante’s Hell, suffers from various 

forms of incontinentia, which Saint Thomas broadly applied to any kind of inordinate 

desire for bodily pleasure or wealth.3131  

According to Clotelle Clarke, Sardanapalus stands as a fitting symbol for the self-

destructive spiritual morass plaguing the Castilian court when Imperial was writing his 

Dezir.3132 Imperial, in fact, extends the abhorrence of all of the serpents to the moral 

blindness of the kingdom: 

El fedor d’ellas, fijo, ciertamente  
el aire turba tanto sin mesura 
en nuestro regno que la hermosura 
de aquestas dueñas no vee la gente.3133 

 

                                                 
3129 Dante, Paradiso XV.106-7, p. 363 
3130 Hollander, “Notes,” 375, cites Giorgio Brugnoli, “Sardanapolo in camera,” Revista internazionale di 
onomastica letteraria I (1999): 55-76 
3131 Reade, Moral Universe, 389 
3132 Clotelle Clarke, “The Dezir,” 79-80 
3133 Imperial, “Dezir,” vv. 349-352, p. 315 
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It should be clear by this point that Imperial’s basic approach to evil is to denounce it 

primarily as a collection of poisonous forces operating in the outer world of human 

affairs, whether on a political level or against the Church, rather than as a conglomeration 

of inner obstacles within the psyche that must be challenged by individual effort and 

divine purgation.  

 The poetic “I” now launches a harsh invective against the city of Seville. Imperial 

opens this extended apostrophe by chastising the vanity of Seville, “pues te esmeraste / 

en todo el regno por más escogida,”3134 in which the serpents have found a safe haven, 

bringing shame to a city3135 that has forgotten its heroic past,3136 following this with a 

strophe that reflects the ironic spirit of the Dantean invectives against Florence: 

     Callen Pompeo, Çicerón, Fabriçio, 
e los que en Roma fueron tan çeviles: 
al bien bevir non fizerion un quiçio3137 
a par de tus ofiçiales gentiles, 
que fazen tan discretos e sotiles 
proveimientos que a medio febrero 
non llegan sanos los del mes de enero,3138 
tanto que alcançen altos sus cobiles.3139 3140 

 
After condemning the ignorance of Seville’s rulers, who believe they govern in 

justice and peace,3141 and who cannot transcend the level of narrow self-interest to 

                                                 
3134 Imperial, “Dezir,” vv. 353-4, p. 315; As Dutton and González Cuenca, Cancionero, 315,  indicates, this 
invective is very similar in tone to  Purgatorio 6.127-44 
3135 Imperial, “Dezir,” vv. 355-358, p. 315 
3136 Imperial, “Dezir,” vv. 359-360, p. 315 
3137 TDMS2, 586, s.v. quicio: “resquicio” 
3138 Cf. Dante, Purgatorio, VI.139-144, p. 126: “Atene e Lacedemonia, che fenno / l’antiche leggi e furon sì 
civili, / fecero al viver bene un picciol cenno // verso di te, che fai tanto sottili / provedimenti, ch’a mezzo 
novembre / non giunge quel che tu d’ottobre fili.”  
3139 TDMS2, 160, s.v. cobil: “cubil, guarida.” 
3140 Imperial, “Dezir,” vv. 361-368, p. 315 
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consider the greater well-being of the kingdom,3142 Imperial’s tirade against his city 

reaches its climax: 

Mírate, çiega, mírate el seno, 
mira tus faldas, después el regaço,3143 
mira las riendas e mira el freno, 
si en ti queda santo algunt pedazo. 
Miémbrate, triste, que eres grant braço 
de todo el regno; siquiere have duelo  
de la adoleçençia del niño moçuelo, 
e guarda, guarte, guárdate del maço.3144   

 
At this point in the narrative, the dreamer has been brought supra se, beyond the abstract 

spiritual imagery of the Virtues and Vices into a consideration of how this knowledge 

should be applied to correcting the ills of the broader community. As discussed in 

Chapter 3, this theme of concern for the welfare of the kingdom became an integral part 

of the dream vision genre from its origins in Cicero’s Somnium Scipionis. 

The motif of the dawn then returns briefly, depicted here in full self awareness of 

medieval dream theory as a time of day when dreaming purges the pilgrim’s mind of 

futile anxiety: 

        Ca si çerca el alva la verdat se sueña 
Quando la fantasía vuestra descansa,  
a ti averná como a fermosa dueña 
que con dar buelta su dolor amansa;  
antes que cumpla la bestia mansa 
çiento con çiento e quarenta lunarios,  
tirando los mantos e escapularios, 
ca ya de vos sofrir la tierra cansa.3145 

                                                                                                                                                 
3141 Imperial, “Dezir,” vv. 369-370, p. 315 
3142 Imperial, “Dezir,” vv. 373-376, p. 316 
3143 Cf. Dante, Purgatorio VI.85-90 
3144 Imperial, “Dezir,” vv. 377-384, p. 316 
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McMahon sees the recapitulation of motifs as central to the unfolding of a 

meditative ascent. In its literary manifestation, he suggests that this is a journey moving  

upward through many “levels of discourse”, seen explicitly in “central themes and key 

words” which are reiterated as the journey progresses.3146 There is a natural development 

of these themes, reaching toward “deeper principles of our human being” that are “ever 

more fundamental, more general, more lasting, move universal.”3147  

Here the peace of dawn is thwarted by a kind of inner torment as Imperial draws 

upon Dante’s image of the bedridden maiden who cannot find relief from her pain.3148 At 

this point the poem enters once again the realm of the Macrobian enigmatic dream and 

unfortunately there is a lack of substantive context, both from Imperial’s life and the 

historical moment in which he was writing, to be able to fully decipher the mysterious 

prediction Dante reveals to the dreamer. 

Archer Woodford has proposed that Imperial was projecting his pilgrim 

backwards in time to 1375 when, as a young man, he would hear Dante’s prediction and 

understand it to herald the triumphant return of Enrique III to Seville some 240 lunar 

cycles, or 20 years later.3149 Dorothy Clotelle Clarke3150 and Rafael Lapesa,3151 however, 

both believe that Imperial was in fact writing in the early 15th century, evoking what he 

                                                                                                                                                 
3145 Imperial, “Dezir,” vv. 385-392, p. 311 
3146 McMahon, Meditative Ascent, 3 
3147 McMahon, Meditative Ascent, 60 
3148 Cf. Dante, Purgatorio, VI:148-151, p 128, “E se ben ti ricordi e vedi lume, / vedrai te somigliante a 
quella inferma / che non può trovar posa in su le piume, / ma con dar volta suo dolore scherma.” 
3149 Woodford, “Francisco Imperial’s,” 89 
3150 Dorothy Clotelle Clarke. “The Passage on Sins in the ‘Decir a las siete virtudes,’” Studies in Philology 
59 (1962): 28. 
3151 Rafael Lapesa, “Notas,” 342  
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believed to be an atmosphere of corruption and strife choking the city of Seville and 

imagining a time 20 years hence when King Juan II would reach maturity and restore 

Justice, the virtue mentioned by Dante in the following strophe, to his kingdom. As I 

have argued above the death of King Enrique at the end of 1406, when his son and 

successor Juan had not yet reached his second birthday, would have presented a 

particularly rich historical moment for this utopian vision of the future as a highly 

turbulent moment of significant social and political transition.  

 The dawn, which earlier was seen as a time of inner freedom, now takes on a 

deeper colorization as the occasion of a hoped-for return of the quality of righteousness to 

human society. In contrast to the conceptual purity of a meditative ascent such as we find 

in  Boethius’s Consolation of Philosophy, oriented primarily toward an understanding of 

injustice in the world as observed through the lens of theological principles that support 

the corrective power of divine love and wisdom working in both personal and collective 

life, a materialistic sheen appears to engulf Imperial’s vision narrative as Justice, a virtue 

expressly created for human happiness in the earthly realm, is connected to a keenly 

desired turn of political events. This prediction follows in the tradition of the Somnium 

Scipionis and especially the Divina Commedia into which, as we explored in Chapter 3, 

Dante projected his very personal vision of a rebirth of a Christian empire in Italy.   

 At this point, Imperial’s dreamer is rebuked by Dante and withdraws his attention 

from the greater circle of his community to once again explore the territory of his own 
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soul. He confesses a further doubt that plagues him,3152 this time couched as a question 

with theological implications. This is a moment of vulnerability in which the pilgrim is 

reluctant to speak. Dante, fully aware of his pupil’s fear, encourages him: “fablando, de 

fablar ardit me dio / diziéndome: ‘De temor te desvía.’”3153 The dreamer’s question once 

again makes use of the vocabulary of light:  

           Declárame, luz mía 
cómo esta lumbre viedan las serpientes  
en cómo con ellas, segunt fazes mientes, 
vine al arroyo, ca yo no las vía.3154 

  
This question is vital to the greater context of the narrative as it touches on the limits to 

which this dreamer of an extraordinary vision has been able to perceive a previously 

hidden reality. Where the physical act of sight fails him, however, Dante’s exegetical 

response brings a new intellectual clarity: 

maguer tu non eres çiego, 
tenías velada la vertud visiva, 
ca quando, fijo, la virtud ativa 
labra con las sierpes en la tierra, 
mirando baxo, los párpados çierra 
e con tal velo de las ver se priva.3155 
 

 Dante is making a distinction here that is basic to Thomistic moral philosophy and 

provides a point of anchorage for the earlier parade of Virtues. Following the medieval 

path to knowledge outlined in Chapter 2 and sketched by Kathryn Lynch, what the 

                                                 
3152 Imperial, “Dezir,” vv. 404-408, p. 316 
3153 Imperial, “Dezir,” vv. 411-412, p. 317 
3154 Imperial, “Dezir,” vv. 413-417, p. 317 
3155 Imperial, “Dezir,” vv. 419-424, p. 317 
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pilgrim had previously absorbed on an imaginary level is now elevated to the plane of 

understanding.3156  

Imperial appears to be making the distinction between intellectual and moral as 

opposed to active virtues. In defining the intellectual virtues, Aquinas states that they 

enable the intellect “to fully contemplate truth, and we can contemplate truth in two 

ways: as self-evident and as known through something else.”3157 This is the virtud visiva 

from which the dreamer had been disconnected as he crossed the arroyo and entered the 

garden sanctuary. This state of altered consciousness recalls the numerous references 

made in Chapter 2 to dream theory from all periods that declare the reasoning faculty of 

the mind to be held in check by sleep.  

Speaking of moral virtues, Aquinas insists that they are “perfect acts of the will, 

not of reason,”3158 going so far as to claim that “there can be moral virtue without the 

intellectual virtues of theoretical wisdom, scientific knowledge and skills.”3159 This moral 

virtue or virtud activa can bring about good acts even in the absence of a full 

understanding of their nature. Dante seems to imply that when the pilgrim crossed the 

threshold of the bridge, entering a more spiritual level of his being, this active virtue 

protected him by keeping him from full knowledge of what was taking place and, in 

particular, blocked out any perception of the forces of evil which could have derailed his 

crossing to a higher form of consciousness. As in the classic dream vision text, 

                                                 
3156 See my pages 406-7. 
3157 Aquinas, “A Summary,” 158-9, (Summa Theologiae, I-II, Q. 57, A.2.) 
3158 Aquinas, “A Summary,” 165, (Summa Theologiae, I-II, Q. 64, A.2.) 
3159 Aquinas, “A Summary,” 169, (Summa Theologiae, I-II, Q. 58, A. 4.); the emphasis is mine 
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philosophical discourse here plays the conservative role of providing both dreamer and 

reader with a refuge from the forces of fear and doubt.  

The pilgrim, addressing his teacher Dante, rejoices at having gained this expanded 

perspective on the spiritual journey he has taken: 

        ¡Oh sol que sanas toda vista tribulada 
tú me contentas tanto quanto asuelves, 
que non menos que saber, dubdar me agrada: 
¡tanto mi memoria en gloria enbuelves!3160 

 
This is a direct translation from Inferno XI.91: “O Sol che sani ogni vista turbata, / tu mi 

contenti sì quando tu solvi, / che, non men che saver, dubbiar m’aggrata,”3161 which 

follows Virgil’s commentary on the different levels of punishments in Hell where those 

who were trapped merely in sins of incontinence are not banished to the full darkness of 

Dis. 

 The pilgrim, having been restored to a condition of intellectual certainty, now 

enjoys the poem’s deepest visionary experience wherein right thinking leads him more 

deeply into cosmic intelligence and love: 

         E esto diziendo, oí espirar cano 
 como de órganos, pero más suave; 
 de cada rosa de aquel rosal santo 
 tales dulces bozes nunca cantó ave; 
 e unas cantavan: Graçia, María, Ave, 
 e otras respondién: Ecce ançila. 
 Después oí como aguda esquila3162 
 en alta boz: Çeli Regina salve.3163 

                                                 
3160 Imperial, “Dezir,” vv. 433-436, p. 317 
3161 Dante, Inferno, IX.91-93, p. 210 
3162 DRAE (2001), s.v. esquila: “campana pequeña para convocar a los actos de comunidad en los 
conventos y otras casas” 
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The rose garden, earlier a place of repose and contemplation, comes alive with music as a 

place of worship of the Blessed Mother. The motif and seminal image of the rose is 

brought to its fullest realization in what should be considered the culmination and final, 

resounding image of the pilgrim’s spiritual ascent. Just as in the initial stages of the 

pilgrim Dante’s sojourn in the Empyrean, in the final cantos of the Paradiso Imperial’s 

dreamer cannot see everything that surrounds this vision. In response to his expression of 

amazement at his experience of the disembodied music coming forth from the roses, 

Dante offers his disciple these final words of interpretation: 

Fijo, non tomes espanto, 
can en estas rosas están Serafines, 
Dominaçiones, Tronos, Cherubines, 
mas non lo vedes, que te ocupa el manto.3164 
 

The dreamer, therefore, is in many respects still half-blind as the remaining darkness of 

the body prevents him from perceiving these choirs of angelic beings.  

 The serene endpoint of Imperial’s spiritual ascent, which is ultimately frustrated 

in that it does not pierce this veil, marks the most significant revision of Dante’s text. One 

on level, as Brownlee highlights, Imperial’s dreamer encounters physical rather than 

metaphorical roses at this point in his journey.3165 More importantly, he is denied the 

direct and full experience of the beatific vision that brings the Paradiso to its wordless 

conclusion:  

                                                                                                                                                 
3163 Imperial, “Dezir,” vv. 441-448, p. 317 
3164 Imperial, “Dezir,” vv. 453-456, p. 318 
3165 Brownlee, “Poetic Genealogy,” 76-77 
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This moment, where Dante begins to see God face to face (culminating in Par. 
XXIII, 139-45), is clearly the culmination of Dante-pilgrim’s and Dante-poet’s 
experience. One cannot imagine a greater spiritual or poetic attainment. Precisely 
for this reason, and in keeping with his programmatic desacralizing in the Dezir, 
Imperial denies his pilgrim the same Dantean experience.3166 

 
Where Brownlee considers this to be further evidence that Imperial has transformed 

Dante’s text into “a more limited form of allegoresis, representation and language,”3167 it 

also reflects the honesty of the poetic “I” of Imperial’s “Dezir,” who could not raise 

himself to the highest Good in the full sense that this grace was given to Dante. 

The ending strophe of the poem returns one final time to the dawn motif, now 

striking a note of resolution with regard to all remaining conflict and anxiety: 

  E como en mayo en prado de flores 
 se mueve el aire en quebrando el alva, 
 suavemente buelto con olores, 
 tal se movió acabada la salva. 
 Feríame en la faz e en la calva 
 e fallé en mis manos a Dante abierto.3168 

  
Much of the nature imagery found here stems from Purgatorio XXIV.145-150,3169 and 

the page reference indicated here by the pilgrim, in which Dante lauds the Virgin Mary, 

is Paradiso XXXIII.  

The endpoint of a meditative ascent, which McMahon calls its “fulfillment,” 

represents the greatest expression of the work’s central ideas and is carefully 

                                                 
3166 Brownlee, “Poetic Genealogy,” 77 
3167 Brownlee, “Poetic Genealogy,” 78 
3168 Imperial, “Dezir,” vv. 457-464, p. 318 
3169 Dante, Purgatorio XXIV:145-47, p. 536: “E quale, annunziatrice de li albori, / l’aura di maggio movesi 
e olezza, / tutta impregnate de l’erba e da’ fiori.”  



885 

foreshadowed in the narrative development.3170 On a conceptual plane, a fulfillment can 

work at the level of character development, either amplifying a protagonist’s basic virtue 

or resolving his greatest weakness.3171 

 Imperial’s journey has returned, following the path of an upward spiral, to its 

point of origin. The opening scene is given a fuller description here, compared to a 

meadow of flowers in May, a month that had an ancient resonance in Western cultures as 

a time for celebrating a rebirth of life that had come to be associated with the Virgin 

Mary.3172  

The pilgrim in Imperial’s Dezir a las siete virtudes has labored under the burden 

of two basic vices that fall within Dante’s categorization of moral temperaments in the 

Divine Comedy. He has given way to wrath in a diatribe directed against the city of 

Seville that falls short of his idealistic vision, and to sloth in the form of doubt 

represented by his tendency to ruminate and suffer needlessly about theological and 

political questions that his ordinary mind cannot resolve. Through Dante’s guidance, he 

has now acquired the corresponding virtues of charity, in its guise of patient acceptance, 

and of a renewed faith. His lightened heart and clarified mind have led him to the vernal 

breezes that both wound and awaken him, and to Dante’s narration of his encounter with 

an intense feminine manifestation of divine wisdom and love. 

 

                                                 
3170 McMahon, Medieval Ascent, 22 
3171 McMahon, Medieval Ascent, 24-25 
3172 James F. Burke, “Carnival and May: The Milagros of Berceo,” Desire Against the Law (Stanford: 
Stanford U.P., 1998), 119 
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6. Conclusions 

The dream of Imperial’s Dezir is densely packed with an often enigmatic celestial 

and religious symbology that conveys both divine grace and spiritual terror, requiring the 

presence of a benevolent guide from the spirit world for its proper understanding. On the 

level of the pilgrim’s soul, the vision resolves on a note of deep peace, forever changing 

the poet who has now looked back and shared his transformative voyage. 

Within the work’s social plane of reference, Francisco Imperial has stipulated a 

series of contrasting moral qualities while representing them through their allegorical 

imagery. This effort appears to originate from a different direction than the 

Psychomachia. It does not reflect an attempt to render chaotic, primeval forces of the 

psyche harmless and impotent nor does it follow the kind of careful investigation of the 

realm of evil and the gradual and painful ascent to spiritual perfection undertaken by 

Dante’s pilgrim figure.  

The scope of Imperial’s Dezir is more modest, bearing the stamp of a poet who 

was deeply concerned with discovering a remedy for the damage and disruption that the 

various forces of evil were inflicting upon the rapidly changing social order and power 

structures of early 15th-century Castile. A large part of his proposed remedy involves 

subsuming a highly complex economic and political reality within an image of a stable 

and fully sanctioned categorization of good and evil, an ideal abstraction that looks back 

to the comfort of absolute and eternal truths that 13th-century Scholasticism attempted to 
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provide as guideposts for orderly individual lives and a healthy community life grounded 

in Christian principles.  

Evil in the Dezir is primarily a force to be recognized in the corruption it brings 

about in the outside world and as a positive force when challenged and overcome within 

the intimacy of the human soul. The qualities of the Good which Imperial presents serve 

as ideals and a source of identification for those who have been entrusted with positions 

of power and wealth. They become, in this way, points of initiation into a kind of upward 

mobility of the spirit that parallels material advancement within the larger social world. 

The qualities of the Good enshrined in the Dezir a las siete virtudes belong precisely to 

the kind of man Francisco Imperial was or believed himself to be. As an urban caballero 

serving his monarch and kingdom he would have striven to live a life in accordance with 

these philosophical and spiritual principles and disciplines. At the very least, he would 

have projected an image of this existence as a kind of fashionable accessory considered 

essential for a man of his rank and level of participation in the administrative service and 

defense of his homeland. 
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CONCLUSIONS 

 From the discussion presented in Chapter 1, it should be clear that Genoa, in spite 

of being a small city in a relatively isolated corner of Europe with little real political 

authority, succeeded in creating a de facto commercial empire and that Seville was a vital 

factor in the equation that made this possible. The economic power of Genoa was, 

however, derived not from an overarching government bureaucracy but from the bottom 

up, from the collective efforts of innumerable compagne, small groups of merchant 

traders who collaborated in pursuit of mutual benefits. In the late medieval period, the 

Genoese developed a communal structure that allowed men of modest social stature to 

lay the foundations of a non-hierarchical system of capitalism. These aspirations would 

find a welcome resonance within the increasingly flexible structures of the Castilian 

nobility whose ranks were now swelling with individuals whose titles were based not 

upon land or hereditary feudal allegiance but upon services rendered to the monarchy in 

an expanding urban environment. 

 In large part, because of the highly adaptable mercantile models they had evolved, 

the Genoese as a community were uniquely positioned to enter into a relationship with 

Castile that would ultimately yield substantial benefits to both parties and become a 

source for social progress throughout Western Europe. In this light, the privileges 

obtained by the Genoese in Seville went well beyond the limits of favoritism. They reveal 

instead the Castilian monarchy’s fundamental economic and political interest in the 
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Genoese community and a recognition of its unparalleled contributions to the financial 

life of both Seville and the kingdom at large. 

 The Genoese possessed a formidable range of skills as mariners and mercenary 

warriors that made their Republic a natural pool of talent and leadership which could 

effectively serve the Marina de Castilla at critical junctures in its history. Successive 

generations of Genoese admirals in the service of Castile show the many ways in which 

their fierce independence could be considered a liability, yet when tempered and replaced 

by a sense of patriotic loyalty this love of freedom redounded to the ultimate military and 

commercial success of their adoptive nation. This was mirrored on a local level by the 

high percentage of Genoese participation among those citizens who contributed their 

talents and skills to the municipal administration of Seville. 

There is a consistent storyline that links the palpable admiration expressed by the 

Genoese in their early 13th-century chronicles for the Castilian Reconquista and their own 

participation in the endeavor to create and govern a new, Christianized Seville. Nor did 

the enthusiasm of earlier generations decline when later Genoese immigrants continued 

to demonstrate their willingness to come to the aid of Castile when it was threatened by 

powers as diverse as Aragon, Portugal and England. The Genoese, who as a community 

were never in direct competition with Castile, were nearly always an internal force that 

impelled that kingdom toward its eventual emergence as the Spanish Empire at the end of 

the 15th century. 
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 From the exploration of classical, medieval and contemporary dream theories in 

Chapter 2 and the analysis of  the literary tradition of the dream vision in Chapter 3, to 

the analysis of Francisco Imperial’s Dezir a las siete virtudes in Chapter 4, it can now be 

better appreciated that spiritual and materialist considerations of dreaming stand in a 

complementary rather than adversarial relation to each other. Furthermore, both 

approaches to dreaming can shed light on the development of the literary dream vision, 

and thus on Imperial’s contribution to the tradition. 

 Imperial can be seen as belonging to a generation that saw the medieval dream 

vision begin to die out as a genre, and in he participated in closing a cultural cycle that 

effectively begins with Plato. Although Plato’s ideas were not fully available in the 

Middle Ages, his positive consideration of dreaming as essential to the maintenance of a 

healthy spiritual life and as a source of divine guidance throughout one’s existence fully 

support the dream vision’s cornerstones of benevolent spiritual guides and the personal 

narratives of dreaming pilgrims who were brought through nocturnal visions from deep 

despair to wonderous healing.  Aristotle’s primary physiological considerations of 

dreaming were highly influential even in the 14th- and 15th-century stages of dissolution 

within the dream vision genre. He had, in fact, provided a scientific framework for the 

quasi-mystical topos of the early morning dream that was touched upon so frequently that 

it had become a kind of cliché 

The system of dream classification developed by Macrobius bridges this science 

with the art of poetry, providing a flexible tool for interpretation of literary dream vision 
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texts. New dimensions of Francisco Imperial’s Dezir can be appreciated by approaching 

it as an “enigmatic” dream that is universal in scope and grounded in oracular guidance. 

Macrobius also likely influenced the development of the protagonists of dream vision 

texts. Imperial’s central character, for example, is imbued with the virtues of nobility, 

dedication to statesmanship and a general philosophical orientation that Macrobius 

effectively celebrated in the seminal text of the Somnium Scipionis.  

John of Salisbury’s theory of dream signs is enlightening for a consideration of 

the challenges involved in interpreting the serpents in Imperial’s Dezir and point to a 

belief that these inherently polyvalent dream signs were partially bound to the 

subjectivity of the dreamer, his psychological state and his circumstances. Nevertheless, 

the fact that Francisco Imperial’s biography is still known in all but the most fragmentary 

form renders this type of textual interpretation of his work as a far more delicate and 

tenuous operation. 

 Avicenna’s writings on the spiritual dream emphasize the qualities of moral 

temperance of those who receive true dreams. At the same time, the Persian physician 

speaks of a lesser kind of revelatory dream, one mixed with difficult symbols requiring 

resolute analysis. The presentation of the serpents in Imperial’s Dezir can be seen in this 

context as highlighting regions of the soul that are murky, imperfect and in need of 

healing. Perhaps for this reason the serpents are given vaguer descriptions and more 

cryptic names that stand in contrast to the clear moral classification and traditional 

iconography of Imperial’s seven virtuous maidens.  
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Central to Alfonsus Vargas’s quotation from Aureole’s dream theory is the 

importance placed on the imagination as a force that moves the senses from within during 

dreaming. This fits well with Brownlee’s observations that the human senses and 

corporeal life are highly significant in both Dante’s Commedia and Imperial’s Dezir. 

These are dream vision texts that reflect a Scholastic spirituality which placed a value on 

the body as the home of the soul, a consideration lacking in 12th-century Chartrian Neo-

Platonism. This rediscovery of Aristotle’s observations on the mind’s operations within 

human physical nature may help explain the sense of balance between imagination and 

reason that, as Piehler asserts, is central to a full understanding of the Commedia.  

 Lope de Barrientos provides a model of a superior type of dream that reflects a 

kind of direct spiritual inspiration. His belief that this category of dream was only 

possible for noblemen of high moral standing was likely part of the same general culture 

that underlies the ideals which inform Baena’s literary theory as set forth in the prologue 

to his Cancionero. Imperial’s protagonist appears to reflect this elitist conception of the 

inspired dreamer. His dream is also filled with the complexities ascribed by Barrientos to 

the true dream which comes to the dreamer in the quietest hours of the morning but can 

paradoxically bring disturbing and fearful thoughts and emotions as well. 

Imperial’s Dezir is a dream incorporating intricate and challenging imagery into a 

short but complete dream narrative. In this way, his literary dream reflects much of what 

has been revealed by contemporary neuroscience about the brain’s role in creating 

dreaming consciousness. Imperial was moved by a small number of basic motifs, such as 
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the dawn and the rose garden, that communicate the dream’s psycho-spiritual dynamics 

and imbue it with a nexus of meaning. Reflecting Owen Barfield’s observations on the 

value of dreaming, Imperial’s dream is, then, not a quest for ultimate truth but a step by 

step progression toward the attainment of an expanded vision of life through an encounter 

and eventual relationship with a small number of key metaphors and seminal images. 

 Following Kathryn Lynch’s observations on the dissolution of the literary dream 

vision, the Dezir a las siete virtudes is a work that uses the authoritative text of Dante, 

traditional iconographical imagery of the Virtues and Vices and a small amount of 

philosophical discourse to attempt to hold back the caustic forces of antipathy toward an 

outer world slipping into chaos as well as the self doubt of the protagonist. The work 

falters somewhat because it misses the state of equilibrium between affect and reason that 

is prized by Piehler. The weight of Imperial’s allegory falls not on the level of deep 

emotion or vividly evoked imagery but upon drier, intellectual, exegetical commentary. 

The moment of culmination that McMahon claims to be an essential component for a 

meditative ascent text is reached in the Dezir, yet it does not reflect the complete 

illumination achieved by Dante’s visionary hero. Instead, the poem resolves two concerns 

that can safely be ascribed to the waking ego of Imperial’s dreamer: an outer concern 

with a deteriorating social situation and an inner condition mired in philosophical doubts 

that are methodically answered by Dante as dream guide. 

Like Cicero’s Somnium Scipionis, Imperial’s Dezir a las 7 virtudes is also a 

journey linking his distress with an external social plane with an exploration of an inner, 
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spiritual terrain. The seven Virtues are appreciated primarily in their active manifestation, 

as forces meant to be brought into the work of healing the larger community. Imperial 

also writes within the tradition established by the Somnium Scipionis as he incorporates 

prophetic dimensions into his poem, envisioning a future return of justice to a real-world 

kingdom. 

Unlike Boethius’s Consolation of Philosophy, Imperial’s Dezir is an abbreviated 

dream vision in which the reader cannot fully witness the gradual healing of the pilgrim 

figure. The resolution of doubt is given in relation to a somewhat abstract body of 

iconographical, philosophical and scriptural authority and without involving the 

protagonist’s development of a truly equanimous “philosophical” point of view 

concerning the evil he has seen. The Virtues are portrayed as neutralizing guardians 

against the action of evil but are, nevertheless, powers more remote than the Providential 

God who acts in Boethius’s text. 

Berceo’s introduction to the Milagros de Nuestra Señora depicts a chaste, idyllic 

meadow and garden space that radiates with numinous power. Imperial’s poem describes 

a similar garden but does not carefully dissect its allegorical possibilities, allowing the 

landscape instead to evoke a general emotional tonality for his work. Unlike Berceo’s 

Santa Oria, Imperial’s pilgrim does not enter the courts of Heaven itself. Where Oria 

actually meets the Virgin Mary, Imperial’s pilgrim experiences her presence as a kind of 

second-hand grace. Imperial’s dream is more the vision of a skeptic who is on the road to 

faith than that of a saint who has fully mastered the tenets and practices of her religion. 
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While many have commented on Francisco Imperial’s affinity with the French 

allegorical tradition, any resemblance between the Dezir a las siete virtudes and the 

Roman de la Rose is on the superficial level of evocation of idyllic, natural dreamscapes. 

While Imperial’s Dezir can be said to belong to the same stage of dissolution of the genre 

as the Roman de la Rose, Imperial does not attempt to satirically subvert the conventions 

of the genre. Where Guillaume as a pilgrim completely misses the mark of what should 

be a culmination in union with divine love, choosing instead the ephemeral pleasures of 

erotic delight, Imperial’s protagonist has what can best be described as an incomplete 

form of spiritual enlightenment, one reflective of a literary culture in which it may no 

longer have been possible to achieve the full beatific genre depicted by Dante. 

While much has been said about Francisco Imperial foundation of an Italianate 

“school” and humanistic tendency in Hispanic letters, a comparison with the Dantesque 

allegories composed by Boccaccio and Petrarch reveal the much more modest scope of 

Imperial’s recasting of the Commedia. Imperial may well have conceived of the vision of 

his Virtues and serpents as a kind of procession on the order of the triumphs found in the 

Amorosa Visione and the Trionfi or they may reflect a common literary practice. Imperial 

does not, however, attempt to move his poetry beyond the definitive boundaries of 

medieval didacticism. His scattering of classical references reflects more of an attempt to 

display erudition than to reform poetic discourse in the ambitious sense undertaken by 

Boccaccio and Petrarch. Finally, Imperial has chosen to focus on a narrow theme of 

moral forces working in human society and the human soul, casting aside the topos of 
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romantic love. It is within this more limited terrain that the originality of his reelaboration 

of Dante’s model is most apparent.  

 Francisco Imperial was an urban knight resident in a dynamic, frontier city in late 

medieval Castile where he contributed what must have been considerable talents in the 

service of the Almirantazgo de Castilla. He was a descendent of a culture that prized 

independent initiative and social mobility and assumed a position of power in Castile that 

would have enabled him to radiate these same qualities within a feudal, conservative 

society that was struggling to adopt these more progressive, international paradigms. In 

many ways, the few details we have for his biography, and the literary culture with which 

he chose to engage, paint the picture of a poet and government official whose life is 

almost a stereotypical reflection of the kind of man medieval science and philosophy 

believed to be an model candidate for receiving extraordinary dreams and of the nearly 

archetypical noble protagonist of a literary dream vision. 

 Imperial’s Dezir a las siete virtudes is a brief poem that draws deeply from a well 

of imagery and cultural references gleaned from a careful reading of all three cantiche of 

the Commedia. At the same time, what Imperial chose, in a spirit of reverence, to include 

as Dantean references, created of necessity a poem with a distinct disposition and 

emotional tonality. The center of Imperial’s Dezir, the procession of Virtues and serpents, 

contains the most abstract visionary imagery thus allowing him to concentrate intensely 

on an examination of the forces of good and evil. The Virtues are depicted in clear 

outlines with highly traditional iconography. The serpents, in contrast, are inspired by 
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imagery drawn primarily from Dante’s Inferno yet enmeshed within a larger realm of 

literary and artistic apocalyptic imagination. This section of the poem, the most difficult 

to correctly apprehend, refers the readers not to precise moral concepts but to wider 

semantic fields or categories of evil and calls upon them to espouse a meditative 

interpretation. The result is a private, individual dream, quite isolated from the wide 

cultural context which informs every part of Dante’s Commedia. Nevertheless, it is a 

poem whose moral, didactic message is intended to flow out into the greater community 

at a time of perceived crisis within the kingdom of Castile. 

 Writing this dissertation has been a labor of love that has helped me to achieve a 

goal that served as a guiding impetus as I began this work, to be able to enter into the 

world of history, culture and even consciousness that gave birth to Impierial’s poetry. 

Through my research into the Genoese community in Seville and into Imperial’s 

biography I feel I have provided a better context for understanding the poet in relation to 

his culture and his work. I believe the small discoveries I have made shed some light onto 

the fascinating man who must have projected much of himself into his works as a poetic 

“I”. My historical analysis is sometimes speculative but I have collected and synthesized 

a wealth of solid historical data that will be of interest to scholars of medieval Genoa, 

Seville and the brilliant Genoese community in Seville. 

 I have created bridges in my work between the fields of the science and 

philosophy of dreams and the study of the literary dream vision, showing that this 

practice of poetic creation reflects fundamental processes of the human being as both an 
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embodied creature who passes through daily cycles of sleep, dreaming and wakefulness 

and as a much more enigmatic psyche and, potentially, a soul and spirit woven intricately 

into an unseen world that might be a source of dream life. I have shown that a careful 

reading of classical, medieval and even contemporary texts from these disciplines 

enriches one’s ability to recognize key patterns in dream vision poetry and to see more 

deeply into their inexhaustible richness. 

I believe I have given Francisco Imperial’s poetry a context within a literary genre 

that has to this point not been fully appreciated and philologically demonstrated. In 

working through my analyses of the dream texts in my survey I began to appreciate that 

these, too, share a geneaology of core architectural, psychological, and spiritual impulses. 

I approached this through a unique synthesis of excellent theoretical perspectives that 

have been developed on the dream vision genre, one that helped me find my way to a 

deeper intellectual appreciation and reading of these key works that has been both deeply 

rewarding and personally transformative. It is my hope that this body of theory and 

record of my interaction with these literary creations can serve my future work and guide 

others into expanding this kind of research into further key dream texts of the Hispanic 

world and beyond.  

In my final chapter I feel I have helped to restore the some of the maligned 

reputation of Francisco Imperial by showing that his poetry also participates in the 

intelligence, craft and passion that has guided composers of literary dream visions 

beginning with Cicero, and a much more primordial realm of human visionary 
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experience. I was also able to draw upon the enthusiasm of gifted admirers of Franisco 

Imperial who have preceeed me, such as Colbert Nepaulsingh, and ground this in a 

detailed analysis of basic motifs, especially as they connect Imperial to Dante’s 

Commedia. Through my own meditative reading of the text, inspired by the suggestions 

of Robert McMahon, and armed with a large body of theory, I feel I was able to be an 

informed and fervent participant in Francisco Imperial’s journey into the paradise garden 

and beyond. 
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