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Francesco Berni (1497/98-1535) was born in Lamporecchio, a small town outside of Pistoia in modern-day Tuscany, and spent a good portion of his life in Rome as a secretary to important cardinals at the courts of the Medici popes Leo X and Clement VII.  Berni’s environment was thus one of glittering literary productivity, where the lines between poet, cleric, and court official blurred into an army of lovelorn bureaucratic literati.  One of Berni’s employers, for example, the cardinal Bernardo Dovizi da Bibbiena, was the author of the very famous and frequently performed cross-dressing comedy La calandra.  After working for Bibbiena, Berni spent some time in exile in the Abruzzi, being sent there by Pope Hadrian VI as a punishment for questionable literary and sexual practices.
  Coming back to Rome with the return of a Medici pope, Clement VII, Berni served under the Veronese cardinal Giovan Matteo Giberti, the papal datary and a correspondent of Pietro Bembo.
  Berni followed Giberti, by this time named Bishop of Verona, to the Veneto after the sack of Rome in 1527, and then ultimately ended up in the service of the then-young cardinal Ippolito de’Medici.

Wherever Berni went, Petrarchan poetics dominated the bustling literary scene.  These poetics, developed in the Canzoniere and later codified by Pietro Bembo in his Prose della vulgar lingua (1525), established the literary norm for all subsequent Italian poetry.  The stock distant female figure, often with a suggestive name; the standard pale blonde aesthetic ideal; the “highly artificial literary language;”
 the impossibility of the physical consummation of the relationship, etc., influenced, if not totally determined, the course of sixteenth-century poetic production in Italy and beyond. As James Mirollo comments, “By the mid-sixteenth century in Italy almost every habit and gesture of cultivated existence, from the use of verbs to the wearing of veils, had been penetrated by and subjected to the authority of Petrarch’s Canzoniere.  Aesthetic ideals were extracted from its forms by literary and art critics, while social norms were distilled from its style by arbiters of behavior, costume, and taste.”
  


Literary critics tend to place Francesco Berni and his burlesque poetry, or Bernesque poetry as it is sometimes called in homage to this prolific producer of learned erotica, outside of the sixteenth-century tradition of linguistically stylized, imitative love poems known as Petrarchism.  According to Anne Reynolds, who has written extensively on Francesco Berni and his poetry, this has always been the case.  “Berni’s poetry is most commonly described by his near contemporaries as ‘comic,’ ‘ridiculous,’ and by implication, ‘satiric,’ particularly on the grounds of its vituperativeness.”
  Robert Clements asserts that the anti-Petrarchan label was a conscious endeavor for Berni and cites examples of Berni’s direct criticism of his contemporary poetic situation.  Clements, for example, turns to Berni’s praise for Michelangelo’s poetry and simultaneous rebuke of his loquacious contemporaries.  According to Berni, this true renaissance man “deals not in verbiage, but in concrete things more real than words: ‘E’ dice cose e voi dite parole.’” 
  Clements interprets this comment as “a reproach of the empty language of the Petrarchists.”
  Patrizia Bettella agrees that Berni demonstrates great dissatisfaction with the empty rhetoric of Petrarchism.  She insists that “during the Renaissance, parodistic poetry expresses a form of resistance to the formulaic inertia of the vacuous clichés of Petrarchismo,” and that “Berni, as inventor of bernesque genre, is considered the main opponent to Petrarchismo.”
  Such statements represent a very common assertion: Berni’s poems, which do not engage a Petrarchan aesthetic but instead employ base subjects like chamber pots and whores, celebrate the physical homosexual encounter, and revel in the contemporary physical present rather than an idealized memory or impossible-yet-hoped-for future, inherently contradict and undermine the dominant and beautiful Petrarchan standard.  


The effect of such a condemnation can be somewhat misleading, and many scholars misinterpret the relationship of Berni’s anti-Petrarchan works to their Petrarchan poetic heritage.  David Frantz, for example, in his study of Renaissance erotica puts forward the typical claim that “Berni’s work is clearly anti-Petrarchan” and that the impact of Berni’s poetry comes only from “its deviation from the [Petrarchan] norm.”
  Even more extreme, perhaps, is Bettella’s understanding of the burlesque as a kind of militant uprising against an oppressive aesthetic power.  “By using parody and self-parody, [Berni and other authors like him] carried out a discourse of dissent, which criticized the excessive stylization and conventionality of feminine beauty in literature and thereby showed awareness of the need to revise the cannon of physical appearance as produced in literary texts.”

Such claims, however, are misguided.  Surely, the critical aspect of Berni’s work cannot be ignored.  As parody of its poetic predecessors, Berni’s poems operate as what Thomas Greene describes as an “engagement of a subtext in a dialectic of affectionate malice.”
  As not only parodic, but burlesque, this malice can at certain times be quite scathing.
  Berni does in fact himself place his poetic style in direct opposition to highly-stylized standard of Petrarchism: “Io ho un certo stil da muratori,” he claims in a capitolo addressed to Ippolito de’Medici.
  In this work, Berni reflects on his poetic project, claiming eels as his poetic muse and humor as his purpose.  He admits to singing the song of a poor shepherd and says he is destined “far versi da boschi e da ville,” instead of crafting odes to Achilles.  At the same time, however, Berni’s poetry does not necessarily operate as an outright usurper of the Petrarchan poetic tradition.  Rather than debunk the reigning poetic dowager and replace her with pure innovation, Berni’s poetry calls for a reexamination of the Petrarchan original and an appreciation for and engagement of its original interpretive complexity. His jocular work re-identifies a linguistic richness in the original Petrarchan poetry, engages this complexity, and by doing so encourages other poetry to do the same.  Thus, contrary to Frantz, Berni’s work is in fact as its most fascinating when it utilizes and engages Petrarchan images, not when it deviates from them.  Furthermore, that deviation itself is not so much a militant revolution as it is a fundamentalist renewal of faith, causing the reader to return to Petrarch’s original words and appreciate their interpretive potential.  He expands the Petrarchan possibility from stylized linguistic repetition to a sophisticated thematic dialogue between the original poetic father and his rebellious, but nonetheless loving, offspring.

Sonetto del bacciliero

Francesco Berni’s typical revelries in the physical homoerotic experience and his glorifications of the homosexually coded images of eels, needles, gelatin, and peaches may not immediately call to mind Petrarch’s sublime musings on his troubling and consuming desire for the perfect and unattainable Laura.  Yet, these vulgar works can rely just as heavily on and maintain just as intimate a relationship with the Petrarchan tradition as can their more elegant and refined cousins.  Berni’s paradoxical encomium (which is to say a text of formal praise for something that is not itself considered praiseworthy) “Piangete destri,” a work also known as the Sonetto del bacciliero, serves as an example of just such a vulgar poem whose most interesting features exhibit a return to Italian poetry’s Petrarchan roots, pulling out of them a rich interpretive complexity that it both exaggerates and exploits.

Piangete, destri, il caso orrendo e fiero,


piangete, cantarelli, e voi, pitali,


né tenghin gli occhi asciuti gli orinali,


ché rotto è ‘l pentolin del bacciliero.


Quanto dimostra apertamente il vero


di giorno in giorno a gli occhi de’ mortali,


che por nostra speranza in cose frali


troppo n’asconde el diritto sentiero.


Ecco, chi vide mai tal pentolino?


Destro, galante, leggiadretto e snello:


natura il sa, che n’ha perduta l’arte:


sallo la sera ancor, sallo il mattino,


che ’l vedevon tal or portar in parte

ove usa ogni famoso cantarello.

This poem foregrounds its Petrarchan heritage from its very opening. The initial words of Berni’s lament for the broken chamber pot, “Piangete destri,” and in fact the structure of the whole first quatrain of the sonnet recall Petrarch’s elegy for Cino da Pistoia, Canzoniere 92, “Piangete Donne”:

Piangete, Donne, et con voi pianga Amore,

piangete, amanti, per ciascun paese

poi ch’è morto colui che tutto intese

in farvi, mentre visse al mondo, onore.

Io per me prego il mio acerbo dolore

non sian da lui le lagrime contese

et mi sia di sospir tanto cortese

quanto bisogna a disfogare il core.

Piangan le rime ancor, piangano i versi,

perché ‘l nostro amoroso messer Cino

novellamente s’è da noi partito.

Pianga Pistoia e i cittadin perversi

che perduto ànno sì dolce vicino,

et rallegresi il cielo ov’ ello è gito.
Recalling a grave Petrarchan lament at the opening of such a seemingly frivolous poem lends, one could say, a certain gravity to the burlesque poem.  By doing so, the quote delays the comic effect of the work by emphasizing the ambiguity of the poem’s initial addressee.  “Destri,” in sixteenth-century Italian, can mean, according to the Grande Dizionario della lingua italiana, both “worthy or noble people” and “latrines.”  The Petrarchan context of the opening line implies the former definition, but when the reader arrives at the second line of the poem, addressed to commodes and chamber pots, the later definition becomes appropriate.  The invocation of the solemn Petrarchan predecessor allows for this word play, illustrating how Berni’s relationship to this earlier work adds a level of sophistication to the seemingly lighthearted rubbish.

Further, the opening lines of Berni’s poem allow for a reevaluation even of the original Petrarchan sonnet.  Peter Hainsworth, in his useful introduction to Petrarch’s work Petrarch the Poet, points out:

When Cino da Pistoia…dies, he does not receive from Petrarch the kind of fulsome tribute which he, in his turn, had paid to Dante.  The sonnet (92) is perfunctory: Cino the love-poet is dead, says the poem, and it asks in turn ladies, love, lovers, and Pistoia (which exiled him) to weep for him.  And that is all.  The much less significant figure of Sennucio del Bene…receives on his death a much more impressive sonnet than the one for Cino.

Berni’s sonnet seems to be playing with the original Petrarchan sonnet’s shortcoming.  Recalling the opening of Canzoniere 92 does not simply invoke grave Petrarchan solemnity, but evokes the image of a mismatched pair, that there is some kind of disjuncture between the poem and its subject.  Berni exaggerates and inverts this disjuncture: while in the Canzoniere, the sonnet does not exactly suit the subject, in Berni’s work, the subject, the common chamber pot of a young man who is himself only an unidentified student, does not seem to fit the sonnet.  Thus, there is an original Petrarchan complexity that Berni’s sonnet identifies and preserves even when discoursing on a chamber pot.  Perhaps it is even exactly because he chooses an item not found on Petrarch’s catalogue of praiseworthy subjects that Berni is able, in fact, to identify and maintain this complexity.


In addition, the first terzina of Berni’s sonnet is notably a Petrarchan quotation.  Here, the poem addresses its reader, asking “chi vide mai tal pentolino?” and following this question with a short litany of adjectives: “Destro, galante, leggiadretto e snello.”  These lines allude to Canzoniere 199 in which Petrarch describes the hand and stolen glove of his beloved Laura.  In the first terzina of that sonnet, Petrarch muses on Laura’s glove:


O bella man che mi destringi ‘l core


e ‘n poco spazio la mia vita chiudi,


man ov’ogni arte et tutti loro studi


poser Natura e ‘l Ciel per farsi onore,


di cinque perle oriental colore,


et sol ne le mie piaghe acerbi et crudi,


diti schietti soavi: a tempo ignudi


consente or voi per arricchirme Amore.

Candido, leggiadretto et caro guanto


che copria netto avorio et fresche rose:


chi vide al mondo mai sì dolci spoglie?


Così avess’io del bel velo altrettanto!


O inconstanzia de l’umane cose,


pur questo è furto, et vien chi me ne spoglie.
The hand and glove are typical subjects for Petrarchan poetry, the most famous examples perhaps being Canzoniere 199-201.  James Mirollo describes this short series as “surely one of the most influential of the entire collection” and illustrates their importance by pointing out that “the sixteenth century witnessed a flood of Petrarchist poems on the motif of hand and glove,” citing Lodovico Ariosto, Pietro Bembo, and Torquato Tasso, amongst others.
  Further, Mirollo points out that the hand served a specific purpose when used as the object of the poet’s discourse, that purpose being “utilitarian, social, aesthetic, and expressive.”
  In the Petrarchan series, in sonnet 199 for example, it is the hand that does the work of maintaining the beloved’s control over the poet: “O bella man che mi destringi ‘l core / e ‘n poco spazio la mia vita chiudi.”  The hand is active, utilitarian.  Thus, in making a chamber pot the subject of his poem, Berni again is parodying the Petrarchan tradition by returning to the Petrarchan poem and utilizing and inverting its complex imagery: the hand is not only beautiful, it is also useful.  The utilitarian aspect of the described object is exaggerated in his sonnet, as Berni picks a base and quotidian chamber pot, a useful household object that he nominates as beautiful, to stand in for the more elegant, but also useful, hand.

Berni does not only use the complex image of the hand found in Canzoniere 199, he also engages the very interesting Petrarchan glove, which in sonnet 199 has more than just utilitarian connotations.  Canzoniere 199 is the moment in which the veil, here in the form of a glove, becomes eroticized in the Petrarchan tradition.  The veil is a common topos of Petrarchan poetry and shows up frequently in the Canzoniere itself, very famously in Canzoniere 52, the volume’s first madrigal, and again in 126, in which the beloved wipes her eyes with her “bel velo.”  Very interestingly, before Canzoniere 199, the veil is appropriated as an impediment to the erotic encounter, as the works preceding this sonnet extol moments when Laura has removed her opaque cover.
  In madrigal fifty-two, for example, the speaker compares seeing the object of his desire without her veil to Actaeon seeing the naked Diana bathe in icy water.  Further, in sonnets 90, 143, and 196-198, it is the absence of the veil in which the speaker rejoices, since without it, he can gaze upon the beloved’s curly blonde hair let loose to the wind.  Thus, up to this point in the volume, the veil is celebrated in the moment of its removal; it is the possibility of or act of unveiling that captivates the somewhat voyeuristic poetic speaker. The veil separates the beloved from her surroundings, even from the gentle breeze that bears her name.  Only in its absence is the barricade lifted so that the poet can have direct access to his beloved.  It is the stripped body, not the discarded clothing, which causes the voyeur to tremble all over with the chill of love.

One sees a dramatic shift, however, in Canzoniere 199, following a three-sonnet series that revels in the free-flowing mane of the unveiled beloved.  While this poem does maintain the poet’s delight in the unclothed glimpses he catches of his desired’s body, it adds a new dimension to the poetry, which is the delight in the veil itself.  That delight enters into the poetic discourse in the first terzina of sonnet 199, when the veil itself is described as a “candido, leggiadretto et caro guanto.”  In this moment, the veil no longer functions as an impediment to the erotic experience, but rather is the empowering element of it.  The glove becomes a fetish object, the founding artifact of a stalker-like collection of Laura’s trappings that the speaker wants to accumulate: “Così avess’io del bel velo altrettanto!”  Later in the series, in Canzoniere 201, it is the fetishized glove itself, and not the hand’s nakedness, that makes possible the speaker’s climax of pleasure: “ch’al sommo del mio ben quasi ero aggiunto / pensando meco: ‘A chi fu quest’intorno!’”  Thus, the first terzina of Canzoniere 199 is not just a moment of beauty, but is also a moment of eroticisation.

Berni’s sonnet engages the concept of the eroticized veil.  By recalling the moment when the veil itself becomes an erotically charged image, Berni himself erotically charges his own poem.  The Sonetto del bacciliero begins with an exhortation to various urinal-like containers, encouraging them to weep because “rotto è ‘l pentolin del bacciliero.”  What object is broken is unclear at this point.  Certainly, “pentolin” could refer to the bachelor’s chamber pot, but the word could variably mean “the male member” or “anus.”  This mild homosexual imagery explodes in the first terzina of the sonnet when the work recalls Laura’s glove.  Here, Berni’s sonnet employs the Petrarchan description of a penetrated object in order to resolve the ambiguity of its terms and to communicate the loss of a tight fit.  Thus, Berni erotically charges his described object in his first terzina by recalling the important first terzina of the Canzoniere in which Petrarch himself eroticizes an object.  By engaging a specific moment in the Petrarchan oeuvre in this way, the Sonetto del bacciliero does not simply operate as a silly lament for a broken household object, but becomes a scandalous homosexual elegy, a longing description for the sodomite’s unavailable partner.  This bernesque work is so fascinating not simply because it disrupts Petrarchan norms, but because it does so by identifying the rich interpretive possibilities of Petrarch’s poetry and uses those moments in innovative and interesting, if hilarious and scandalous, ways.

Chiome d’argento fino

Francesco Petrarca develops a standard female aesthetic ideal in his Canzoniere, despite the fact that the work never presents a complete image of the beautiful beloved.  “We never see in the Rime sparse a complete picture of Laura,” but rather, “Laura is always presented as a part or parts of a woman.”
  The reader gets the occasional glimpse of her hair, her hands, her eyes, her lips, but interestingly, usually not all together.  Instead, her various features are spread across the bulk of the Canzoniere, scattered like the rhymes themselves are.  One finds, for example, her hair in poems 52 and 90, her eyes in canzoni 71 through 73, and her hands in sonnets 199 through 201.  Perhaps this fragmentation is itself the cause of the disjuncture of the poetry.  Laura is a memory that is never totally accessible, her features strewn across the pages like so many seeds from which sprout the somewhat sporadic songs that sublimely sing the praises of her beauty.  As a memory, the woman herself is absent from the poetry, leaving the speaker to describe her image, or at least bits of her image.

The substance of the absent beloved comes not from the body itself, then, but from the physical objects to which her various features are compared.  These objects are typically precious materials like gold, pearls, coral, ivory and ebony, though can also be natural phenomena like stars and snow, or more abstract things like musical harmony, which is not itself a material object but is rooted in the physical experience.  Notably, these reoccurring images always appear in fixed places.  The gold, for example, is always the hair, whether in poem 52, 90, 157, 196, or in 220.  Some materials, pearls for example, can be fixed in two positions; they can be teeth, as in poems one 157, 200, and 220, or the fingers, as in sonnet 199.

Thus, by predicating the image of the beloved not on the woman’s body itself but rather on the material comparisons used to recreate it, the poetry not only establishes an aesthetic ideal but also, at the same time, codifies that beauty’s poetic description.  Both the speaker and the reader access the beloved through a standardized series of poetic incantations.  Communion with the female ideal thus becomes based on the successful repetition of the formulaic worship of her physical beauty.  Canzoniere 157 is perhaps the epitome of this stylized worship, presenting the one almighty beloved created by the poet and the poetry.  While the work itself is an atypically complete vision of the face of the desired lady, it is still only a fragment of the woman herself.  This fractured image is constructed from the alignment of the various disassociated physical objects:

Quel sempre acerbo et onorato giorno

mandò sì al cor l’immagine sua viva

che ‘ingegno o stil non fia mai che ‘l descriva;

ma spesso a lui co la memoria torno.

L’atto d’ogni gentil pietate adorno

e’l dolce amaro lamentar ch’i’udiva

facean dubbiar se mortal donna o diva

fosse che ‘l ciel rasserenava intorno.

La testa or fino, et calda neve il volto,

ebeno i cigli, et gli occhi eran due stele

onde l’Amore l’arco tendeva in fallo;

perle et rose vermiglie ove l’accolto

dolor formava ardenti voci et belle,

fiamma i sospir, le lagrime cristallo.

This poem is something of a concentrated experience of the entire Canzoniere.  The beloved is not herself present, but the speaker admits to returning frequently to her angelic image, accessing it through a bittersweet memory.  That image is portrayed by a litany of typical descriptive metaphors.  Interestingly, in this poem it is a dynamic image that becomes crystallized in the poetry; the beloved is not static, but is crying.  Of further note in this poem is the sonnet’s self-reflexive and self-conscious moment, “che ‘ngegno o stil non fia mai che ‘l descriva.”  Part of the description of the beloved is the admitted incapacity of the description.


Incapable or not, this method of description dominated subsequent Italian poetic production and cultural life in general.  As Francesco De Sanctis notes in his opening comments on Cinquecento literature, “it was all the fashion to Petrarchize” in Italy in the sixteenth century.
  Yet one should be careful not to understand this cultural hegemony as the peaceful reign of an uncontested dowager over an adoring and poetically unified population.  “To Petrarchize” does not necessarily mean to reproduce, but can be explained as the engagement of a recognizable Petrarchan tradition and the predication of certain functions of the newly created poem on its relationship to that tradition.  Here one must draw a line between what constitutes “Petrarchism” and what does it mean to “Petrarchize.”  “Petrarchism” is a very linguistic project that involves the well-mannered reproduction of the Petrarchan aesthetic standard as well as the constant resurrection of its method of poetic description, utilizing both a lexicon and technical approach that are directly inherited from the works of the poetic father.  An excellent example of this is Pietro Bembo’s (Venezia, 1470-Roma, 1547) sonnet “Crin d’oro crespo”:

Crin d’oro crespo e d’ambra tersa e pura,


ch’a l’aura su la neve ondeggi e vole,


occhi soavi e più chiari che ‘l sole,


da far giorno seren la notte oscura,


riso, ch’acqueta ogni aspra pena e dura,


rubini e perle, ond’escono parole


sì dolci, ch’altro ben l’ama non vole,


man d’avorio, che i cor distringe e fura,


cantar, che sembra d’armonia divina,


senno matura a la più verde etade,


leggiadria non veduta unqua fra noi,


giunta a somma beltà somma onestade,


fur l’esca del mio foco, e sono in voi


grazie ch’a poche il ciel largo destina.

Bembo’s sonnet faithfully recreates the Petrarchan woman, putting her back together piece by piece, with each piece in its correct place.  Her golden tresses ripple in the breeze, her soft voice comes forth from rubies and pearls, and her ivory hand grasps the gazer’s heart as he listens to the sweet tones of her musical voice.  In fact, the reproduction is so close that it seems that not simply the Petrarchan aesthetic standard, but that Laura herself is brought back to life in this poem, as Bembo utilizes the quintessential Petrarchan paranomasia “l’aura,” to make the mythic beauty present in his work.  Thus Bembo’s sonnet operates as a linguistic reproduction of a woman and of a poetic ideal and offers the pleasure of recognizing that reproduction.  “The more scholarly minded reader of the time may even have rejoiced at the act of linguistic preservation [this type of poem] represents.”

Remarkably, when directly compared to Canzoniere 157, one finds that the aesthetic standard and linguistic construction of that standard seem to be the only Petrarchan elements that Bembo’s sonnet in fact preserves.  The Petrarchan sonnet fails to completely capture the memory of the encounter with a dynamic beloved.  As Peter Hainsworth, observes of Petrarch’s sonnet 157: “For all the brightness and colour of the imagery the experience is not purified.  Pity and dismay complicate the aesthetic pleasure.”
  Not only does the poem fail to present a single, clear image of the beloved, then, but it also resists limiting the experience of the speaker to a single emotional reaction.  As Hainsworth further, and more dramatically, comments: “The experience of beauty here involves something like sadism, if only the sadism of beauty.”
  The original episode and its memory are both “sempre acerbo et onorato.”  Bembo’s work, on the other hand, is limited to the description of static contemporary visual appearance.  His vision is pleasing, as is his viewing of it.  His work does not grapple with memory access or descriptive inadequacy.  It is never acknowledges its status as a poem, therefore occupying itself only with an account of the beloved and not, like the Petrarchan original, with a meditation on the capacity and function of poetry.  Thus, the Bembo poem, an exemplar of the tradition of Petrarchism, though it maintains the Petrarchan aesthetic ideal and poetic technique, limits and simplifies the poetic project originally developed in the Canzoniere.  He reduces it to the stylized depiction of a stylized beauty.


As illustrated earlier, in the Sonetto del bacciliero, Francesco Berni does not engage the Petrarchan poetic tradition so narrowly, reducing it to a stylized depiction of an aesthetic ideal.  Instead, his works swam against the powerful tide of Petrarchism, engaging that tradition in ways other than faithful reproduction of the aesthetic ideal.  This is not to say, of course, that Berni did not Petrarchize his works, which is to predicate the function of certain elements of his poems on a direct relationship to original Petrarchan works, and even, in certain cases, to the tradition of Petrarchism itself.  Consider, for example, Berni’s sonnet “Chiome d’argento fino,” also referred to as the Sonetto alla sua donna, which directly confronts the constrictive aesthetic reproduction of works such as Bembo’s “Crin d’oro crespo.”
  Berni’s sonnet criticizes the vacuous project of Petrarchism while at the same time breathing new life into the original Petrarchan poetic project.

Chiome d’argento fino, irte e attorte


senz’arte intorno ad un bel viso d’oro;


fronte crespa, u’mirando io mi scoloro,


dove spunta i suoi strali Amor e Morte;


occhi di perle vaghi, luci torte


da ogni obietto diseguale a loro;


ciglie di neve, e quelle, ond’io m’accoro,


dita e man dolcemente grosse e corte;


labra di latte, bocca ampia celeste;


denti d’ebeno rari e pellegrini;


inaudita ineffabile armonia;


costumi alteri e gravi: a voi, divini


servi d’Amor, palese fo che queste


son le bellezze della donna mia.

This poem’s deviation from the Petrarchan aesthetic tradition is readily evident.  The beautiful Petrarchan blonde has aged, and time has not treated her kindly.  The seductive flaxen locks that once floated freely in the breeze, tying themselves in knots just as their vision bound the observer himself to his desired lady, are now the wiry gray tufts that cannot even properly frame the yellowed complexion of this unfortunate hag.  Berni’s portrayal of the old woman is a description of a contemporary physical reality (queste / son le bellezze della mia donna).  This crude picture of geriatric decay contrasts sharply to the soft image of the young and beautiful beloved that Petrarch has in his memory in sonnet 157 of the Canzoniere, as well as from the dominant imitative poetry of the time, like Pietro Bembo’s sonnet “Crin d’oro crespo.”


This refashioning of the aesthetic ideal is not so much an outright objection of a visual standard, however, as it is a scathing rebuke of the misuse of Petrarchan poetry and a clever re-appropriation of the available Petrarchan material.  From its very first word, this sonnet foregrounds its relationship to its poetic past and exposes its reliance on available poetic tools.  “Chiome” is something of a literary term, akin to the English “locks” or “tresses,” and participates in the “highly artificial literary language” that is a hallmark of the Petrarchan tradition.  The word does itself, in fact, come straight from the Petrarchan lexicon.  The word appears in Canzoniere 196 (line seven: “et le chiome”), 197 (line nine: “dico le chiome bionde”), and 198 (line three: “de le chiome stesse”) for example, and in each instance, these locks are described as twisted, softly snaring, and knotted.  In fact, “chiome” is used consistently in the Canzoniere to describe hair that does not hang gracefully at the shoulders; this word characterizes the loose locks that tango with and tangle in the wind.  In addition to the preceding examples, take for instance the interwoven wisps of long curls in Canzoniere 159, “chiome d’oro sì fino a l’aura sciolse” and the fixated gaze on the beloved’s seductively swaying braids Canzoniere 227, “Aura che quelle chiome bionde et crespe / cercondi et movi et se’ mossa da loro / soavamente, et spargi quel dolce oro / et poi ‘l raccogli e’n ben nodi il rincrespe.”  The first line of Berni’s sonnet continues, and describes the beloved’s tresses as “argento,” which can also be identified as a Petrarchan technique.  Though overwhelmingly golden, Laura’s enchanting mane is, in fact, once referred to as silver.  In Canzoniere 12, the speaker ponders the future, when he will see the beloved’s “cape’ d’oro fin farsi d’argento.”  Thus, “chiome d’argento fino,” while not the typical Petrarchan image, is a possible vision that the typical Renaissance reader could identify as Petrarchan.  What is remarkable about the opening line of Berni’s sonnet, then, is not that the hair is gray and twisted, but the Petrarchan way in which it is so.

While Laura may have had hair that was softly knotted by a light breeze and that did have the potential of turning to a stately silver, her hair was never, ever “irte e attorte senz’arte.”  Berni’s poem seems to be aware of the way it is separating itself from the Petrarchan tradition, as it rhythmically separates the innovative element of the hair’s description.  The line may be rhythmically diagrammed in the following manner:

Chio-me – d’ar-gen-to – fi-no, - // - ir-te e at- tor-te

With the heaviest accented syllable falling on the sixth beat, the caesura following the seventh, and a lightly stressed syllable on the first and tenth beats, this line is classified as a maiore.  What is especially interesting, though, is the placement of the caesura and the division of the seventh and eighth syllables.  Usually, there are no syllabic divisions between successive words that end and start with vowels.
  This line, however, depends on such a division, between “fino” and “irte,” to make up an eleven-syllable line.  The separation between these two words is highlighted by the placement of the caesura.  Further, the oddness of such a construction is underlined by following this atypical rhythmic division with a syllable that includes three elided vowels, “ir-te e at-tor te.”  Dividing the line in this way rhythmically separates “irte e attorte” from the rest of the rather-Petrarchan line, thus separating tradition and innovation: an odd rhythmic construction points out its own odd poetic description.  The enjambment of the first two lines, “irte e attorte / senz’arte” then replicates the unruliness of these untamed snarls, as the image spills over from one line to the other.  Thus, the poem is metrically calling attention to its relationship with the Petrarchan tradition.  It is also exposing itself not as contradiction of the Petrarchan ideal, but as an exaggeration of it.  What was once soft and twisted is now wiry and snarled, but even these snarls are themselves rooted in Petrarchan images.  Berni’s lady’s hair falls so artlessly because of, not in spite of, Laura’s lovely locks. 


Berni’s poem not only exaggerates the Petrarchan beloved’s untamed mane, but also makes a caricature of the Petrarchan beloved by emphasizing her fragmented nature. The comparisons that Berni makes-to gold, pearls, snow, milk, ebony, and musical harmony-and the feminine features that he includes in the description-hair, eyes, brow, hands, lips, teeth, and voice-are straight from the Petrarchan code.  One finds the same objects used for comparison in the poetry of Petrarch and Bembo, just in a different order.   Hence, while the described aesthetic, an old gray hag instead of a blonde beauty, is the polar opposite of the Petrarchan tradition, the way this image itself is presented is not so much a black and white negative of Petrarchan descriptive methods as it is a violent swirling of vibrant Petrarchan colors.  Milena Montanile comments very nicely on the odd combination of outright defiance and reverent recycling of Petrarchan traditions that Berni’s sonnet exhibits.  She locates a fine line between outright defiance and absolute rejection when discussing Berni’s treatment of the Petrarchan beauty code:

Berni instaura nella vicinanza formale tra parodia e modello un rapporto di parole e immagini rovesciate; in questo gioco degli opposti il testo parodiato, rappresentato dall’intera traditionze lirica petrarchesca, agisce come presupposto obbligato e sollecita reazioni di abbassamento contro la sua stessa inerzia formale.  E tuttavia il ritratto della donna brutta, reso per accumulo di elementi descrittivi (canuta, rugosa, cisposa, sdentata, strabica) non si regola, né può regolarsi a sistema: a Berni non interessa imporre nuove norme, istituire nuovi modelli; ecco perché il gioco della triade obbligata, la combinazione di giallo-bianco-rosso, sembra frantumarsi in una danza stralunata di colori che traduce la difficoltà a fissare in sistema l’equivalente in negativo del topos.

Montanile seems to suggest that Berni’s work does not so much argue for a new anti-Petrarchan aesthetic standard as much as it does combat the existence of any such thing, confronting the ultra-regulated Petrarchan code with one that cannot itself be regulated or fixed in any certain configuration.

Here, then, is perhaps Berni’s boldest move.  Instead of using the lost portrait of Laura by Simone Martini as a starting point, with each of her features stubbornly glued into place by tempera on parchment, Berni treats original Laura’s image as a mosaic composed of so many little tesserae, and begins his work by picking up the various pieces he finds scattered through the poetry.  By approaching the poetry this way, he seems to locate a resistance for codified beauty in the original Petrarchan poetry and instead picks up on the text’s playful readerliness.  This playfulness allows one to treat the beloved not so much as a structured jigsaw puzzle, whose carefully cut pieces can fit together only in a certain way, so much as a Mr. Potato Head, whose various interchangeable parts invite a myriad of final images.  At the same time, however, each of these diverse final images still always recalls a past ideal.


Thus, one finds another self-reflexive moment in the poetry.  Berni’s sonnet describes the beloved’s teeth not as a solid string glistening pearls but rather as “denti d’ebeno rari e pellegrini.” Her teeth are themselves migrant, so sparse and separated that they seem to rearrange themselves each time the beloved open’s her twisted mouth.  These transient teeth expose the mosaic nature of Berni’s new aesthetic.  They move themselves around just as the poem rearranges the Petrarchan features.  They do not have a fixed place in the woman’s mouth just as the ebony and pearl-like features no longer have a fixed place on the Petrarchan image.  Beyond this, the assonances in this line of sonnet further replicate the destabilized nature of the teeth and of the descriptive metaphors.  In this line, there is a constant repetition of the “e” that is joined by and mixed with the “i”: “denti d’ebeno rari e pellegrini.”  In fact, Berni changes the typical spelling of “ebano” to “ebeno” to reinforce the feeling of movement in the line and to emphasize the now-unstable ebony image.  Neither the teeth nor the descriptive metaphor, like the vowels sounds themselves, have a fixed position.  Hence, the poem seems to be acting out its resistance to a new codified aesthetic, further supporting the claim initially made in Montanile’s article.

Furthermore, by acting out this resistance, the sonnet is not so much a description of a woman as a meditation on art, a comment by art both on itself and on an artistic tradition.  In fact, it is not just this line and this image that parody Petrarchism, but the entire poem and the poor old woman’s entire face.  The “bel viso d’oro” of this atypical beloved and her “fronte crespa” unsympathetically display the advanced age of the cross-eyed beauty.  The sickly color of her wrinkled and leathery face acts as a scathing criticism of the popular contemporary resurrections of the Petrarchan lady.  Yellowed and creased like old parchment, her features smeared like ancient ink, this worn out hag begs to be laid to rest just as she calls for an end to the vacuous replications of the standard traditional blonde.

Congedo

Francesco Berni’s burlesque poetry presents exciting opportunities for studying sixteenth-century Italian literature.  His work is evidence of the poetic plurality of the time period.  His poems are interesting not because they operate as simple outright contradictions of their contemporary, dominant, poetic traditions, but rather because they deviate in sophisticated and clever ways from that norm.  These deviations seem to reinvigorate, not destroy, contemporary poetic practice by forcing it to reinvestigate its relationship to its poetic past.  Rather than participating in an inherited limitation of the Petrarchan poetic project, the Bernesque genre reinvestigates the Petrarchan originals and rejuvenates its complex imagery and interpretive possibilities.  In the Sonetto del bacciliero, for example, Berni inverts the relationship between the beauty and functionality of the Petrarchan hand in order to parody Petrarch’s feeble lament for the loss of Cino da Pistoia.  He also engages a moment of eroticisation in the Canzoniere in order to raise the status of his own poetry from frivolous to scandalous.  In the Sonetto alla sua donna, Berni presents a tour de force of Petrarchan interpretation, demonstrating his mastery of the Petrarchan lexicon as well as an acute understanding of the subtle and numerous possibilities with which each Petrarchan image tempts its readers.

Clearly, the effect of such work is not a militant challenge to Petrarchan supremacy, but rather a criticism to the vacuous poetic project that the linguistic reproduction of Petrarchism had imposed on reading, understanding, and engaging Petrarch’s poetry.  In refusing to participate in an inherited reading and instead returning to the original texts themselves in order to appreciate their interpretive possibilities, Francesco Berni participates in what William Kennedy has defined as “Petrarch’s humanist hermeneutic: the desire to read a text in the original moment of its creation.”
  Berni’s success is twofold.  First of all, he cuts through the thick layers of Petrarchism and enjoys the Petrarchan texts themselves, reveling in their slippery word play and complex imagery.  By returning to the original texts themselves, Berni is able to expose and to criticize the inept and limiting tradition of Petrarchism.  Secondly, Berni writes parodies that force the reader to do the same thing: to return to the Petrarchan originals and appreciate their original, unencumbered interpretive possibilities.  Berni treats Petrarch’s Canzoniere not as an accumulation of empty word play and formulaic repetition, but rather as a collection of intricate and entangled meanings, and encourages his readers to do the same.  Interestingly, then, for as anti-Petrarchan as Berni is accused of being, his work presents an excellent opportunity for returning to and appreciating Petrarch’s complex masterpiece.  Perhaps it would be more accurate, then, to see him as “anti-Petrarchism” than to refer to him as entirely “anti-Petrarchan.”
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