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It is a habit of Anglo-American dantisti, especially those working in North America, to reflect upon what they are doing, usually with some degree of wonder: how is it that after almost seven hundred years, and in an intellectual, religious, and cultural climate so removed from Trecento Florence, they can produce so much work, such interesting work, on Dante? While there is of course a world-wide Dante industry (Iannucci notes that at least 1,500 publications on Dante appeared between 1984 and 1988 [x]), there is a peculiar vitality to English-language Dante scholarship, a sense of new questions, new approaches, new results, new discoveries. Every few years that vitality contemplates itself, perhaps seeking to explain itself, in a volume of commissioned or recent essays covering a broad range of issues. In the last ten years, such volumes include Amilcare Iannucci’s earlier collection Dante Today (special issue of Quaderni d’italianistica 10.1-2 [1989]), Gian Carlo Alessio’s and Robert Hollander’s Studi americani su Dante (Milano: Franco Angeli, 1989), Dino Cervigni’s Dante and Modern American Criticism (Annali d’Italianistica 8 [1990]), Rachel Jacoff’s Cambridge Companion to Dante (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1993), and Theodore Cachey’s Dante Now: Current Trends in Dante Studies (Notre Dame: U of Notre Dame P, 1995). While these volumes differ in their motivation, origin, and audience, they are all useful, with a number of important contributions. Amilcare Iannucci’s new volume is one of the very best, for the unfailingly high standard of its essays, its broad range, and its intelligent structure. 
The fourteen essays, of which nine have been previously published in some form, mirror the dominant concerns of recent Anglo-American criticism, as reflected also in most of the collections mentioned above. The editor himself notes a special interest in Dante’s "minor works," a focus on formal, intertextual, and narrative structures in the Comedy along with the question of Dante’s poetics, and the history of the poem’s reception (x, xx). A number of the essays touch on each other’s concerns: the palinode as a fundamental interpretative model for Dante’s works, the (textual) grounding of Dante’s unique claims to authority, the adequacy of Auerbach’s and Singleton’s typological analysis of Dante’s poetics, Dante’s metaliterary and auto-exegetical reflection, the implications of gender and sexual differentiation in the Comedy and the relation between literary text and life (Dante’s and ours). Three essays are dedicated to "nodal" or "structurally determining" episodes: Paolo and Francesca, Ulysses, and Earthly Paradise. An invaluable feature of the volume (and presumably of the new series in which it appears) is that each essay provides a carefully selected but extensive bibliography; taken together, these bibliographies provide an up-to-date road map for many of the major issues in contemporary Dante studies. There is also a thorough index of names and textual passages. 
The editor’s introduction skillfully weaves together the themes of the essays and proposes its own explanation for Dante’s contemporary success: the Comedy is a "producerly" text, both "open" and "closed," combining "the easy accessibility of the readerly with the complex discursive strategies of the writerly" (xiii-xiv). Iannucci is echoing his remarks in Dante Today (iv). The opening essay, Zygmunt Baranski’s "Dante and Medieval Poetics," stresses the auto-exegetical nature of Dante’s work, his "obsession with the ars poetica" (8), and his insistent metaliterary reflections, which become progressively more radical and unorthodox; in this context Baranski discusses both the poem’s title and the authenticity of the Letter to Cangrande. Albert Ascoli’s "Palinode and History in the Oeuvre of Dante" proposes the palinode as "paradigmatic" for "Dantean intertextuality" (25), and shows its essentially constructed or rhetorical character by examining a tension among the Monarchia, Convivio, and Commedia. Michelangelo Picone’s brilliant "Dante and the Classics" studies the various Dantean canons of auctores, the passage from an Ovidian to a Virigilian model, from the Remedia amoris to the Metamorphoses as the Comedy’s primary classical intertext, and from imitatio to an anti-classicist aemulatio, in which "the recovery of classical poetry is conditional on its complete translation and total re-writing in the language of Christianity" (60). In "Dante and the Bible: Biblical Citation in the Divine Comedy," through a number of illuminating analyses of specific passages, Christopher Kleinhenz shows "how Dante uses the biblical text as an integral part of his own text," and "how meaning in the Comedy may be either generated or enhanced by a consideration of the larger referential context provided by the biblical tradition" (77). Iannucci’s own essay, "Forbidden Love: Metaphor and History (Inferno 5)," elegantly expands the dominant critical tradition on Paolo and Francesca (the critique of courtly love) to read the episode as emblematic of the tragic social consequences of cupidity (for which adulterous passion becomes the central metaphor), a pattern embodied in "the tragic spectacle of history" (103). "Dante’s Ulysses: Narrative and Transgression" is a synthesis of some of the central insights of Teodolinda Barolini’s The Undivine Comedy: Detheologizing Dante (Princeton: Princeton UP, 1992): "if the pilgrim learns to be not like Ulysses, the poet is conscious of having to be ever more like him. The Paradiso, if it is to exist at all, cannot fail to be transgressive; its poet cannot fail to be a Ulysses" (119). This Ulyssean component is mirrored in the textual fracturing, stuttering, and "jumping" of the Paradiso. 
In "Narrative Design in Earthly Paradise," Richard Lansing studies "the conceptual structure" of Purgatorio 28-33, showing how it mirrors that of each terrace of Purgatory: "the eighth terrace, gathering and integrating all of what comes before, embraces the previous seven and simultaneously transcends them by going one beyond, to achieve the definitive view of the role of the individual within the context of human history" (142). Lino Pertile ("A Desire of Paradise and a Paradise of Desire: Dante and Mysticism") stresses that what Dante depicts in Paradise is not union with God, but "the way in which Dante the pilgrim draws closer and closer to that point" (161). What he is depicting is desire, "for where there is no desire left to fill, there is no language and no poetry" (163). In "Dante and the Authority of Poetic Language," Steven Botterill argues strongly that Dante did not share the skepticism about language and referentiality attributed to him by postmodern critics, "the fruit of a theologically deracinated criticism" (177). That language has limits does not mean that Dante’s quest for a word both ornata and santa (174), epitomized in the discourse of St. Bernard in the empyrean, ends in falsehood, fiction, and chaos. Joan Ferrante ("Dante and Politics") provides a survey of political issues in Dante’s works, with wide-ranging references, and introduces the theme of Dante’s "sexual politics," in which androgyny becomes a "positive force" (191). This suggestion is extensively developed by Carolynn Lund-Mead in "Dante and Androgyny": the fusion of masculine and feminine "express the crossing of psychic and ontological boundaries" (197), becoming an image of the Incarnation ("Beatrice is woman’s flesh. Without Christ as Word made flesh, Beatrice would not be the flesh which Dante makes word" (204). John Ahearn ("Singing the Book: Orality in the Reception of Dante’s Comedy") explores the relation between oral ("an acoustic or musical event" [226]) and literary ("silent textual decodification" [222]) reception of the Comedy in Dante’s time, showing how central public performance was to the Comedy’s penetration of "all levels of Trecento society" (226). Deborah Parker’s "Interpreting the Commentary Tradition to the Comedy" is a lucid survey of the commentaries to the poem, focussing especially on the Trecento and the Renaissance, and classifying their uses; the essay includes a particularly useful bibliography. The volume ends with William Franke’s "Reader’s Application and the Moment of Truth in Dante’s Divine Comedy," which initially appeared in Lectura Dantis 12 (1993), and was incorporated into Dante’s Interpretive Journey (Chicago: U of Chicago P, 1996). His Heideggerian reading supplies a telling critique of the notion, derived from Auerbach and Singleton, that "the poem’s claim to historical reality" is grounded "primarily in its mimetic realism"; through an elegant analysis of the Paolo and Francesca episode, Franke shifts that grounding to the interpretative act of reading itself, through which we (mis)define ourselves in history, like Francesca. 
Striking, in the volume as we have briefly surveyed it, is the absence of sustained reflection on philosophical, theological, moral, scientific, historical, and philological issues. While Americans have typically left the latter to the Italians, and the Singletonian era has passed for the others, still the volume under-represents the recent work in such fields (by Boyde, Durling, Martinez, Scott, Mazzotta, Cornish, Kay, Morgan, Carugati, Armour, Ryan, Najemy, to name just a few among many practitioners), thus perhaps unconsciously helping to define such concerns as marginal in the current critical climate. With this reservation, there may be no more useful volume of essays to put in the hands of contemporary students of Dante’s poem. 
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