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Medieval Sicilian Lyric Poetry: Poets at the Courts of Roger lI and Frederick II 
Submitted in conformity with the requirements for the degree of PhD, 1998 

Karla Mallette 
Centre for Medieval Studies, University of Toronto 

During the twelfth century, a group of poets at the Norman court in Sicily composed 

traditional Arabic panegyrics in praise of the kingdom's Christian monarchs. Less than a 

century later, at the court of Frederick II, Sicilian poets wrote the first lyric love poetry in an 

Italian vernacular. This study maces the literary history of Sicily during the twelfth and 

thirteenth centuries, and engages the modem scholarly fornulation known as the "Arabic 

theory" (the notion that Arabic literature had a fornative influence on early Romance 

vernacular lyric), in order to refine the methodology used to read and compare Arabic and 

Romance love lyrics written in the colonial states of southern Europe during the Middle 

Ages. 

The introductory chapter, "Remembering Norman Sicily," sketches the fundamental 

issues that d l 1  inform subsequent readings of Sicilian literature: the changing relation 

betwen Sicilian culture and the mainland cultures of the Mediterranean: and the evolution 

of Musl im-Christian cultural communication within Sicily. " Al-Apbanishi and the Court 

Poets of the Norman Era" uses a close reading of a poem written in praise of Roger I1 and his 

Sicily to explore the Siculo-Norman cultural project. "Vernacular Culture in Sicily, ss. XI- 

XIII" parallels the revolutionaty vernacular poetic traditions emerging in the Arabic- and 

Romance-speaking worlds, and examines the innovative use of the Sicilian vernaculars on 

coinage produced in twelfth and thirteenth century Sicily. 

"Giacomo da Lentini and Siculo-Italian Poetics" considers the realignment of Sicilian 

culture that occurred when Sicily began to be viewed as an extension of the European 

mainland, and Sicilian culture was reconceived as a variant of Lahnate Christianity. The 

concluding chapter, "The 'Arabic Theory' and the Poetries of Sicily," uses the methodological 

interrogations of the foregoing chapters to comment on the traditional scholarly approach to 

conceptualizing and categorizing literary influence in the Musiim/Chnstian colonial states of 

southern Europe during the Middle Ages. 
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Remembering Norman Sicily 

Ho detto che mi pare di couoscere il paese anche nei swoi silenzi. 
Leonardo Sciascia 
Orrhio di cnpm. p. 13 

Ibn Jubayr Visits Sicily 

In the war 11S.l. 11111 J thaw. w A~daludrui returning from a pilgrimage to Mecca. 

was shiprec kcd in Sicilv. At the time he arrived. the Sorrnms. who had seized control of 

the island from the Muslims. had iweu ill power for little more than 100 vears. The great 

Sonmi1 king Roger I1 had ruled and died: his son William I had ruled and died. The 

rurretlt Sicilia1 monarch. William 11. welcomed the travellers t:) Sicilv in person. and paid 

the lailding fee for the Muslims on Ilm Ju1)avr's ship. In his account of his visit to Sicilv. 

which fonns out. chapter of the maglificeut descriptioo of his travels thrnugh the 

Mediterranean. Itm Jubayr will descrihe William and his court in some detail: he 

considers William's admiration of Muslim learning and tolerance of Islamic religious 

practice at his court to be among the wonders of Sicily. He will also take pains to illustrate 

through interviews and anecdotes the daily lives of Muslim Sicilians, attempting to 

produce a coherent portrait of a Christian land where Muslim visitors are honored and 

Aral~ic leanling and culture are embraced in the royal court. hut Muslim citi=mus endure 

economic and religious injustices. and many of them dream of escape to a \letter land. 



In the introductory section of his chapter on Sicily, Ibn Jubayr lays out most 

programmatically the paradox of Muslim-Christian cohabitation on the island. Following 

this introductory section, he will describe his travels through Sicily by relating events in 

the order in which they occur. But in the introductory section his organization is thematic, 

rather than chronological. His goal is to convey to his readers the central difficulties 

presented by Sicily: the Muslim colonizers have been colonized; and the culture that is 

emerging here - inchoate and unsettled though it is - resists categorization. Ibn Jubayr is 

a sensitive obsenrer and a skillfbl narrator, and he finds an evocative way to represent the 

ambiguity of Sicilian culture. 

Sicily's approach is announced to the travelers on bard Ibn Jubay's ship by a 

glimpse of one of the island's best-known landmarks: Etna, jnbnl nl-nn'r - the "Mountain 

of Fire" - in Arabic (Ri& ibn Jttbnyr, 293; The T m ~ ~ l s  of Lbn Jubagr, 335). S w n  after 

they catch sight of the volcano. a storm arises and blows the travellers into the strait 

behveeu the Italiau mainlaid and the island, where they are forced to abandon ship. Ibn 

Jul)wr heightens the dmna of the passage by tetelig us that the seas iu the strait of 

Messiua seethe arouiid the ship like tmiling water, and he compares the force of the waters 

to the "burstillg of the dam." nl -kr im 01-snrjl (Ar. 293, Eng. 336). He refers to the dam of 

Ma'ril), which collapsed under the pressure of flood waters with such destructive effect 

that it coiis~tuted a1 epoch-making event for the Arab tribes, and is remembered in the 

Qur'au (M:16). After this stirring episode, he describes his landing on Sicily: we see 

William I1 pay the landing fees of the Muslim travelers on board Ibn Jubayr's ship, we visit 

his court, we meet Muslim businessmen and merchants. Concluding this introductory 

section, Ibn Jubayr lists some of the natural wonders of Sicily, and he returns to Mt. Etna. 

In describing Etna, he repeats a metaphor he had used while describing the shipwreck 

Here are the culminatiiig sentences of his description: 

As for the lofty mountain on the island, h o w  as the Mountain of Fire, it also 
possesses a remarkable characteristic in that fire comes forth from it in some years 



likc the bumtirag of the rln1)t.  It does not pass by anythmg which it does not burn 
until it ends up at the sea, and rides upon its surface, until it is submerged . . . 
[emphasis added] 

Arabic text, 301 (see Appendix p. 16. Ibn Jubayr #I ); Euglish tr., 343-344. 

The image of the dam of Mir ib  recurs: the eruption of the Mountain of Fire is like the 

waters bursting through the dam. The words used in the ship\weck scene and in this 

passage are identical, and are the same words used in the Qur'an to refer to this event. 

The repetition of the reference brackets the introductory section, and sets it off from the 

chronological description of Ibn Jubayr's travels that will follow. They leave in the reader's 

mind a sense of awesome and antagonistic natural forces. encouraging us to see Sicily as a 

theater of remarkable phenomena. 

Iln Jubayr's intent, iu this introductory section, is clearly to describe what is most 

strange ad dis~turijing iu the Sicilian situation. His ship. on arriving at the port of Messina 

after the harmwiug shipwreck had been greeted by William II, who had himself paid the 

laudiug fee for dl the Muslims on board the ship. This detail constitutes - after the first 

oli~npse of Etua, and the seething storm - the first of the marvels of Sicily not comected 
0 

with natural phenomneila. and in telling of it, Ibu. Jul~avr emphasizes his wonder: we were 

informed of a marvelous thing, he states (ua-rnitr 01-ijobi 'nli wri trkhbirntrri bihi: Ar. 295 

Eno. - 337). as he prepares to relate this first vignette regarding the 4 o r m  king. He will 

00 on to talk with some wonder almut the court of William II, the "Orieutalist" Christiau 3 

monarch. whom Ibu Jubayr commellds for his learning and iu particular for his admiration 

of Muslim culture and his promotion of Muslim men of learning at his court. William 

speaks Arabic: he has an 'nlrin~a (an Arabic royal title used on coinage, in architectural 

iuscriptions. in the heading of official documents); he retains Muslim physicians and 

astrologers (Ar. 298, Eng. 341). His description of William's court cuhhates  with the 

famous anecdote of the earthquake, when the palace rang with the sound of \Ydlirun's 

s e m t s  - many of them secret Muslims - calling on AUah, in the moment of crisis, for 

preservation. William, unperturbed, said only: 



"Let each of you call upon the God to whom you are subject: let that give him 
H 

peace. 
Arabic text, 299 (see the Appendix p. 18, Ibn Jubayr #2); English tr., 341 

The opposition of fire and water in the descriptions of Etna and of the shipwreck 

provides the reader with a neat characterization of the two populations who are forced into 

an unnatural promiscuity by the conditions of cohabitation in Sicily. Ibn Jubayr 

consistently describes Christian tolerance of Muslim Sicilians in general, and individual 

C hriszia~is' kiuduess to him and hi5 fellow-travelers. in tones of wonder - just as he 

describes the mawel of the Mountain of Fire. On the other hand, he will dwell on the 

su&ring of Muslim Sicilians, talking in particular about their anxiety regardiug their 

future. Aloiigide the marvels of Sicily, alongside Etna and the splendors of William's 

court. he will rehearse the details of Muslim-Christian cohabitation, attempting to 

understand what Sicily is 'and what it will become. what will be the fate of Muslim 

Siciliaus. The images of the fires of Eha and of the sea that bracket this introductor?; 

section ma\ be read ax a metaphor for the two populatious, as different as fire and water. 

But if we parallel the sea boiling and seething 'like the bursting of the dam,' and the fire 

rushing forth from Etna. in turn, "like the bunting of the datn," wve can also feel the 

iiiteusity of 11x1 Jubayr's anxiety: his fear of the shiftiug balance of power, and his anxiety 

that the proper distance between the two populations is not maintained. on this difficult 

and remarkable islaud where fire and water morph into each other. 

Ibu Juhayr's characterization. however, reveals another level of complexity on 

deeper e.Yarnir.ation. We have seen that ?juslim culture is respected and patronized by 

the most powerti1 citizen of Sicily. Yet the two instauces of open toleratio11 of individual 

Muslims by William I1 that Ibn Jubayr sketches come only in response to calamity: a 

tempest provokes the king's tjavment of the landing fees for the shipwrecked Muslims, and 

an earthquake inspires his statement on religious tolerance. On the one hand, William 

admires Muslim culture. and promotes it at his co~rt: on the other. it takes a natural 



disaster to draw from him simple acts of charity and tolerance toward individual Muslims. 

This interpretive h o t  - the balancing of tolerance and repression, the opposition of 

Muslim culture and Muslim citizens - forms the center of Ibn Jubayr's assessment of 

Sicily. The celebration of Muslim culture witnessed by Ibn Jubayr constituted. essentially. 

the flaunting of a trophy culture. By promoting Muslim culture at his court, the Sicilian 

monarch expressed a gratifving recognition of the accomplishments of the Muslim world. 

but he also advertised the fact that, in Sicily, those accomplishments had come under the 

control of Christians. The Muslims who had colonized Sicilv had treasured its beauty and 

its riches: with the Norman conquest, they had lost a prized possession. The Muslim 

Siciliaus' s~ruggle for cultural and economic sunival which Ibn Jubayr describes is as 

intricate wd brutal as the hattle of the elements he evokes in his descriptions of stoms 

a d  volcanoes. And Christian possessiiou of Muslim culture may have looked to the visitor 

as uunatural aud disturbing as fire bursting forth like water. 

When the Xonnws occupied Sicily. along with the natural riches oT the island, they 

had takm possessiou of its cultural riches, its bureaucratic and cultural institutions. A 

hybrid culture emerged ;after the fin* century of Norman occupation, one that used Arabic 

literan and mhit  ectural coi~velltions to celebrate a kingdom ruled by a C Christian 

monarch; uuder the Normans, Sicilian court poets wrote in Arabic. A century later - 

duriug the reign of Frederick 11. grandsou of Roger II and King of Sicily from 1197 until 

I250 - Sicilians wrote the Rnt substantial body of lyric love poehy in an Italian vernacular. 

It wiil be my purpose in this study to sketch the background and develop the n e c e s q  

vocabulary in order to characterize and d u a t e  the literary culture of Sicily during this 

period. Like fire morphing into water. the language of culture in Sicily undenvent a rapid 

and radical transformation between the twelfth and the thirteenth centuries; in the 

readings that follow, I will trace the history of that strange and ma~ellous l i t e q  

phenomenon. 



Sicilian literary history, ss. XII-XIII 

In order to approach the literary history of Sicily during the Norman period and its 

aftermath. it is necessary first to sketch an outline of the historical events that shaped 

cultural developments during this period. When the fist Norman invade= stormed Sicily 

in 1035. the Muslims had ruled the island for roughly- 200 years. The earliest Muslirn 

military activity on the island which was more than an act of piracy, which was executed 

with the intent to colonize. had occurred in 627. At that time, Sicily was a Greek colonv. 

The Greco-Siciliw government w a s  not strong enough to resist the Muslim invasion: three 

years after the first Muslim attack in 830, Palermo feu to the invaders, and in 67s the 

W uslims tcwk Sy-racust.. the last sipnificrtllt Christian stmughold on the islaud. 

The years of Muslim domination on the island were turl~ulent. as the cololly 

reacted. first. to the uphmvals that rocked the greater Muslim world during this period, 

and later to illtenla1 struggles. In 947 the Idbite  dynasty took control of Sicily, increasing 

its cultural and political independence from the North African centers of power. Despite 

colltiiluing domrhtic unres~. the next centuxy was the most peaceful and prosperous in 

Muslim Sicily's brief history, and conszituted the colony's cultural "golden age." 

The Xorrnan invasion of Sicily, d i k e  the Muslim iuvasjon that had taken place 

two centuries earlier, was a lengthy affair. The first assault, undertaken in 1038 by a 

contingent of Kormans. Lombards, and Greek, had little appreciable effect on the 

M u s h  state. Robert Guiscard arrived in Sicily in 1046, to try again. In 1060 his brother, 

Roger. joined him for another attempt. Finally in 1072 the Norman army, led by Robert 

and Roger, twk Palermo. 

Roger ruled as Count of Sicily until his death in 1 101. His son, Roger 11, became 

Couut of Sicily iu 1 105. at the age of 9; he would be h g  of Sicily from 1130 until 1 I*%. 



a d  would k remembered as the greatest of the Norman monarchs of Sicily. His son 

William I, hotvn as ' W i  the Bad," d e d  from 1154 until 1166; and his grandson 

William Ii, or 'William the Good," was king from 1166 until 1189. On the second 

William's death the triumphant years of Norman rule in Sicily came to an end, as 

squabl)les over successiou brought unrest and civil war to the kingdom. 

Cultural development in Sicily during the period of Norman domination built on 

and transformed the culture of Muslim Sicily When the Muslim colonizers occupied 

Sicily, they found a Greek colony in cultural decadence. Umberto Rizzitano notes that the 

relative barbarity of cultural life on the islaud during the first century of Muslim rule can 

be attril~uted, in part, to this fact: Siculo-Arabic culture would have developed more 

rapidly if it had encountered and interacted with a more vibrant culture on the island 

(Rizzitano, 258-259!. When the Normans arrived, however, they found a colony just 

entcriiig its cultural prime. Rather thiui - as contemporary Soman conquerors did in 

Britain - attempt to supplant indigenous cultural practices and idiom with their o w ,  the 

Som~ans adopted and adapted the cultural practices the): fouud in Sicily. They took over 

maw of the bureaucratic illstitutions established by Muslim Sicilians. They used Arabic. 

alongside Creek and Lath. as an "oofficial" bureaucratic and cultural impage. They hired 

Arabic artists aid artisans to decorate their monumental architectural projects. And they 

supported the panepists who wrote Arahr poetry in their praise. 

The culture of Normau Sicily tvas at once triumphant and ephemeral: the death of 

U'illiarn II in 1189 would in effect bring an end to the Norman Sicilian experiment. the 

unique cultural hybrid that developed during the years of Norman rule. With the ascent 

of Frederick I1 to the Sicilian throne, Sicilian culture undenvent a substantial 

transformation. Frederick articulated much stronger political, economic, and cultural ties 

between Sicily and the European continent. He also maintained connections with the 

Arabic-sqxdciug world; however, he did not support Arabic cultural production within 

Sicily. and during his reign, the last Muslim communities in Sicily were uprooted a d  



transplanted to a "ghetto city" on the Italian mainland. Most importantly, it was under 

Frederick's rule, and probably with his active support, that a group of poets wrote the fint 

lyric love poetry iu an Italian vernacular. The Kingdom of Sicily was reinvented as a 

Latinate Christian territory. 

Literary historians writing about the Italian vernacular poetry produced in Sicily 

during the thirteenth century typicallv see that body of wwrk in a continuum with the 

Occitan lyrics written by the troubadours of eleventh- and twelfth-centuxy Provence. 

Indeed. the Siculo-Italian poets were intimately acquainted w i t h  the troubadours' poet?, 

and interrogation and explication of their relation to the Romance vernacular traditions of 

the Europeau mainlaid was a crucial part of their poetic project. However, that poetic 

project cannot be described through reference to the Occitm poets alone. The Siculo- 

Italian poets wrote f m r d  the Romance vernacular traditions of the European mainland; 

but they wrote from a laid where cultural identity was more problematic. In the readings 

of Sicilian poetry that follow, I will place the Sicdo-Italian ports' work in a continuum 

with the works of the Siculo-Arabic poets who wrote at the court of Frederick's 

,padfather. I wdl not argue that this is a nwru accurate way to read the Siculo-Italians' 

poetnp. Rather. these readings will provide vital information which is necessa3 to 

supplement the traditional versions of Sicilian literary history: they w i l l  demonstrate that 

approaching the Siculo-Itdiaus' works without understanding the immediate cultural 

history to which they resiond may produce less accurate, and wen impoverished. readings 

of their works. 

The TWO Sicilies 

During the twelfth and thirteenth ceuturies, and indeed throughout the Middle 

A p s  and into the modem period, Sicily's cultural identity has been marked by a radical 



sense of fluidity. Placed in a desirable location - at the vev center of the Mediterranean - 

and possessed of tantalizing resources, the island naturally attracted colonizers over the 

centuries. The passing of so many different uations through the temtosy enriched it 

culturally, but also clouded its cultural identity. The Sicilian d i n g  regime during the 

tenth and eleventh centuries spoke Arabic, and its cultural, religious, political, and 

economic affiliations lay with the capitals ofthe greater Muslim world. During the 

thirteenth century, Siciliau rulers began to view Sicily as a cultural, political, and economic 

extension of the European mainland. The aspect of this transformation most relevant to 

the presrut s ~ d v  is the linguistic shift that accompanied it: the languages of Sicilian 

culture duriilg the thirteeuth century were Latin and Italian: official court documents were 

no longer regularly produced in Arabic or Greek 

The fluidity- of Sicilian cultural identity duriug this was conditioned and 

magnified in- a simple phvsicd fact: Sicily is an island. It could L)e perceived to fuilctioi~ 

as an extrusion of m y  of the mLain.l;uid states that co1oniz.d it. and did not indisptably and 

iimutal)lv l~eloiig to my our of those states. In a study 011 the language and histiton of 

Sicily the scholar .Ulwrto Varvam discusses the difficulty of defining Sicilian cultural 

idrutit\-. illid ties the ephemerality of its cultural dfdiatious to the releutless succession of 

colonizers that arrived on the islwd. reimagining its place on the map in light of their ocvll 

nations' coionizing efforts: 

Insularity has iudeed entirely different consequences in a Meditenanean perceived 
as ~ ~ m r e  nostnrm and in a Mediterranean made treacherous by pirates, when the 
primary ties with the mainland unite Messina to the Italian peninsula or when on 
the other hand they link Trapani and Mavua with Tunisia. 

Varvaro, 18 

Sicily's position in relation to the diverse homelands of the peoples who conquered it, in 

relation to the Muslim and Christian colonizing states of the Mediterranean, responded to 

the political exigencies and realities of the moment. Cultural identification could be 

transformed into cultural rivalxy; repudiation could hecome emulatiou. Again, &&I 



'Abbk, writing a history of Muslim Sicily, stresses its insularity, its distance from the 

mainlaad states that colonized it, and the desirability of its geographical position, in 

determining the discontinuity of its cultural identity: 

The most important element in the formation of the Sicilian cultural identity is the 
fact that Sicily is an island in the ocean, and that. by virtue of its mediate position, it 
became a crossroads in vhch travelers gathered, and where armies bivouacked. 

-Abb&s* 305 

'Abbb points to the discontinuity in leadership produced by waves of colonization as a 

cause for the absence of a Rrm cultural identity. While Muslims controlled Sicily, the 

Siciliaos began to make headway toward establishing such an identity, he states; and had 

the Muslim state endured, there might have emerged a people "who would have perceived 

themselves to be a Sicilian nation" ('Abbiis, 305). 

The ambiguib of Sicily's cultural ties must be achowledged when reading its 

poetw, which can seem at times so unambiguously aligned with cultural production on the 

European mainland. or in the Muslim capitals of Korth Africa and the Middle East. The 

readings undertaken in this study will focus on the articulation of cultural affiliations in 

Siciliau poetrv written during the Sorman and Norman/Hohenstaufen eras. The goal of 

these readings will be two-fold: first, to sketch the mechanism of the cultural shift that 

occurred during the twelfth and thirteenth centuries; and second. to track elements of 

both conkuity and discontinuity in the Sicilian poetry written during this period. 

The cultural experiment undertaken in Sicily during the twelfth century was based 

on a simple, but radical. proposition. The Normans. unlike the other peoples who 

colonized the island during the Middle Ages (and, indeed. during Antiquity and during the 

modem period) did not perceive it as an extension of a mainland state.   at her than 

dismantle the culture they found and replace it with a colonial version of their own 

culture. the Normans adapted indigenous cultural elements to create a unique cultural 

hybrid. Arabic. Greek and Latin cultural conventions were used in the construction of 

monumental works conceived to advertise the splendor of the Normahs' Mediterranean 



state. This experiment proved successfd, but short-lived. When the Siculo-Norman 

dynasty fell, and Frederick I1 took the throne, Sicily would again be perceived and 

promoted as an extension of a mainland civilization: for the first time in its history, Sicilian 

culture would function as an expression of the Latinate Christianity of the European 

mainlaid. The readings of Sicilian poetr). that follow will focus on exemplary poetic works 

from the Norman and Norman/Hohenstaufen eras. Al-A-@banishi wrote a delicate and 

delightful description of a royal park in the possession of Roger II . Giacomo da Lentini 

was the best-known of the poets associated with Frederick II; he produced a love pwm 

which has been described as a "manifesto" of Siculo-Italian poetics, in which he 

interrogates his relation to the new Romance vernacular love lyric tradition. Focusing ou 

these two poems, and making reference to other works produced by contempormy poets, I 

will ooutliiie and evaluate the Sicilian poets' articulation of their afftliation with the poetic 

coilventions of the Arabic and Latinate traditions. My goal will be to illuminate the stages 

In? which the shift in Sicilian cultural allegiance. from the cultural independence of the 

Sonnan state to the intimate, but dynamic, comection to Latinate Christianity during the 

era of Frederick 11. was eff'ected. 

It should be noted, however, that the cultural discontinuity between these two eras 

was idanred bv a parallel thread of continuity. Thus, while Sicilian poetry undenvent a 

radical linguistic trausformation, at the same time certain tendencies and attitudes 

endured. In reading al-A-lbbanishi's and Giacomo's worh I will underscore their distance 

from each other: but I wiU also highlight the similarities between their respective position 

in relation to the greater poetic traditions to which they respond. Al-Aidbanishi and 

Giacomo wrote from a state whose relationship to established poetic traditions was 

ambiguous: they wrote from an island that had no indisputable and immutable affiliation 

with any single mainland cultural tradition. Thus, both poets wrote works that were 

largely c o n v e a t i o n g  but embodied a fundamental difference from literar?; 

convention. The most important difference between these two poets and the Arabic and 



Italian cultural traditions to which they respond coincides with the most important 

continuity between the two poets' works: their focw on the nlrnlity of the Sicilian 

population. Like Ibn Jubayr, with his vivid and violent depictions of the fire and water that 

circle the island of Sicily, al-A-tibanishi and Giacomo acknowledge the MuslimChristian 

duality of the Sicilian population, and thus of Sicilian culture. Their residence in a state 

where Muslims and Christians cohabit under the ruie of a Christian monarch - though the 

nature of that cohabitation changed radically between the two poets' lifetimes - remains 

for both of them the most important Sicilian difference, the most important cultural factor 

distinguishing them from poets writing in other parts of the Arabic and Latinate worlds. 

The scholar Erich Auerbach wrote one of the most compelling and persuasive 

narratives of western literary development between the fall of the Roman Empire and the 

rise of the venlacular literatures during the High Middle Ages. He describes the 

competition behveen a single. pan-European, Latin literary traditiou and a multitude of 

nationd Literatures based on local spoken languages, and the subsequent disintegation of 

that uiii@ing Latin tradition. I will use a re-evaluation ofAuerbachls narrative of westeni 

literav history to place the Sicilian literary tradition in the context of trends emerging on 

the European mainland: a close reading of certain texts. produced both in Sicily and 

elsewhere, suggests that their authors may have conceived those work in relation not to a 

siugle. monolithic, Latin Literary heritage. identified with the literary monuments of the 

past, but rather in competition with a multitude of contemporary literary tongues. Thus 

while the basic outline of Auehach's account of the transformation of the literatures of 

Europe during the High Middle Ages remains intact, these readings trace a development 

that differs from Auerbach's narrative in one crucial way: they witness the emergence of 

new literary traditions not solely through agonistic struggIe with a single "Other," but also 

in a complex competition with a multiplicity of "others." 



For some time. western litermy historians have struggled with the question of 

Arabic influence on the earliest lyric love poetry written in the Romance vemaculars.~ 

The litera? history of Sicily can help to revitalize thinking about the "Arabic theory" by 

offering a Fresh perspective on its firndamental propositions and on the methodologies 

used to research, think about, and discuss those propositions. Scholars attempting to shed 

light on the thorny question of Arabic Litemry influence on Romance vernacular poetry 

have added significantly to our understanding of the conditions in which the Romance 

poetic tradition emerged. However, their work has not led to greater consensus regarding 

the centd question it seeks to axmver: whether such influence occurred. The question 

may never be aunvered; indeed, it may serve literary historians Letter if it stands 

uaalswered. an m i p  designed not to be solved but to provoke cyclical periods of 

speculation. Swertheless, our ability to engage such an enigma benefits fmm a periodic 

re-evaluation and adjustment. in light of new evidence. or relevant changes in larger 

cultural attitudes. Thus, for instance. scholars struggling with 'the evidence, and with other 

scholars' resistance to their conclusions regarding the evidence. have called at times for a 

new attitude totvard research in this area, one less concerned with a scientific notion of 

proof. In this passage. Henri P6rS.s attempts to shift the focus of his inquiry toward an 

ru~alysis that might be termed gerrenlogicnl rather than empirical: 

What does one ask of the Andalusian thesis? tangible proofs, concrete facts. 
demonstrations by formulas: n = b: to be more precise. phrases, verses or strophes 
from troubadour works translated indisputably from the Arabic, word for word. 
Are material traces, then, the ody resource to consult in e-uamining a question of 
influence? Ought one not to admit that ideas radiate, that litemy trends - which 
are paralleled hire by elements of artistic and more properly lyric culture - are 
capable of circulating and spreading? Is it impossible to believe that there are 
matters which escape the control of reason and printed documentation? 

Piirk. 122 

LFor a mncisc. informative. and lit+- ?nopsis of the histon. of scholarship on the-'~rabic theon..' see 
Slnria Rosa Slenocnl. The Arabic Role in M e d i a l  memnj Ukturtj. pp. 79-84 



This statement. taken from an article published in 1947, documents an exasperation 

with the consuming focus on phif01ogical and manuscript evidence that defined research 

and speculation on the "Arabic theory" d u ~ g  the first half of this century. In more recent 

years, Maria Rosa Menocal has published a substantial body of scholarship evaluating the 

way that "Arabic theorists" and their critics approach the poetry they study and conceive 

their discipline. She calls for "a more realistic definition of influence (one that does not 

hivialize it by making it mean copying or rob it of other possible complexities)" (The 

Arnbic Roks ill  Ai~dirt;nl Literary Histonj, 85). Using more sophisticated methodologies of 

reading, she argues, scholars will be able to perceive and respond to the evidence of some 

level of cultural contact and communication betiwen Muslim and Christian populations in 

southern Europe i11 more sophisticated ways: 

it would tw more reasonable to assume something other than parallel develupment 
when one observes the appearance of quite similar and distinctive features in two 
schools of lvric poetry, one arising in the wake of the other, in two regious near 
each other L d  with no lack of communication, indeed with all sorts of traffic. 
between them. Signhcant, too, is the cultural prestige one of the two regions 
possessed in the eyes of the other. In fact, most of the refutations of the influence 
of Hispaw-Arabic poetn, on that of the Proven4 troubadours derive their validity 
from the basic assukption of the unreasonai~leness of such a proposition. an 
assumption that is itself s~rongly governed and shaped by ideology Ouce such a 
proposition is discarded and the hypothesis adopted that such influence is 
plausible. the force of the refutation is deflected. What is at stake is hardly 
whether William sat down and copied out some Arabic poetry, any more than it 
would be when we talk about an Uvidian iduence on William [iz, William IX of 
Aquitaine, the "first troubadour"]. Rather, the question is whether an Andalusian 
factor was a significant part of his cultural background. 

The Arnbic Role. 85-86 

By focusing attention on the contemporary cultural attitudes that impact scholarship on 

the "Arabic theow," Menocd has made a certain kind of disingenuousness much less 

tenable for scholars working in this area, and has challenged them to a more dynamic 

engagement with both the greater issues and the finer details of their discipline. 



Scholars working with the "Arabic theory" have typically concentrated their 

research on the poetry written in al-Andalus and in Provence: it was in al-Andalus that a 

new poetic form which integrated refrains in the local Romance vernacular, was invented; 

and it was in Provence that the first Romance vernacular lyric love poetry was created. 

Sicily, the other MuslidChristian borderland of southern Europe, has been of less interest 

to scholars concerned with establishing poetic primacy - with determining who invented 

what, and under the innuence of whom. If the focus of the inquixy is shifted, however, the 

significance of the Sicilian poetic experiments will stand in greater relief. Scholarship on 

the relations between Arabic and Romance vernacular poetly in medieval Europe can 

benefit from an approach geared to evaluate not primacy. but rather the nuances of 

genetic relations. By focusing on the phenomenon of cultures "reading and reacting to 

each other. we will Ix able to reach a better understanding of those cultures' 

understanding of each other. The Sicilian poets of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries 

reacted explicitly to the poetic traditions of the Arabic and Latinate world. Thus, the poets 

at Roger's court wmte panegyrics that followed the conventions established for Arabic 

patiegyric poetry. aud the poets at Frederick's court produced poems imitating the love 

lyrics of the Occitau troubadours. At the same time. however, they asserted their 

difference from the mainland poets whose relation to literary convention was less 

problematic. Awareness of and response to the other Sicilian population constituted a 

crucid element of this "Sicilian difference," as each popdation perceived in their ready 

access to the other population both dangers and advantages. The readings of ~icdian 

poetry that follow will trace the tension between danger and desirability in perceptions of 

the other Sicilian population, and will identify in the evolution of this tension one of the 

central problems with which Sicilian men of culture pppIed during this period. 

During the Norman period, Latin writers began to refer to the Kingdom of Sicily as 

**The Two Sicilies," because its territory encompassed both the idand and the southern tip 

of the Italian mainland. I have adopted this term to refer to the duality of the Sicilian 



population during the twelfth and thirteenth centuries - or, more precisely, to cultural 

perceptions and representations of the duality of the Sicilian population. 

Conceptualizations of the "two Sicilies' within Sicily did not remain stable during this 

period. Perceptions of Sicilian duality, of the other Sicilian population, of the relations 

and the Malance of power between the two populations changed radically between. for 

instance. the era of Count Roger and of Roger II, between Roger 11's rule and William 11's. 

between the end of the h'onnan era and the death of Frederick 11; and representations of 

Sicilian duality produced by contemporary Muslim and Christian observers may be 

strikingly different in certain ways. By the time the Siculo-Italian poets began to write, 

prohaldy during the 1230s, the duality of the Sicilian population had become less a reality 

than a memoly. A fresh and a useful perspective on the Sicilian poetly of Frederick's era 

may be gained ly asking not how Sicilian poets viewed their relation to the Occitan poet? 

of Pruvence - how they remembered the troubadours - but rather how they remembered 

the Inore immediate cultural history of the state from which they wrote, how they 

remembered 9 0 m 1  Sicily. Both Siciliaus and non-Siciliaus recognized the remarkable 

character of Sicilian culture during the twelfth century, its essential and radical duality. 

What did thirteenth-century Sicilians remember of Norman Sicily; aud how did they use 

their lnemories in constructing a new. Latinate Sicilian culture? 

The modem Sicilian writer Leonardo Sciascia, discussing the remarkable cultural 

history of his homeland. writes: "I feel like I h o w  the land even in its silences" (quoted 

above, page 1). The "memories" of Norman Sicily that can be traced in Siculo-Italian 

poetry do not necessarily look like mapshots or citations. They are not records of a 

detailed knowledge of another state or another time. Rather, they are responses to a 

history and a tradition, motivated by a desire to use the past in a way that will sewe the 

present. Addressing, again, the question of literary iduence. Maria Rosa Menocal writes: 

"It is thus important to shun the notion that influence by one culture on another is in auy 

way dependent on accuxate, or even particularly well detailed, information" (The Arabic 



Role in Aledie~d Lit emry Historic, 44). One culture may make him use of misreadiugs 

of another cdture; or it may w an incomplete or skewed version of its own past as a 

touchstone for a new vision of its own present and future. Sciascia points out that the 

period of Muslim occupation in Sicily is vital to his knowledge of his land, althouk he 

b o w s  very little about it. In much the same way, the state's recent history, with ah its 

ambiguities and ali its lacunae, was a crucial point of departure for some of the early 

Siculo-Italian poets, although the cultural traditions of that state were very distant from 

the European, Romance-vernacular literary tradition toward which they wrote. 



Appendix 



A L ~ i i b &  and the Court Poets of the Norman Era 

The Norman Idea of Sicily 

Scholarlv debate regarding the nature of cultural life in Norman Sicily has been 

vexed I)\. two factors in particular which make it difficult even to frame appropriate 

questions. let alone hazard answers to those questions. First, there is uo atmudance of 

extaut evidence in anv one field to compel a specialist - a literary historian or an art 

historian - to focus sustained attention on the period. The Normans were remarkably 

productive in certain respects; for instance, they created a substantial amouut of 

monumeutal architecture, much of which has survived until the modern era. But their 

Sicilian dynasty was also remarkably short-lived, and its dissipation brought an abrupt end 

to the cultural project they initiated. Because there is no critical mass of evidence in any 

one field to attract a specialist, those who have studied and written about the cultural 

histon, of the Norman kingdom have largely been dynastic historians rather than cultural 

historiaus, and their interest in cultural matters has been tangential. And secondly, the 

cultural affiliations of the works that were produced in Norman Sicily were of notoriously 

ambiguous origin. Arabic, Byzantine, and Latin traditions co-existed in Sicily during the 



brief period of Xorrnan domination. The hybrid that resulted is difficult to read, and fits 

only very awkwardly into known categories. Literary historians in particular who take on 

the project of reading the works of Norman Sicily face additional challenges: they may be 

disturbed by the subject matter of much of the poetxy, and by the absence of masterpieces 

among the works that have been preserved. Although scholars of Arabic literary history 

are accustomed to reading panegyric, which is an important poetic genre in the Arabic- 

speaking world those trained in and accustomed to the lyric practices of Western Europe 

do not geuerally react with enthusiasm to the panegyrics of medieval Arabic poets: and the 

court poetw of Soman Sicily that has been preserved consists largely of works written iu. 

praise of the Norman monarchs. The presence of a poetic genius might soften literaly 

historians' view of Norman Sicily. But after Ibn ~ a r n d i s  - who left Sicily in 107W9 - 

there are no great masters among the Sicilian poets. 

The cultural or lit era^ historian approaching N o m a n  Sicily must take into account 

all these difficulties, because they car1 impact our reading of the works that were produced 

at the Sonnnn court. What did it mean to produce a creative work in an enviroiment like 

Sicily durillg the hveltih century, when the artist was called upon to celebrate the cultural 

idel~tity of a state which had recently undergone a violent political upheaval? What was 

the nature of the relation behveen political power aud artistic creation in Norman Sicily: 

what expectations did the ruling regime have in regard to Sicilian artists, and how did 

artisits respond to those expectations? And in order to address these issues, the scholar 

must pose fundamental questions regarding the nature of the state that the Normans 

formed in Sicily: how did the Norman rulers perceive the cultural realities of their state, 

and how did they imagine its potential: and what was the relation between that Norman 

idea of Sicily and Sicilian cultural reality? 

Simply stated, the Normans - like the Arabs, the Greeks, and the Romans before 

them - did not make a state rx cirioto in Sicily. Their courtly culture was pieced together 

iu response to indigenous resources and to the cultural ideals of their era. It w a s  not 



meant to be representational of indigenous Sicilian culture: or rather, it was not a redistic 

representatiou of indigenous culture. Like all political art, Norman court culture was to 

some extent utopian and prescriptive. It reflected Sicily's past and present, drawing on the 

culture of the nations that had been in p e r  on the island and remained demographically 

signifimut components of the Sicilian population. And it embodied a hubristic conception 

of Sicily's future, which because the Future would in fact be very different from the 

Noman imagining of it, may easily be overlooked by modern observers. The Norman 

court was engaged in producing and elaborating au idea of Sicily under the rule of Norman 

kingship. and Sicilian culture was both the subject and the end product of their work. 

The reading that follows €muses on a panegyric written by a poet known as al- 

A m h i s h i  describing one of Roger 11's famous pleasure gardens. and draws on 

supplementary e-mminations and considerations of contemporary works, both poetic and 

nou-literary. produced i11 Sicily and in other parts of the Mediterranean. My goal in these 

readings is nothing so ambitious as a definition of the cultural life of N o m a  Sicily. 

Insimd. I hope to i~egin a project that is a bit like the Nonnans' owm, d r k n g  on a number 

of intellectual traditions in order to piece together a methodology for reading and 

charactrrizing Sormm cultural lift.. I11 his tril~ute to Roger's garden. al-Atx%b,auishi 

constructs a porn i t  of the Xorrnan Kingdom of Sicilv that draws on Arabic and Islamic 

poetic couventions: and in his consistent use of dual nouns when describing the he 

pays tribute to one of the most unique characteristics of that kingdom: the cohabitation of 

Muslims and Christians within it, and the use of Arabic cultural institutions and idioms to 

celebrate and advertise the Christian monarch of a Christian kingdom. The reading that 

follows looks at d-~@ibanishi's poem fmm a multiplicity of perspectives. to forge a 

vocabulary capable of addressing the complexity and the mdtiplicity ofthe poem itself. 



Favara 

During the Norman era, Palermo was surrounded by a circuit of pleasare gardens 

and hunting and fishing preserves. The splendor of these gardens was described by a 

number of visitors to the island, who were struck by the opulence and beauty of the 

gardens and the palaces in them and by the luxuries of the life enjoyed there by the king 

and his court. These gardens were  roba ably expansions and improvements of the p u n d s  

established by Siculo-Muslim rulers who had made Palermo their capital. Amari 

speculates that Favara, which during the Norman era was a fishing preserve, was on the 

site of a garden made ly Illn Ja' far, a Kidbite emir who ruled Sicily 998-1019 (Alrrsrrhnnni 

di Sicilia, vol. 3.6?%873). One characteristic in particular is noteworthy in the 

descriptious that I w i l l  cite of the gardens of Palermo and of Favara: they all focus on the 

maoagement of water as a central feature in the conceptualk~tion and the maintenance of 

In additiou to Favara, two of the mod important surviving architectural 

~noauments of the Soman e n  use water as a primarv design element. La Zisa, built by 

William I (and probaldy finished during the reign of William I1 1, is fronted by a square 

mirn~r of water; in the midst of this pool is a pavilion from which the viewer can look out 

over the soothing surface of the water, and at the fapde of the palace. The Cuba, which 

dates to the reign of William 11, is constructed on an island surrounded by a large pool of 

water. Both of these buildings use water as an interior design element as well.' In 

Palenno - the capital city of an island-kingdom, itself an ocean port - water sewed as a 

natural medium for adorning architecturalworks built to celebrate the ruling regime and 

the kingdom itself. And in the management of a garden, and particularly one which 

I1n a recent study, Hans-Rudolf Meier points out that the use ofwata as an interior design element - common in 
the Muslim world, but not found in Europe after the Roman Empire - is illustrative of the N o m w  tendency to 
conceive the palace in a close relation with the surrounding garden, and to use the imperial palacdgarden 
complex as a metaphorical expression of a "paradisiacal" ideal: the seat of the Sicilian .King is  conceived as an 
earthly paradise (Die nomuwuiisckn Kotzigprhs~e tn Pdenno. 176). 



includes a fishing preserve, of course, it is the most important resource to be considered: 

the name Favara - which comes from the ArabicfiztOWC3m, meaning natural fresh-water 

spring - presumalJy indicates the existence of a spring that made it possible to construct 

such a facility there. In order to read the use of water in the monuments of the Norman 

era, however, and in order to read the references to water in literaxy accounts of Favara in 

particular, it is necessary to understand the range of signifcance water could can): 

particularly for a Muslim audience: the use of water not merely as a technical necessity, 

but as a pri~naxy design element cultivated for iis soothing beauty and its symbolic 

poteucy, is a trait more typical of Mudim architecture and gardens than of the gardens and 

architecture of northern Europe. 

In this passage Jonas L e h m  characterizes the part that water played iu the 

medieval Muslim garden (and contiuurs to do. in many parts of the Muslim world): 

Water was rich iu symlmlism. It was a source of life, aud in a harsh landscape 
refreshed both i)&y and spirit. To the Muslim the water that maintained his city 
represeuted 110th its material economy and spiritual force: at the personal leve1, its 
fluidik and puritv made it an image of the soul. . . . Throughout most of the 
Islamic wvorld. water remains scarce; but in every garden and courtyard it is 
uninistakal)l~ the focus of atteution. a profound satisfaction, and a supreme delight. 

(~rh-rman, 36,39! 

In the Bedouin culture of the desert. water was both vital and scarce. Perhaps as a result. 

it came to be associated with generosity: by lingering on the theme of ahundunt water in 

his description of Favara. d-A-Mhnishi probably meant to celebrate Roger's generosity (a 

motif repeated Ly other contemporary panegyrists). Water, too, is associated with ritual 

purity, iu recognition of its use in the ablutions required of Muslims before prayer. 

Fhally, it plavs a crucial role in the Qur'anic descriptions ofthe gardens of paradise. an 

association that I will return to later in discussing al-A@banishi's poem. Ao 

understandiug of the vital importance of water in the medieval Muslim garden, and the 

voluptuous pleasure that observers took in it, is of fundamental importance in reading the 

descriptions of gardens quoted below: by drawing a close connectiou between the 



magnificence of the garden and the power of the reigning monarch, these writers associate 

the king with the good qualities symbolized by the abundant water that nourishes his 

gardens. 

Ibn Jubayr and d-Idfi5 do not describe Favara in parhcdar, but they enumerate 

the gardens of Palermo among the city's riches. In the geography which he produced at 

the court of Roger I1 - one of the most important geographic works of the Middle Ages - 

al-Idrisi describes the gardens of Palermo: 

Withiu [the city] are many gardens and wondrous parks and canals of coursing 
fresh water brought to the city from the mountains that encircle it. 

Arabic text, 23 (we ~ p ~ e n d i n  p. 72, al-Idrisi #l ) ; Italian tr.. 27 

It is unclear whether his description of the gardens and parks "within the citv" includes the 

r o d  pleasure gardeus, which were located just outside the city proper. This passing 

reference is of interes*. however. for two rensons: al-ldrisi connects the gardens of 

Palermo with the presence of fresh water: and he cites the gardens as evidence of the citv's 

richness. His reference to Palenno's gardeus in this passage is much more ideologicallv 

charged: 

How manv are the towers [lit. "look-outs. high points"] of which he may bast that 
he stren$hened their walls: and how m a y  are the superb points which he has 
made loftier and even more exalted;%e has made their enclosures into flowering 
and fertile gardens . . . 

Arabic text, 4 (see Appendix. p. 72, d-Idfisi #2): Italian tr.. 3 

The difFereucr in tone txtween the first and second passages cited almve can be attrilmted 

to a simple cause: the first phrase is taken from al-Idrisi's description of Palemo. The 

secoud comes from the dedicatory introduction, in which his primary purpose is to praise 

Roger. under whose commission he is working. Roger, in his telling, has effected a kind of 

renaissance in Pdermo, and he asserts that the monarch is personally responsible for the 

flourishing of the city's gardens during the post-Roger period. 

In tlw interest of coherence. I hake taken considerable libem- uith this phrase. its literal meaning is 
approximateh: "how many are the excellences which he has endeavored to make rise their moons and has 
illun,ir~attd tit& (celestia o r  termstid) regions.- 



Ibn Jubayr's description of the gardens around Palermo is often quoted by 

historians describing the splendor of Normau Sicily. During Ibn Jubayris visit, William I1 

was in power, and he is the monarch alluded to in this passage: 

His palaces are arranged [around Palermo] like necldaces around the throats of 
shapely women. and he moves among [Palermo's] gardens and squares. [passing] 
from sport to amusement . . . 

Arabic text, 305 (see Appendix, p. F2); English tr., 348 

Here. again. the gardens are celebrated both for their own beauty, and as an illustration of 

the character of the m o m h  who takes his pleasure in them. The delicate and 

memorable image that Ibn Juhayr uses to describe them suggests a profound admiration 

for them: they are a sign of the good life that rich Sicily can provide. Benjamin of Tudela 

a Jewish trawler. visited Sicily late in the twelfth centuv.Lnd he too identifies the 

gardeus of the city with its monarch: 

[William's palace] contains all sorts of fruit trees as also a great spring surrounded 
by a wall w d  a reservoir cded  al-Behira. in which abundance of fish are preserved. 
The king's vessels are ornamented with silver and gold and wer ready for the 
amusement of himself and his women. 

Benjanh of Tudelrr 160-161 

Amari identities "al-Behira" with Favara and amunes that it is at Favara that the king 

entertains his women with his onlamented vessels (Alrrs~llmmi di Sicilirr, vol. 3, 6 'Z) .  

.%gain. for Beujamin the gardens are a sign of almost magical opulence; again, he identifies 

them so closely with William that they staid as illustrations of the monarch's character. 

The identi6cation of Pdemo's gardens with Palermo's ruler is made most clear in 

this description of Favara, from Romualdo Salemitano's Chroitirmc. in which he describes 

the parks and sings the praises of Roger 11: 

Et ne tanto vim aquanun et terre delicie tempore d o  deessent, in loco, qui Fabara 
dicitur, terra muita fossa pariter et effossa, pdcrum fecit bivarium, in quo pisces 
divenorum generum de variis regionibus adductos iussit inmitti. Fecit etiarn iuxta 

- - -  - 

It is t!lought that Benjamin otTudels travelled ca. 1165-1173. thwgh he may hwc started out as earlv as 
1 159. S i n e  be \-kited Sicily and Italy during the later stages of his joumet-. tbr vM'illiamw he  names \&uld 
be U'illiam It. .+Is far as I am aware. however. no one has established with any degree of certaints- the date 
of his \.isit to Sicib. 



ipsum bivarium, pulcrum satis et speciosum edificari palatium. Quosdam autem 
montes et nemora, que sunt circa Panomum, mum fecit lapideo cifiumcludi et 
parcum deliciosum satis et amenum diversis arboribus insiturn et plantaturn 
constmi iussit, et in eo damas capreeolos porcos silvestres iussit includi. Fecit et in 
hoc p m  palatium ad quo aquam de fonte lucidissimo per conductus subterraneos 
iussit adduci. 

Sic vir sapiens et discretus predictis deliciis, p u t  ternpolis expetebat 
qualitas, utebatur; nam in hyeme et quadragesimali tempore pro mpia piscium in 
Fabare pdatio morabatur: in estate vero apud parcum estivi cafolis temperabat 
incendium et animum diversis curis et sokcitudinis fatagam venationis usu 
mediocri quodammodo relevabat. 

- Romualdo Salemitano, 232-233 

Lest so great a mau lack in the delights of water and of land in any season, in the 
place that is called Favara, having dug and excavated the land he made a lovely 
pond for game-fish, and he ordered fish of all kinds, brought from different regions. 
to be placed in it. He  also had a palace, very delightfd and beautiful, built near 
this pond. He had the mountains and the woods which are around Palermo 
enclosed with a wall of stone. and he ordered the construction of a lovely and 
pleasing park planted with different trees; and he ordered there to be put in it 
deer. and roebucks. and wild boars. He made a palace in this park: aud he 
coxmnanded that water be brought to it, by subterrauean passages, from a very 
clear spring. 

It was the custom of this man - wise and discerning in the aforementiod 
pleasures - to use this park as the quality of the season dekded:  for in the winter 
and during k u t  he stayed in the palace at Favara. for the sake of the abundance of 
fish: but in the summer he weathered the oppression of summer heat at the park 
and relieved his spirit of the fatigue of many cares and worries by hunting, in 
moderation. 

Here the themes that I have beeu highlighting in the descriptions of the parks of Norma11 

Palenno are brought together. The delight in the waters of Roger's park is illustrated by 

Romualdo's enthusiasm for the y zrlchm t n  bicnriu rn ('lovely pond for game-fish), and 

more vividly by his characterization of the water brought to Roger's parks, de forltr 

lucidissirrto ("from a very clear spring). Most striking however is his characterization of 

Roger is designer and creator of the parks. Each of the descriptions cited here link the 

system of parks to the figure of the king, and (except in the case of d-I&) make specific 

reference to the king's use of them. Description of Sicily's natural riches was a topes 

common to many accounts of the island. The characterizations of Palenno's parks cited 



above could have been used by their authors to illustrate that topos, and inserted into 

passages praising Sicily's natural resources: but they are used instead to give us 

information regarding the king's character and his manipulation of the islands natural 

resources. 

It is true. of course, that the garden is not produced by nature, but created through 

the intelligent cultivation of nature. The passages cited above represent the gardens of 

Palermo as products of volition. and of the monarch's volition in particular: that is, they 

describe the gardens as if they were texts, and cast the monarchs as the authors of those 

texts. The gardens of Palermo, as royal possessions and sometime home to the king (and it 

makes little difference. in these accounts, whether that ldug was Roger or William), were 

essentially am extension of the royal court. Because of their connection with the monarch 

it is only natud that they be used (as the court was) for polemical ends. for the purpose of 

articulating and propagating a desired image. In their depictions of the royal gardens as 

artifacts produced under the supervision of the king, the authors cited above sketch in 

outliiw a1 idea of Sicily: Sicily is rich in natural resources and in beauty. It is ruled by a 

monarch as refined as he is powerful, whose iotelligeut manipulatiou of the land magnifies 

its natural richness. Wheu we admire the gardens of Palerrno, we admire the character of 

the king and the effectiveness of the Norman administration as well as the beauty and 

richness of Sicily. 

The characterization of Palermo's parks as text and the Norman monarchs as their 

author is striking for the same reason that al-Idfisi's suggestion that Roger effected a 

renaissance in Palermo is striking: both assertions premppose the existence of a Siculo- 

Norman cultural ideal. A leader cannot inaugurate a new era in the cultural life of a city 

unless he is able to formulate and express some idea of what that new era entails (though 

his idea may be unrealistic, and may never be realized); nor could Roger's garden be 

construed as a work of art that could provide information regarding his character, unless 

both his character and his cultivation of the Sicilian terrain were coherent articulations of 



an idea. Al-A&iibanishi's poem, like the descriptions of Favara cpoted above, is a text 

bits4 on a text: a poem made to celebrate and advertise the idea of Sicily that the myd 

garden ernlwdied. 

'Favara " 
Oh Favara of the two seas! you have gathered together desires 
[in vou] life is pleasaut, [your] view is majestic 

Your ~vaters are divided into nine streams 
how lovelv their division into two courses! 

At the convergence of your two seas, a battlefield of love 
and upou your two i~avs. desire encamps 

By God. the sea of the two palm-trees. and what the na 
surrounding it contaim 

is the greatest of all places 

It is as if the water [of the streams], where they flow together. 
in its clarity 

were melted pearls. and the land were dusky skin 

And as if the lmu~ches of the gardens stretched out 
to - gaze oil the billowing waters. and d e  

The fish swim in the clarity of her water 
and the birds of her gardens sing . 

The oranges of the island when they hlossom 
are like fire blazing in branches of chrysolite 

The lemons are like the yellow [complexion] of a lover 
who. having spent the night in the torment of distance, laments 



And the two palm trees like two lovers who choose 
as protection from the enemy, a castle well-fortified 

against them 

Or alarm clings to them, and they draw themselves up 
to frighten suspicion out of the one who suspects them 

Oh two palms of the hvo seas of Pdermo. may you always drink 
of the sustaining rain. and may it not be cut off 

May you take pleasure in the passage of time, and may it bestow 
upon you 

all desires, and events [be so gentle as to] lull you to sleep 

By God. may  o our] shade protect the people of love 
for bv the safety of your shade. love is shielded 

This account of an eyewitness is not to be doubted: rather 
hearsay accounts are deluded embellishments 15 

.\mbic text: A Biogmphicd Dictionnrj of Sicilim L m n d  A k r i  m d  Pods. 
54-55 is*  Appendix p. 72) 

A reading of the vocabulary of al-A@abanishits poem 

The foregoing is a tmlslation of d-A!riih~ishi's poem in its in entirety. as it was 

preserved in the antholo y of ' I d d  a l -~u.~  Because the two hemistiches of the fist line. 

as we have them, do not rhyme - as is customar). in the opening line of a traditional Arabic 

poem - it is almost certain that this passage represents a section from a longer poem. The 

poem celehates Favara, Roger 11's garden and fishing preserve. It does not name Roger 

11, but as we will see. 'Imiid d-Din's introduction to the poem makes the association with 

Roger clear. Although the description of Favara draws on the language and imagery of 

love poetr). and addresses its object in the second person, the poet does not position 

hiinself as a lover and Sicily as his beloved as a westerner might expect. And although he 

- - 

' For other translations or the poem. see . h n r i .  Storfa dei nnrsulrrmni di Sidlin. vol. 3. 778-780: C;;rbrieli. 
"Ibn Hamdis." 26-27: Cormo. 1-16'7. 



describes a garden, he does not strictly adhere to the conventions of Arabic garden-poetry . 

Al-A-Mbanishi's poem is a celebratory description, an articulation and amplification, of a 

moliumeut associated with the court of Roger II. In the reading of the poem that follows I 

will examine its vocabulary and point out how it diffen from traditional Arabic garden 

puet~y. and from another body of medieval Arabic pane~ric poetry, in order to explore al- 

A@iibanishi's interpretation of Roger's kingdom, and his response to his position as a court 

poet. Ai-A~fi~.)anishi's poem is a "manifesto" of Norman Sicily, and does not express the 

passion of au individual poet, but rather celebrates ideas about Sicily's cultural situation 

w d  cultural potential that were current at the royal court. 

There are a handful of words which the poet repeats in the course of this brief 

passage. and an exami~lation of this vocabulan, will help us to approach al-~trtibanishi's 

descriptioll of Favan. The words used mas* oftell have to do with water; following is a list 

of the water vclcal)ulary used in the poem: 

v. 1 0 2 - b n b p  i the two seas 

~~ciyrihrtki your waters 
j n tk  w iln streams 

bnbnyk i  your two seas 
khnlijnyki yourhvoi~am 

ha& sea (occurs two times in this verse) 

r~tii'n water 

- i i  waters 

nr itjtihihir her waters 

b n h g  (of the) two seas 

I discussed above the importance of water in medieval Muslim gardens. An understanding 

of the association of water not only with sustenance, hut also with sensual pleasure, helps 

the reader to appreciate the voluptuoumess of al-A~riibanishi's description of Favara. The 

insisteuce ou water - words that name bodies of water occur nine times in the first seven 

verses of the description. according to my inevitablv imprecise tally" - gives the poem a 

" For instance. it is difl'icult to determine whether a catego? as vague as w~ater-\r.c&" ought to include an 
item liC the u-on! jnrqcincr in \.. 2. ivhich signifiesflowitg in However I consider the point that 



seductive and lulling rhythm. The heavy sensualism of the water-imagery prepares the 

reader for the poet's subsequent evocation of the island's luxurious shade, and his wish that 

the two palm trees may be lulled to sleep. Furthermore, the identification of water with 

generosity suggests to the reader that the park should be read as a symbol of the generosity 

of the monarch uuder whose protection it flourishes. 

It is the duality of al-A-Mbanishi's water-images however, that is finally most 

striking, a duality that is echoed in the poet's descriptions of the two palm trees. I11 the 

opening liur of the selection we possess, the poet invokes the park with the words "Oh 

Favan of the two seas!" He will refer to the two seas again iu v. 3 and v. 12, and will name 

the "hw 1)ays" of Favara in v. 3. The two palms appear iu w. 410, and 11, and are linked 

sprcificdly to the two seas in w. 4 a i d  11. The image of the doubled garden, and the 

doubled sm in particular, may have recalled to the mind of a Muslim reader s=iirn 55 of the 

Quiari ~ N I - I ~ L ~ I I L A I I  1. in which the garden of paradise is described in similar, doubled 

trnns. The passagv promises \)elievers two gardens containing all possible delights, 

includiug fruits two hv two. and two spriugs (55:46-52): it mentions besides these two 

gardens an additional t w o  gardens (55:62), which in tun1 contain two springs (55661. 

Earlier in this silrcr. a reference is made to tw sews created by the Lord, using the same 

word that appears in the opening verse of J-A1dL)anishi's description of Favara and is 

repeated in w. 3 and 12, b&rnytri (55:19!. Like the Quian, al-~kriibanishi descritws a 

garden that stauds as a symbol of the magnificence and the magnanimousness of its lord 

and creator. And the poet imitates the Quian's use of dual nouns, in order to double the 

splendor of the garden, k d  magnify its lord's power. 

Scholars puzzled by al-A-@iibanishl's reference to the "two seas" of Palermo have 

speculated that there may have been, ongully, two game-fish ponds within the park or 

that the poet intended with this dual noun to make reference to another park as well as 

- -- -- - 

tberc is n preponderanrr of nouns related to nater to have been adquatel!. established. without dtv~lling 
ovrnnuch on such technicalities. 



6 Fama. It seems more appropriate. however, given the resonance of water-imagery in the 

Islamic world. and given the parallels between al-A~rtibaniskG's poem and the Qur'anic 

passage. to seek a less tangible referent for the poet's two seas. The Qur'anic passage may 

have suggested itself to the poet as a model for his description of the sea created by the 

Xorman king because it allowed him to achodedge the most remarkable aspect of the 

Sicily of his age: its MuslidChristian duality. And ' I d d  d-Dm may have been attracted 

to this sectioi~ of the poem. and have chosen to preserve it, because he recognized the 

message implicit in it. In the Quian, the reference to the "two seas' created by the Lord 

makes initial reference to their "flowing together." and speaks- immediately afienvard of 

their irrevocal )Ir separation: 

He has loosed the two seas: they flow together 
behveeu them is a barrier; they do not transgress it - 

In the teosioi~ between the "flowing together" of the waters in the first verse and the 

barrier which thev *'do uot t r;ll~sgressP' in the second, an Arabic poet iu N o m ~  Sicily 

could easily have identified a parallel to the situatiou he faced in Sicily. I discussed allove 

Ibn Jubayr's use of water unagery (as well as fire imagery) to dramatize the divisiou 

hetween the kingdom's Muslim and Christian populations - or, more precisely to 

dranxitize the writer's anxiety that the line betweell the two populations is. in certain ways, 

blurred (see al~ove, pages 4-5). M-Afriibanishi could have modelled certain details of his 

description of the pleasure garden at Favara on this Qur'anic passage because it presented 

a simple a i d  efkctive way to evoke the duality of the Sicilian population, and to call to the 

reader's mind as well the tension between flowing together and remaining separate that 

was so relevant in that context. 

b 
See. c-p.. Amari. Storin dpi ntosttrrburni cii Sicilia. vol. 3.m-779: Gabrieli. "lbn H y n d i ~ . ~  26: Bresc. "I 

giarrlini pdertnitnni." 370. 



Other words are repeated in al-A-tibanishi's poem, though none as insistently or as 

evocatively as the words signifying water. A word meaning 'lIove," 01-had, is used three 

times in the poem: in verse 3, and twice in verse 14. Al-Atfibanishi seems to deliberatrlv 

underscore his repetition of this word. The first time it appears. in the first hemistich of 

verse 3, it is balanced i)y a word in the second hemistich meaning 'love" or "desire" - nF 

ghnrrim. Aud it is phonetically echoed by the appeafaLlce in the fint hemistich of verse 4 

of the word lg~wii. which means "to ~rround", and is close in sound to the word for love. 

Finally, the second and third uses of the word for love occur in the same line (verse 14). 

The repetition of the word "love" - particularly in combination with the ins-isient use of 

duals. which reinforces his depiction of the park as an ideal setting for the trysts of a pair of 

lovers - illustrates al-A~riibanishi's intent focus on presenting a peaceful and sensual 
- 

portrait of Fa-.' 

This stdistic choice can I I ~  highlighted by coutmt with another word which is 

repeated iu a prominent position in the poem. The first verse that we possess ends with a 

vert) - tjm-ta';timri, meiuliug "it is proud, arrogant, mightf -which comes from the same 

root as the find word of verse 4, nl-n'znur . "the mightiest ." This repetition is llut as 

delilwrate as the others I have discussed above, and b iioteworthy mainly lwcause of the 

positbu of prc)minrnce that 'Iiniid al-Din's editing has given it by beginniug his citation of 

the poem where he did. However it helps to illuminate the difference between al- 

A~fiimiishi's conception of Favara and those voiced by the other authors cited al~ove. 

Insistence on the mightiness of Favara strikes the same uote as al-Idn̂ s2̂ 's assertion that 

Roger rebuilt the towers of Palerrno, for instance, or as Romualdo's somewhat macho 

characterization of him. Al-A~bbmishi's use of these words in a rhyming position suggests 

that he is aware of the conventional focus on strength and might in representations of 

- 
' I have not included in this discussion the final word in the first hemistich of thc first line - dnrutui.  \vhich 
I have tmslirtd "desire- - bemuse its senmntic range is slightly different: it means  sir^, u.irh, hope. 
mtltcr th.m &.~ircp. pnssiotr, low. 



Roger 11, and that he does not wish to break with it. But. aher a nod in the direction of 

convention, his focus shifts, and his subsequent characterization of the p r k  as the setting 

for a trys;t hetween a pair of lovers is quite different from al-IcMs'i's or Romualdo's 

descriptions (although it meshes well with Benjamin of Tudela's idea of the park as a 

playground for the king and his women). 

Based on the foregoing discussion of the vocabulary of al-~~riibankk's poem we 

can make the following preliminary observations. The preponderance of "water-words" 

occun: in the fin2 half of the section of the poem that we possess. In the opening verses of 

his descriptioil of Favara. al-.4t&anishi chooses imagery which establishes a lulling 

rhythm - the repeated descriptions of water; the reference to the "battiefield of love," and 

the "encampment of desire"; the voluptuous comparison of the streams to pearls and the 

laud to darkened wood (v. 5).  so suggestive of pearls against dusky skin. His descriptioll 

thru gives wav to the grdm-imagery of the second section: he refers to the oranges, the 

lemons. the two date-palm tms ,  udug tvpical love-irnagew to characterize them. The 

selection closes with a prayer for the s&ty of Palenno. The careful structure of the work 

as it sta~ds vugges3s that. although we r n a ~ ~  not possess the entire poem, the s u ~ v i n g  

section rnav he a co~lstiturn t compo~lent of a longer cp@a conceived as a series of 

discrete descriptions of the royal court. of Palermo, or of Roger's kingdom in general. 

Favara is represented as the ideal home for a pair of loverj, whom the poet sees 

reflected hl the delightful fruit-trees of the gardens. The lovers are threatened by a 

sinister force. and in turn protected by a powerful presence, clearly meant to suggest the 

Sicilian king (w. 10.11 ). The use of water imagery - resonant both of the richness and 

fertility of the land, and of the generosity of the king who rules it - reinforces this 

characterization of the kingdom as a place where a powerful and benevolent ruler protects 

and sustains his people. On another level, the use of dual nouns and the description of the 

garden, recalling sirrn 55 of the Qur'an, serves to evoke the kingdom's divided populace. 

a d  both the pleasures and tensions of MuslidChristian cohabitation. ~ l - ~ & i b a n i s b ' ~  



characterization of the park provides a miniaturist, stylized, but dynamic portrait of Sicily 

itself. The poet's delicate and sure touch has helped the poem to become for its modern 

readers - in Galwieli's words - "almost the symbol of Muslim Sicily" ("Ibn Hamdis," 27). 

Al-Akiibanishi as a court poet 

An e.xmhation of the vocabulary of al-~-t$ibanishi's poem helps to illuminate the 

internal structure of the poem: in order to contextualize that close reading, however, it is 

necessary to step back and consider the poem in relation to conternpray cultural and 

poetic tretids. Gardeuing w a s  a sophisticated and elaborately structured art form in the 

medieval W uslirn world; this should be apparent from the prose descriptions cited above, 

which represent the garden as aesthetic "text" (and the monarch as "author"). And poetr). 

descril~ing gardens - rntwJiyrp - was an eszablished Arabic literary form. Therefore al- 

A~r3h i sh i ' s  poem should be considered not only in relation to the real garden he 

descrilwd, but also to the many other textual "gardens" of the Arabic literary tradition. A- 

Airihnishi's poem depicted Roger's royal garden for a specific purpose: in order to 

present an image of the M o m  king to the world beyond the garden walls; and so it is 

necessary to compare his poem to the works of contemporary panegyric poets as well. By 

cons+dering parallels and differences between al-A-@banishi's poem and other garden 

poetr).. and between al-A~fibanishf's poem and other court poetry, we can begin to 

understand his relation to the greater cultural trends of his world, as they were 

represented by these poetic traditions. 

In medieval Muslim cities, the garden served as a central element of urban desigu. 

The physical comforts that gardens could offer to citydwellers are apparent; in addition, 

the Muslim garden was richly symbo1ic. Richard Ettinghausen calls the garden "a 

ul~iquitous art form iu the Muslim world, being both socially and geographically extensive" 



( T ~ P  lslnmir Gnrdm, Introduction, 6). I excerpt from his speculations regarding the 

reason for the potency of the gaden as symbol in Islamic culture: 

There is first the idea of Paradise as a reward for the Muslim fairhful, a basic 
concept developed by M U ~ Z U M U I ~  from the begiMing of his apostolic mission iu 
Mecca. This was more than an abstract vision of the garden's topography. i ts  
nature and its inhabitants. Since then these descriptions have played an important 
part in the Muslim cosmography and religious beliefs. . . . The second point to be 
made is that the institution of the r o d  pleasure garden already existed in pre- 
Islamic times in the Near East. . . . ~ h u s ,  in Islam there exists both a sacred, 
visionam. and a secular, hedonistic tradition. each centered around a special garden 
of the highest beauty. . . . (The Zslnntic Garden, 6)' 

The prose descriptions of Favara quoted above demonstrate the importance of 

Palenno's gardens as m l m l s  of royal authority and power, their "secular. hedonistic" 

siglificance. The religious and even eschatological sigdicance that gardens often take on 

in the Muslim world. however. does not enter either prose or poetic representations of 

Favan ( although d-A~rfibanishi's adoption of Quianic Language in describing Favara is a 

nod in that direction!. The poetic garden in Arabic poetry often serves as a representation 

of Paradise. wd of mystical union with God. I qwte an example by the famous mvsticd 

poet RQmi. draw1 from an essav . 1n- 4 Annemarie Schirnmel which focuses on poetic 

representations of the "Celetial Garden." in illustratiou: 

See the upright position from the Syrian rose, 
and from the violet the genuflection. 

the leaf has attained prostration: refresh the call to prayer! 
Schimmel. 25 

Rhni makes reference to the physical details of the garden, but jumps instantly from the 

phrsical world to the spiritual realm. Even this briefest of citations should suffice to 

demonstrate the distance between RiimiA*s mystical approach to representing the garden, 

and fibanishi's comparatively worldly approach. There existed in medieval ~ r a b i c  

' Ettinghausrn goes on to point out that gardens in the medieval Muslim world - unlike French. English. or 
Itdim gnnlrns - otien constituted n "response to the ecologiml condition* (7) of the lands in tvhirh hluslims 
lived. oases of relief from an and and hostile emironment This observation is not rele\.ant to my present 
concerns. thoogll it echoes intriguing!>- the significance and in~portance that w n t q  held for the Sl uslim 
uations. 



poet7 another, more secular tradition of describing nature, a genre which may be seen as 

a subset of w$ "description,' in the sense that it is informed by the Arabic passion for 

artful poetic description. I quote here a passage from Ibn KhaEtja, who is generally 

considered to be the most remarkable of the Andalusian nature-poets (and Andalusian 

poets are generally considered to excel in descriptions of nature), in which the poet 

describes a snowy landscape: 

The land stretched to the horizou - you would think it 
a silver-haired woman with head uncovered, whom old age had m i c k n  

From highlands and lowlands there emerge 
oardens which flower hut do not yet bear h i t  & 

Each camomile-flower possesses mouths, and upon the mouths a smile 
and ou the d e  the snow makes a droplet of cool saliva 

A if in the sky there were trees in bloom 
a wind \vafts through them and [their blossoms] are scattered 

Aral~ic text: Ibn I;hd?ijrr 372 (see Appendix. p. 73, Ibn Khafgja #I) 

This elegant description demonstrates some of the remarkable sophistication of which 

Arahc nature-poetrv (and poetic description in general) is capable. Al-Atriibmishi's poem 

is certainlv closer in spirit to Ibn Khafija's than to RW's. The best nature poetry 

scintillates because it clothes familiar beauty in less-familiar images, and because it 

personifies and psychologizes nature. and thus uses it to represent human emotions. This 

is true of Ihn Khafsja's poem and to some extent of al-Atrilbanishi's, although he was not 

the poet Ibn k3ldSja was. 

However the poem that al-A~riibanishi wrote about Favara could not be termed 

strictlv mwiiyyo. Nor was  it the primary intention of the historians or travel writers who 

wrote accounts of Favara to produce artful descriptions of Palermo's gardens. Al- 

Atriibanishi was certainly drawing on the rn&iyytz-traditio~ and the authors of the other 

descriptions quoted above attempted to write beautiful images of a beautiful place in order 

to emldlish their prose. But their texts have a specifically ideological and wen 



propagandisiic focus which would be alien to traditional mu;rliyya poetry: their 

descriptiuus are meant to illustrate the power and authority of the monarch to whom the 

gardens helong. I11 this sense they resemble what Maria Jenis Rubiera Matn in her histor): 

of Hispano-Arabic literature, calls the p04ta.s-furiciormrios of Nasrid Gmoada. These court 

pe t svere  charged with the responsibility of writing qn&id iu honor of the kings of 

Granada. I will examine Rubiera Mata's account of these "poets for hire" more closely at a 

later point: here I am interested in the similarities between their panewes and the 

descriptions of Favara. I translate a section from Rubiera Mata's translation of a poem by 

Ibn d-Jan411 - - ( 1261-13.16 ). written in honor of a palace built for the mitan Muhammad 111: 

Oh Najd Palace, you are the most noble of chateaux 
because you have combined the good with the best! 
..........I*...............-..*..*.--*...-*. 

You possess such beauty that wen the palaces 
of Baghdad aud ~ u r n b &  cannot compare with you: 
marvels that sxrpass every idea and thought 
are uuited iu. you: 
vour cupola is like a bride who flaunts 
her seductive heauty in the bridal party . . . 

RuLiera Mata, 130 

I h i  nl-Ja1~6l)'s - - poem - like al-Aifibanishi's descriptiun of Favara - has two tlnctions: it 

strives 110th to descrilw and adom a work oF monumental architectural, and to celebrate 

aid advertise it for the readers' benefit. A magnificeut palace demonstrates the 

maguificencce of the monarch who has built it. A poem describing the palace cau articulate 

aid amplik the palace's message, making its magnificence present even when the palace 

itself is physically &*ant - 

Al-Atriiba~shi, like the po~fas-fiirrciutmrios of Granada., is charged with the task of 

immortalizing the p l d e u r  of R o p i s  kingdom. The gardens of Palenno were comrnunlv 

represented as signs of royal power and authority, and were seen in a text-author 

relationship to the royal monarch. Al-A@bishf's poem does not name the monarch, as 

the prose descriptions do. But the presence of a powerful and protecting authority is 



unmistakable. The poet mives to depict Favara not as an other-worldly locus amoentrs, 

but as a temporary haven, a vantage point from which the fortunate can observe adversity 

at a safe distance. The perception of the garden as a refuge separate from the torments of 

the real world informs the poem; the words denoting strength at the beginning of the 

description of Favara. and the seductive image of the sheltering shade near the end of the 

excerpt, convey to the reader the sense of a powerful protector under whose aegis the 

garden flourishes. The identification of Roger as that protector may have been made in 

another section of the poem. At any rate, the reader who did not make the connection for 

himself would iw filled iu by 'Imiid d-Din. who, introducing the poem in his anthology. 

states: 

I excevt from [al-Atdbanisht's] description of the [royal] park [of Roger 111, hown 
as Favara . . . 

Arabic text: A Riographicnl Dictio~innj of Sirilinrr Lmnwd Anleu n r d  Porn. 
.55 (see .4ppendix, p. 73. 'Imiid al-Din #I) 

'Imiid d-Din uses the word 01-1 1 1  r c  'mrziyy - an adjective derived from a word meaning 

"might>."' or "powerful" - to describe the park This word is used in reference to Roger 11's 

irlAlrtn, his Arabic c o d  title: d-rrlrr*tnrz bi-IlBh, "the one who exults in the glov of ~ o d . * * ~  

His meaning would he clear to contemporary readers: the park is nl-nt cc 'tnzziyyz because 

it is the possession of the ruler whose royal title is n1-~~lrr'tnzz bi-lliih. And I have conveyed 

that meauiug in my translation by calling it "the mjd park of Roger LI." 

Al-h@hanishi represents Favara as a shelter and a haven in part to exalt its 

monarch and protector, to celebrate his tolerance for his Muslim subjects and enthusiasm 

for Arabic culture. His representation of the park as a refuge, however, also admits a more 

mundaue interpretation: as a park, a place where nature is tamed and cultivated, the real 

Favara uws a sort of shelter. It allowed those who visited it to experience the sensual 

plea-mres of the outdoor life while reducing to a minimum their exposure to its 

discomforts. Thus - the reader understands - the monarch's sheltering presence made his 



island realm into a haven for those who dwelt in it. And if this is true of Sicily as a whole, 

it is even more true of the royal court in particular. The poem depicts F a v w  one of the 

seats of the king's court. If the king's protection is felt throughout his kingdom it is felt 

especially at his royal court; if his kingdom is a refuge from the troubles that afflict the 

realms of less powerfd monarchs, his court is wen more a refuge and a haven. Modern 

critics tend to respond to al-Atfibanishi's poem - as Gabrieli states in the passage quoted 

above - as "almost the symbol of Muslim Sicily." It would seem more accurate to see the 

poem as a wmld of Soman Sicily. and more precisely of the myal court of Norman 

Sicily: a shd trwd corner of the kingdom where lovers disport and the trees obligingly 

mimic their passion, where the t w o  pol~ulations of Sicily are aldr to coexist with a 

minimum of cultural or economic tension, 

.U-A~rfil miishi was douldv a court poet: not only did he write from the court. he 

also wmte r rbot ( t  the court. He strove to articulate and amplify the magnificence of Sicily 

in g n e d  and of the Sicilian court in particular. H e  represented that magnificence in a 

fonn that was accrssil)lr even to those who were physically distant from the court itself: 

his pen recalls Roger's Sicily to the miuds of all those who read it in 'Imiid al-Dill's 

anthology. I charactt.ri;c.ed the works ofpot~fns-frcnr-io~if~n'os above as adornment and 

adwrtise~nro t ( and I will have more to say below al~out the role of poetry as articulation 

ruld adon~ment of physical monuments). It does indeed seem appropriate to c d  A- 

.4&fil)anishi's work propaganda. produced to defiue and defend au idea of Sicily. and to 

term his poem a manifesto, because it work to create the state that it describes. Some 

poets who are considered by modem scholars to be court poets do not write specifically 

about the court, as al-Af&anishi did: the Italian poets who wrote during the reign of 

Frederick II, for instance, were associated with a myal protector, but did not take his 

monarchy as their subject matter. But most ofthe court poets of the Nonnan era whose 

works have heen preserved wrote explicitly abut, and in praise of, the Norman monarch; 



and because most of them wrote during the era of Roger 11, the majority of the .hiorman 

court poetry we possess consists of panegyrics addressed to him. 

One court poet of the Norman era, d-Buthayri, describes the pleasures of life at 

Roger 11's court in terms that make its dual cultural affiliations clear: 

Drink of the lute-chords 
and the songs of ~a 'bad ' "  

no living is serene, save 
in the nveet shelter of Sicily 

in a dvnasty that rivals 
the empi& of the Caesars 

Arabic text: A Biogmphicnl Dirfio~innj of Sicilinri L~nnted 3ftw n d  
Pock, 58-59 (see Appendix p. 73, d-Buthayfi #1) 

The e.&ortation to the listener to "drink of the lute-chords" demonstrates that the court 

that al-Butha\?i celebrates conceives of itself as a cultural center. And the mention of al- 

Ma'had. a poet from Damascus, introduces a linguistic anand cultural specificity. At Roger's 

court our lisiens to Arabic music. imported from the capital cities of the Muslim world. 

The reference is usehl for the simple fact that it demonstrates that Roger's court 

perceived itself to be culturally connected to Arabic courts elsewhere in the 

Meditemieau. In the fiual verse al-Buthayri draws a parallel between Roger's Sicily and 

the .iplendors of the Romiui empire. indicating another cultural connection which the poet 

believed relevant. Thus. in these three lines of verse, al-Buthayt navigates a path between 

Muslim and Christian empires. and places Sicily, with her serenity and sweet shelter. 

betweell them. 

&Butha@ mentions Roger by name in this excerpt: 

Here exalted Roger thrives, King of the Caesars 
among the delights of a lengthy life and her [Sicily's] pleasing beauties 

Arabic text: rl Biogmphicd Dicf imn y afSicilin~lacilin,l Lennzed B k t t  and Poets, 
55-59 (see Appendix, p. 73, d-Buthay5 #2) 



This reference to the Christian monarch of Sicily was clearly too much for the anthologist 

'Imgd d-Din. He cuts the poem short at this point, with the curt comment: 

I limit myself to the two qagilns which I have cited, because they are in praise of 
the infidels, as has been demonstrated. 

Arabic text: A Biographical Dictionary $Sicilian Learned blen and Poets, 
60 (see Appendix p. 73. 'Idid d-Din #2) 

'Imiid al-Dim. a contemporary of Ihn Jubay's (he died in 1201). preserved the 

majority of the sunriving fragments of poehy from the court of Roger I1 in his anthology, 

Kh;hnridt-it n l - ( h g -  u;n Jnn'dnt ol- '~gr  (Thc Virgil1 P~nd of the Pnlnce mid t h ~  RPgistcr of t h p  

A@: it wa.s h i s  introductory cormnents which were cited in the discussiou of al- 

A~riilxu~ishi's poem above. His acknowledgement of the Sicilian monarch - nl-~nrc'tn;; bi- 

llrih - in his intmduction to al-A-Mbanishi's work seems the more remarkable in light of 

this peremptory dismissal of al-Buthayfi's celel~ntion of the same ruler. In these two 

dialogues - behvreu ' I d d  &Din and al-Buthayri, hehveeu 'Imiid al-Diu and al- 

AW\)mishi - the outlines of the struggle for culhrd self-defiuition in Sicily, and the 

reactions to those efforts from an audience outside Sicily, lwcome vkihle. ' I d d  al-Din 

(like Ilm Julm\~llmth admired the Sicilian ruler. and distrusted him: he appreciated the 

work.; of the Siculo-Arabic poets that reached him, perceiving those works as part of the 

continuum of Arabic  poet^, md yet tried to contain and limit the place that he granted 

them w i t h  that continuum. M-Buthayri and al-Airiibauishi, in much the .same way. 

identified themcelves as Arabic poets, writing conventioiial panegyrics, iu, conventioud 

meters, drawing on conventional Arabic or Islamic techniques for praising a man of power. 

But they distauced themselves from Arabic conventions by writing in praise of a Christiau 

monarch, the ruler of a colony that had been a Muslim possession but had passed into the 

hands of a Christiau dynasty. What probably disturbed 'I&d al-Dtn the most iu d- 

Buthay& poem was precisely the cultural continuities that the poet set up: between a 

Muslim poet and a Christian monarch, between a former Muslim colony w d  the empires 

of the Caesars. 



The court that d-Attranishi and the other court poets of the Norman era 

celelmted, that they made present to those who read their poetry, placed itself in a 

mediate position between the Christian and Muslim worlds, and it partook of the cultural 

traditious of both of those worlds. The court poets retahed by Roger 11, who sang his 

praises in lines of verse that were heard throughout the Arabic-speaking world, were given 

the task of celebrating Sicily's connections to the two worlds, of finding a way to articulate 

its dual cultural tradition and advertise its splendor. In order to place these poets' work in 

penyective, it will be helpful to to consider what it meant to write as a poetn-firnriotrnrio 

in X o m l  Sicily, and to ques%on how the modern reader appmaches these poets' works. 

Reading the court poetry of Norman Sicily 

I l w  U;lrdiija wrote remarkable r(iwJiyy6lrir in celebration of the beauty aid the 

si~ll'lrndor of al-Anddus. I quote here a fragment preserved from such a poem: 

Oh people of al-hndalus, how blessed you are 
[with vour] water. and shade. and livers, and trees 

There is no garden of Paradise. save in vour realms 
and if I could choose. it is this [paradise] I would pick 

Do not worrv that. after this. you might cuter Hell 
for you do not enter the flames after beiug in Paradise 

Arabic text: Ibn KhIChja, 364 (see Appedx,  p. 73, Ibn Iihafiija #-2) 

We see ouly a glimpse of Ibn Iihafiija the gardener in the second hemistich of the first line 

of this fragment. The poem is written to praise d-Anddus, and to do so in the passionate 

and excessive manner dear to medieval Arabic poets. In the discussion that follows I will 

collsider the attitude that might move a modem reader to draw a line between a poem like 

this axid a poem like al-Atfibanishi's, to celebrate Ihn Khd8ja1s description as a variety of 

love poem, and to criticize a l - A ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ i s h i h i ' s  panegyric as a fonn of pandering. 



The poets of al-Andalus whom Rubiera Mata terms poetns-firncioturrios were 

associated with the court of Granada during the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. 

Granada was one of the last outposts of Hispano-~rabic civilization, representing, for 

much of the Nasrid period, the sole remaining Muslim stronghold in Spain. As such, it 

attracted Muslims from throughout the Iberian peninsula. who created in Granada the 

final monuments of Andalusian culture. It is worth looking briefly at Rubiera Mata's 

account of the culture produced there because the civilization she describes provides 

intriguing p d e l s  and differenceswith Norman Sicily. 

It is al-hdalus. hut a condensed al-Andalus, "the final and succulent drop of the 
Andalusiau lemon.'' as Emilio Garcia Gomez called the reign of Granada. . . . 

This intensity. arising from a process of distillatiou of condensed esseuces, 
was accompanied by a profound cultural consenatism. Because one of the 
chamcteristics of the reign of Granada in all matters - artart. literature. politics. 
institutions - is its conservatism. This is to he expected, since it functioned in the 
manner of a cdturd minority - small and ancient. in the midst of other large and 
yc~ung populations - and minorities are couwrvative, in order to maintain the signs 
of their identity. 

Given the irnpossibili~ of renovation, because a renovation would have 
caused their culture to resemble the culture of their neighlmrs. [the culture of 
Gm~ada] plavs with its own fom.  until those forms are converted into mutations. 
like the find descendents of a.u endogamous family. It is the decadence - albeit an 
exquisite decadelice - corresponding to the civilization of which it is the distorting 
mirror. 

Rul~ittra Mata, 2s-29 

Like the Gmiada of this late period, Normal Sicily represented at once the peak aud the 

decline of a Muslim colonial civilization. And like Gramda, Normal Sicily existed in a 

c u h d  lhnh.  on a frontier between the MuslidArabic and ChristidLatin worlds. Both 

the Iberian peninsula and Sicily were going thmugh a form of "Reconquista," a seizure by 

Chris~iais of Muslim-occupied lands which had at some poiiit in their prior history heen 

occupied by Christians. As a result, political and economic exigencies required an inteuse 

level of negotiation atld communication between Muslim and Christian communities and 

leaders in 110th Granada and Sicily. M&ammad Ihn d - w ,  who seized Granada and 

fouiided the Kasrid dynasty in 1246, became a vassal of Ferdinand I of Castile, and 



Muslim sovereigns of Granada who followed him would, like him, be obliged to 

acknowledge and work with Christian occupying forces on the Iberian peninsula. F i d y ,  

both Palerrno and Granada preserved cultural forms that were swiftly being eradicated 

outside the city walls. And both cities managed to produce cultural monuments despite a 

certain amount of cultural disparity even within the city walls. Ruhiera Mata points out 

that the refugees who formed the population of Granada during this period "came from all 

parts of al-Andalus, with their different sorts of dialects, their different wap of livinp their 

very different culture" (Ruhiera Mata., 2&). 

The diffrrences lwhveeu Gmnada and Palerrno. however, are striking. The culture 

that misted outside the city walls in twelfth-century Sicily was not nearly as monolithic as 

that of the Iberian peninsula during the fourteenth and fitteenth centuries. The religious. 

linguistic. and cultural pmtices of the Sicilian populatioil outside the royal court 

coml~inrd Greek, Aral~ic and Latimtc? traditions. The Normans had t)rought with them a11 

infusion of Latin culture, but even the Latinity of Z;orrnm Sicily was a mongrelized 

coml)iuation of Numan French a id  Lombard Italian influences. And in Palermo, unlike 

in Gmllada. a M u s h  population was ruled hy the leaders of the Christian occupying 

Forces, leaders who maintained their Christian identity and their contacts with the 

Christinu w)rld. llut integrated existing Muslim bureaucratic structures and cultural fonns 

into their owu datecraft. Finally, the history that preceded developments in twelfth- 

ceutuy Palermo was quite different from that which led to fourteenth-century Crauada. 

Granada represented the decadence of a Long and dynamic period of occupation. Norman 

Palemo in contrast strove to perpetuate and to renovate certain aspects of a Siculo-Arabic 

culture that had existed for only two centuries, and that had scarcely managed to overcome 

its pwi i ig  pains and attain a preliminary maturity, before the Noman conquest. 

If Granada constituted a final refuge for Arabic culture on the Iberian peninsula, 

aud witnessed the decadence of a tradition that had endured some 700 years, in Palenno. 

on the other hand, Arab culture was exploited and perpetuated by an occupying force 



that made no evident attempt to replace the Arabic tradition already in place when it 

anived. This is not to suggest that the Normans possessed no culture - indeed. the impact 

of the Normans' contemporary conquest of Britain on the culture of the British Isles 

demonstrates that Norman colonizing forces of this era did have resources to dmw on in 

order to establish cultural hegemony in a p d e l  situation. Rather, the Norman 

occupying force seemed to hind it easier, more etficacious, or more appropriate to work 

with the cultural elements it found in Sicily than to attempt to supplant them. In Numan 

Sicily a Christian occupying tbrce co-opted Arilbic cultural forms, and used those forms to 

express an ideal of a $*ate that was in some ways Fimilar to and in some ways radically 

different tiom the siate that had existed in Sicily previously. 

The cornl~arisoa with Granada, for all the ditferences behveen the two situations. 

reveals a surprising similarity. In Granada and in Palenno a culture whose hegrmo~iy was 

Iwing challeugtd iw incursion was called upon to produce monuments, sui)lime 

architectural \vork\ which hnctioned as both culminatious of the cultural history which 

preceded their mc&ng. and aggressive statements of the power and potential of the 

currmt regime: in Cranada the Alhaml~ra; in Palermo the CappeUa Palatina, the Culm Lq 

Zisa. the nydem of pleasure-gardens. And simultaneously the row1 courts in Gm~ada and 

Palenno supported schools of poets who wrote civic poetry in celebration of the ruliug 

re@mc.!l In 110th Granada and Palermo, elements ot a previously existing culture were 

patched together to produce a hybrid, monolithic culture, formed by unitiug diverse 

voices. <and used to celelxate a politically charged idea of the state's past, present, and 

hture. 

Rubiera Mata contrasts the poetry of the poetns~mcionnrius of Granada with 

"courtly poetry. At one point she states that the Granadan court poet of this era, charged 



with singing the glories of power, transformed himself into a hnctionaxy for the whole 

monarchy" ( 12929). Again, she specifk that the literature produced in Granada was "no 

longer so much courtly, as the work of functionaries" (30). Rubiera Mata judges the civic 

p o e ~  of Granada - as othea have judged the poetry of Roger's Sicily, and of Frederick's 

Sicily - to be lacking in intellectual or aesthetic substance: 

The intellectual poverty of the reign of Granada is reflected especially in its poetry. 
which is similar to the stamped ceramics of [the poets'] contemporaries, the 
~rtrrdujnr artisans: having found a model, they use a mold to repeat it to infinity. 

Rubiera Mata, 129 

The court poets of Gmada like those of Sicily, sang the praises of a patron-ruler. The 

situatiou of the court with which they were associated seems to suggests that their assigned 

t n k  at least in part. was to encourage cultural cohsiou. or at least to prevent further 

cultural decay. in a laud where a confrontational diversitv threatened cultural authority. 

But hefore taking up this issue. I twdd like to address another. equally important 

for his*oriws of medieval literature: the aesthetic judgement of panegyric poetry. 

Rubien Mata's approach to the petri of the Gm1ada.n poctm-frorcio~lnfitx is typical of 

Westenl literary historians* estimation of the professional panegyrist in medieval society. 

The poet- for-hire tvpicall~ receives the damning brand of "decadent" at best. and 

"mercenal)-" at won?; the existence of a circle of such poets  at a court is often taken - as 

we saw in Ruhiera Mata's discussioi~ above - a! a sign of the decadence or the "intellectual 

poverh; of that court. 

This formula, however, becomes awkward if one considers it at length. Rubiera 

Mata contrasts the po~tn-frr~zcio~~nrio with the "courtly" p e t ;  apparently, the podn- 

jiincionnrio, despite his involvement with the court, iq not "courtly enough, and on the 

other hand the "courtl~ poet manages to transcend his implication in the life of the court 

through his "courtliness.' At the same time, Rubiera Mata is willing to accept the 

Alhainlm a! an admirable staternelit of the genius of Hispano- Arahic archi tech re 

(although she does not judge it among the finest achievements of that culture). Yet the 



Alhambra, like the work of the Granadan court poets, is a work of pane@c, designed to 

trumpet the rulers under whose patronage it was built. It seems likely that in experiencing 

architecture we are less prone to reject extravagant self-celebration. and more likely to 

read it as an admirable expression of the aesthetic sublime (and, if Ayn Rand's portrait of 

an architect in The Forrtitainhed is any indication, this tendency is not limited to our 

readings of medieval culture). 

In putting forth these comments, my intention is not to contradict Rul~iera Mata 

and the many other literary critics who have seconded her opinion. but rather to point out 

the incousisteocies inherent in their judgement, and thus to lay the subject open for 

hrther consideratio~i. Is the difference between the way that we read  poet^ and the way 

that ww "read" architecture sul)stautial enough to justib' the distance between the 

reception of the .%lh;unl)ra or the Cappeila Palatina ou the one hand. and the work of 

coutempomn court p e t s  011 the other. by modmm ol)st.rvers? Or is our dis3astite for the 

~ ~ c ~ t * ~ n - f r r ~ l r - i r ~ ~ t ~ ~ n ' ~ ~  insiirtd by the fact that our age no longer has any feeling for a poetry of 

ethics? Panrg-ric pwtn.  isessentially an ethical poetxy: it delineates and ce1el)mtt.s 

staudards of  hehapior that in turn are articulatious of a moral code. It is central. in 

particular. to .-2ral)ic literary histo?: it is upheld in the A4ral)ic tradition because it teaches 

its readen to distinpish between worthy and unworthy behavior, and it celebrates the 

worthy. The medieval court pauegyist, in praising the monarch who in tun1 fullctiowd as 

a !ymirol of his community, participated in the ethical Me of that community. We have 

little difficulty in believing that love poetry can create love, or in imagining a situation in 

which love poetry creates love, though it may never have happened to us. If we Mieve  

that pmegyric poetry can create ethical behavior - or are at least ahle to suspend our 

disldief on this point - we may be able to produce more sophisticated and productive 

readings of medieval court poetry, including the court poetry of poet as-$4 w i m a r i o s .  

A4h@ixmisk's poem expresses an urge to articulate and to advertise a Siculo- 

Xom~an ethic. By celebrating Favara and the monarch who possessed and maintained 



Favan. he celebrated a set of values, some of which have been defined in the foregoiug 

discussion. The poet's Favara (which stands for Sicily, or more precisely for the Siciliau 

1"oya.I court) is a place where the good things in life flourish; a place where love - the 

symbol pnr r s t d ~ ~ t r e  of courtly sophistication - can grow, because it is shielded from 

harm l y  the streugth of its ruler: and a place where the realm of Islam, and of Arabic 

culture, extends well beyond its traditional political borders. I make the following 

obsewations in order to suggesi some of the sorts of information regarding Norman court 

culture that might be drawn from al-Airiibanishi's poem: 

The poem implies a continuity between Sicily's past and its present. 

Although the medieval reader would prolxhly have l a o m  from the pe t ' s  tiisba - the find 

part of his uamt.: nl-Alrcibatrishi, which means "from Trapimi" - that d-A~r5~)anishi's 

Anhic  poem was written in Sicily. 'Imid al-Dh's encoded reference to Roger I1 (see 

almvr, page .391 would have cleared up any remaining ambiguity regarding the pcwt's 

nationalitv. His use of the adjective n1-11,tr ' t n - z iyp  made explicit the fact that the poem 

was writtnl in the land ruled 1)y Roger II. It also served as a subtle reminder that the 

pwm was writ ten in the laud which had a Christian ruler who used an Arabic ' n l h i ~ i .  BJ- 

falling under Christim rule Sicily had h k e o  admhistratively with the Muslim world: hut 

the perpetuation of hral)ic cultural fonns at the Sicilian court - illustrated Iy the simple 

fact that the poem was written in Arabic - co~~stituted an attempt to establish a c u h  r d  

continuity 110th with Sicily's Muslim past, and with contemporary Arabic culture. We tend 

to read the Norman use of Siculo-Arabic cultural forms as a symptom of cultural 

ambiguity. But for the konnans, the urge to co-opt Arabic forms rather than to supplant 

them may in fact have represented a way to fight cultural uncertainty. As in Nasrid 

Granada a population of refugees from all parts of al-Andalus, reacting to the uncertainties 

parrated by diversity within their own kingdom and by attack horn without, produced a 

hyl~rid culture by patching together elements of diverse traditions, so in Sicily the 

Wonnms h i l t  a courtly culture that used diverse indigenous cultural traditions to assert an 



aggressive sense of unity. The culture of Norman Sicily was grounded in a perpetuation of 

the cultural traditions of the island's past, and strwe to express a vision of a utopian future 

for the island. 

The poem embodies an idea of Sicily's hture. Sicily was a previously Muslim 

colouy now under the rule of a Christian monarch, and the culture of the Norman court 

never rnis-stated that fact. However, it did at times adopt a somewhat utopian tone 

regarding Sicilian life: it was calibrated to generate cohesion in a land were divisions were 

all too apparent, recognizing that a rupture had occurred, and stressing a paradoxical 

continui~. Al-Atfibanishi's representation of Favara as a garden of love could not be 

mistaken for realistic representation. By writing toward c Jtural cohesion hi a state which 

was often wracked bv civil skirmishes and upheavals, poems like al-Atribanishi's or al- 

Butha).ri's rmidi td  a sense of the potential for peacefui cohabitatiou in the milieu in 

which they were wvrittni, and heme they implied au idea of Sicily's future. I stated above 

that Al-.4~&balishi's pc2m was a "manifesto" of Norman Sicily, and that it worked to 

create. the state that it described. Manifistic tertuality rewrites the present iu the image of 

a1 idt.ali.zrd future. ,41-Atrih;u1ishi's poem represented a Sicily that codd exist, aid 

should exist: it did uot deny the rupture that had occurred in Sicilian life llor was it 

nostalgic about the "old Sicily." but wrote toward a Sicily that was new, different and 

s*rong. 

The poem was conceived for an Arabic audience. The language used by the 

poets of Roger 11's court was Arabic. Arabic was not the ouly official Sicilian language: the 

Cappella Pdatina, for instance, with its inscriptions in Latin, Greek and Arabic, illustrates 

the multilingualism of high cuiture in Sicily. and other documents suggest the importance 

of Lath, Greek and Hebrew, in addition to Arabic, in the political, mercantile, and daily 



social life of the island.12  he use of Arabic by court poets could have represented either a 

conscious decision on the part of the Nonnan ruler, or a fortuitous use of existing 

resources, and further research may suggest possible answers to that question. But one of 

the results of the use of Arabic by court poets is immediately apparent. By writing 

panegyric in Arabic, his court p e t s  created an image of Roger as a leader who was great in 

an .Arabic tladition - though, of course, with a difference. That is, they used traditional 

Arabic poetic genres and images to represent Roger's greatness, and therefore made him 

into a great Am& ruler. But (as the foregoing discussion makes clear) they made no 

attempt to misrepresent h h ~  depicting him as a Christian leader who was great in an 

Arabic sense of the word. 

The foregoing observations are not meant to stand as conclusions, but as notes 

toward further research and further readings of the culture of Roger's court. My primary 

god in this study, as I have specified, is uot to produce a new definition of Norman 

culture. hut to work toward defining a methodology which will allow a more productive 

evaluation of Korm;u~ court culture. In this reading of al-Atl;ibanishils poem, I have 

discussed the internal structure of the fragment of it which survives, and have placed it in a 

le-er cultural perspective, in order to demonstrate the usefullless of both close readings 

and broader cultural criticism in approaching the works of the Norrnan court. Findy, I 

have considered the textuality of the work and the impact that that texhrdity has ou a 

modern reader. Medieval panegyric poetry, because it is essentially an ethical poetry, is 

perversely difficult for a modem reader to appreciate. But panegyric poetry illustrates the 

values of the society in which it is written; and civic panegyric in particular - panegyric 

uritte~i for the ruler of a state, as opposed to poems of friendship, or works written for a 

wealthy patron who is not a political leader - can serve to illuminate the ideals of a state. 

- - 

12 For an interesting reading of the linguistic cultures of Norman Ski[?-. see Barbara Zeitler's recent article. 
n*l'rbs felix dotata populo trilingui'." in which she considers epigraphy of the Sorman era in order to make 
obsenations regarding the extent and the ran~ifications of Sicilian multilinpalism. 



The obselvations drawn from al-A-Mbanishi's poem listed briefly above represent some of 

the basic elements of the Norman idea of Sicily, the perception of Sicily's past, present 

condition, and hture potential upheld by the rulers of Sicily, as it w a s  articulated in the 

officid "state" culture of Norman Sicily. Though it is by no means complete, certain 

details emerge from the poiiitilliste portrait sketched above: in particular, the odd balance 

between rupture and continuity in the cultural life of the Norman court, as expressed both 

by the Normam' co-opting of Arabic cultural forms and by the Arabic court artists' attempt 

to perpetuate the Arabic culture of the island in service to the new Norman lords. 

Before closi~ig this reading of d-AtA~anishi's poem, I will reconsider it in relation 

to other poetry writteu in and about Norman Sicily. In order to understand what it meant 

to iw an "insider" poet - a poet of the court, with access to the monarch - it is necessary to 

consider what it meant to write as au "outsider." The poets whose work I will discuss in 

the urxt section all wrote from outside the royal court, and in one way or another they 

wrote touxinl the cuurt : the ?;orman rule: are present in each of these work  either as a 

figure toward whom the poem is addressed, or as a character described w i t h  the poem- 

Their position outside the court requires thew writers to take a different stance toward the 

Xonnan rulers. But for all their differences, it is the similarity between "insider" and 

"outsider" that is finally mos* striking. 

Sicilian poets outside the court 

Al-Atrfibanishi and al-Buthayri are termed "court poets" because it is presumed that 

their poetry was written or pedoned at the court of Roger 11. This ch~cterization is 

convenient, but it begs auswers to a number of questions regarding the conditions in which 

the poems quoted above were written. What did it meau to be "tzt the royal court"? Hcnv 



did the poet's afHiation with the monarch affect what he wrote? Most relevant to our 

purpows, how did the poet's proximity to the court determine how he saw contemporay 

political aud cultuml developments in Sicily? Do the non-court poets' writings bear 

witness to an "idea of Sicily similar to that voiced by d-A-Mbanishi, d-Buthayr?, and other 

poets wvho wwc. "at the court"? The extant corpus of "non-court" poetry written in or about 

N o m  Sicily is ahnos? as scanty as the corpus of court poetry. However it is uniquely 

suited to help us address these questions because it often deals explicitly with the political 

situation of contemporary Sicily: much surviving Siculo-Norman poehy is addressed to 

the wiping Sonnw mollarch, or takes as its subject the vicissitudes of recent Sicilian 

hisiot)-. 

'Imiid a.l-Dill preserves verses from a gmmmarian by the name of Abb Hafs, who 

was imprisoned In- Roger I1 w d  wrote for his freedom. The work is a felicitous hybrid of 

love poem and piulegyric. I quote here most of the excerpt give11 by .I&d al-Dni: 

1 He sought solace. though it were from someone other than his Su'Ld [i.r*.. his 
beloved]. 

who might ease the core of his heart and soul 

And he hoped for a visit from her phantom, while she shuuned him, 
while his desire deified the sweetness of sleep 

By God! If only Roger were present, who 
bestows upon dis friends the magudiceuce of his love 

Eager in giving - with the eagerness of the one who holds a word 
which he brandishes in his hands on the day of destruction 

In the darhess his face is gleaming dawn: 
you would think that he - shining among the envious ones - 

were the splendor of the sun 

Where Orion rkes he makes the ground for his tents 
ruid the stars, the s u a  the moon are his tent-poles 



When matters are uncertain, then his sceptre 
writes, making white their blackness with his ink 

Oh king! who stands firm 
hardy and rooted. on the rock of his roughness 

The spirits of his enemies provoked him and he scattered them 
laughing, as they received the blade-edge from his sheath 

Arabic text: .4 Biogmph irni Dictiortnrr~ of S i r i l i m  Lmnr ~d A h  r,nd Pods, 
149-150 (see Appendix, p. 74) 

The poem is a powerful hid for its writer's freedom, and I have quoted it at length in order 

to demlxnisinte the steps by which it is cons*ructed. The abrupt transition, between the 

second and third vews. from the theme of romantic lotiging to panegyric and praise 

illustrates the passionate vehemeuce of the poet's desire for freedom. In the sul~sequeut 

verses in praise of Roger, the poet focuses 011 images of strength. This is scarcely unusxial 

it1 miwdirwd -4nl)ic pmwgric. m d  here it is particularly advantageous to the poet's 

mnissiou: I)\- representing Roger as a daunting wanior hewn from rock and stars, he - like 

al-Atr;il),ulishi - cotwtructs a representation of the monarch as a ruler of semi-divine 

power. capalk t.cluall>- of protecting or punishing. In his introduction to his selection of 

AljQ Hafi verses. 'Imiid al-Din fills in some of the details of his tale, telliug us of his 

irnlx+so~unent. And he cuts off .4l)ii Eaf< poem at the end. grumbling that he does not 

like to repeat portv in praise of the infidels, but does uot tell us whether Abfi Hid's' bid for 

freedom wns successfbl. 

The fourteenth-century scholar Ibn Fad AUZh produced an important geography 

which included an essay on Sicilv. He records a poem by a traveler who was captured 

while passing by Sicily and, like Abii imprisoned; brought before the hug, he recited 

a poem pleading for his freedom. Ibn Faa All& does not tell us the name of this poet, 

whom he identifies otdy as lwlongiug to the Band Raw&a. Nor does he tell us who the 

moilarch was to whom the poem was addressed. I quote selections from it because they 



provide a useful contrast to the artful petitions of Abii Ha&. The poem opens with an 

invocation of the monarch: 

1 May you live, aud ht. d e  from destruction. and protected from it [by God] 
may you be successful in this wodd, and may you find reconcile in the next 

Oh king. whose troops weep through the land 
and increase the slaughter, and multiply the prisoners 

.4rabic text: Biblioteca ambo-sicula. l~e~~r'utir arabn, 152 (see Appendir p. 
74, Ban6 Raw* #l ) 

The poet continues with a description of the battle at sea in which he and his companions 

were attacked, defeated, and captured hy the monarch's fleet. He concludes his poem 

with a pathetic evocation of the aged mother and young daughter who await him at home: 

1 kft them - by God - he knows that they 
are in straightened and m o w  conditions 

The\- are i~ankrupt. in hardship, dispersed 
worse than prisoners - and would that thev were prisoners! 

The ingenuous simplicitv of the poem apparently proved efficacious. Ibn Fad .4U& 

inlfonns us that the king not only released the poet. but rewarded him with money. and 

sent him home. The tale is related by Ibn Fad AU& in illustration of his point that the 

kings of Sicily - both Muslim and infidel - were men of discement and generosity. 

If these two poems demonstrate that there was at the royal court an audience for 

such works. other poenis have been preserved which show that outside the court there 

existed an audience which was ready to hear very different things regarding the Nonnan 

rulers of Sicily. 'AM al-&hn - a poet who lived either, according to ' I d d  al-Din, during 

the second half of the twelfth century (A Biogmphicd Dictiormnj of Sicilintl Leanled Afm 

m r l  Pt wts.  51 1, or possibIy. according to Amari, a century earlier, during the era of the 



Norman conquest (Storin dpi mtrsrtb~cn,ti di Sicilia, v. 3, 786) - expresses succinctly a more 

critical estimation of the Yormans in these verses: 

Ardently did I love Sicily as a young man, 
and it was: like a comer [lit .: portion] of the garden of eternity 

but it was not ordained that I should arrive at middle age 
before it became a burning hell 

Arabic text: A Biographical Dictiorrnnj of Sicilian Leanced Mutt atid Pouts, 
51 (see Appendix, p. 74) 

'Abd al-E&.lim gives voice to a hatred for the conquerors of Sicily that extends to Korman- 

occupied Sicily itself. 'Imid al-Din also preserves fragments horn some seven poems and 

three prose works bv the Sicilian AbB Mtisii. whose attitude toward the Xormans is 

somewhat more ambiguous. Among the poetry cited by 'Imid al-Dtu is a selection from a 

powerful anti-Sormau invective: 

Oh blonde tribe, my blood is on your hands 
my killer is among you. and the one who robbed from me 

Is it beautifir1 to forsake one who has affection for vou? 
mrd is it lawful, iu the Messiah's faith? 

Oh eye! ill, though not from grief: 
if it could see the heart. it would be healed 

Eventhing after I saw you. 
eveq- beautifid thing is u& in my eyes 

Arabic text: A Biogm phicnl Dirtio~inry of Sicilint 1 Lmnr r d  Aim n d  Pods ,  
159 (see Appendix, p. 75, Abii MvIQsii #I) 

The force of the fragment comes from its evocatioll of a bitterness born of thwarted 

affection. The poet has loved Sicily and has been betrayed by it - like 'Abd a l -&hn  and 

like, as we will see shortly, Ibu &mdis. 

Much of Abii MQ& poetry p r e s e d  by Tmiid al-Wm, however, is love poetry. In 

mother fragment, the poet describes his beloved and the confusio~i she inspires in her 

lover. I quote these verses because they provide an intriguing counterpoint to his poem 

quoted just al~ove: 



My tears expose my love: they lose patience 
with the maiden who gazes with the eyes of a young wild cow 

A blonde who loves to dress in white. 
a d  her veil is tinted red 

As if she, in her chemise and veil, 
were whitening aud reddening the one who watches 

The hyacinth. sheathed in .silver 
and crowned with carnelian 

;2rahic test: A Biographicnl Dictiormnj of S i c d i ( u i  Lvnntrd A h  mid Rwts, 
160 (see Appendix. p. 75, Abii MQ& #.2) 

The passage is an extended plw on contrasts of color, a precious description of the blonde 

who dresses in white aud red, who rnakrs her lover him white and red, who is compartd to 

hyacinth and carnelian. It was prubaldy the panache with which the poet pulled off this 

cc)ltrr-plm- that attracted ' I I M ~  al-Diu to the passage. as he sugg&s in his refernwe to the 

co iqk io l l  of the 1)eloved in his iutroducton comneiit: "And he said colicenling a girl 

derived from the sane et>molo@cd root to descril~e the poet's blot& beloved, aid a third 

word derived from this mot is used to describe the "l~londe tri l~e" whom the p e t  

castisatzd ill the verses quoted al)tlve: 

1 7 %  h l i  ti/-mJii r Oh blonde tribe (v. 1, from the fint poem cited) 
g($ri A blonde girl (v. 2. from the second poem cited) 
jiriyyat 11 t rrs&rrrrtirl A girl bloude in coloring ( ' I d d  d-Dh's 

a1 -lawn" introduction) 

We know nothing about the poet's life beyond what we cau glean from his poetr): and it 

would certainly h rash to deduce based on the verses quoted above that Abii Miis& loved 

a ldondr Sicilian and was thwarted in his love, and this disappointment made him hate all 

fair-complected Sicilians. However, while the coincidence of vocabulary may not he cause 

eoough to draw conclu~ions regarding A h i  Miisii's life, it allows us au insight into one of 

the ps\.chological themes of his poetry. His passion for a blonde girl and contempt for a 



blonde tribe suggest a certain ambivalence - perhaps dramatizing a radical change of 

heart, perhaps an ongoing personal struggle - toward the Xorman Sicilians. The poet's 

plaintive question. "Is it beautiful to forsake one who has affection for you?" (see the k t  

poem cited, v. 21, encourages us to believe that the poet had had - or at least had 

represented in his poetry - a passion for Sicily, or for the Sicilians whom he addresses, or 

perhaps for one Sicilian in particular. The few verses which ' I d d  al-Din has preserved in 

praise of the blonde girl ma). provide a gloss on that prior affection, a fragrneut from a song 

celebrating a passion that soured and kcame fuel for AbQ Mfisg's subsequent poetry of 

bittenless. 

Ilm Hamdls - the best-known poet of Mushn Sicily, whose work is valued h 

particular tor its beautifully-wmught descriptious - explores. in his poetry 011 Sicay. the 

theme of nostalgia (a topic beloved by .%r&ic poets''), and the beauty and tragic difficulv 

of reinein1)ering plod times during bad. 11111 &m&s was I~oni in 1056, 16 years after the 

first assault ou Sicily spearheaded t y  Sommus, Greek. and Lomt~ards: he was 16 year; 

old w h n  the Sonnms took Pdernm. Thus he never knew a Sicily free of the presence of 

invaders. H e  fled the island in 10% or 1079, either because of a failed romance or 

I~cause  the presence of the Y o r m s  made life there untenable for him. In this poem his 

toile is bitter. disl,laying his rancor not ody  toward the Zi'onnm colonizers but also toward 

the land itself, for accepting defeat at the Normans' hands: 

My land did not wish to return to her people 
she caused me to doubt. and I began to renounce her 

I consoled my soul concerning her-[the land], because I saw her 
afflicted with a disease, a mortal poison afflicting [her] 

" Se. r-g.. Sdmn Elmdm j??usi on the centmiit\- of t h  thrrne of nostalgia to Arabic poet?: 'indeed. thr 
Arab soul has always been annihilated bv nostalgia and revived b!- memo+ (325 !. She makes the point. 
ho\vevw. that -4ndalnsian poetn- does ru~t have the thematic focus on nostalgia that is hpicd of traditional 
pwtp  oC the Arab East. 



what else, when she has heen humiliated basely, 
and her mosques have become churches at the Christians' hands 

w. 6-8; Arabic text: Ibn &m&s, Cfwh1,;274 (see Appendix, p. 75, Ihn 
Hamdis #I)  - 

Ibu &mdis, like ' A M  d-&h, turns his anger and hatred for the Norman conquerors 

against Sicily, describing the island as if it were a woman who has perhaps not defended 

herself with enough ardor and whose honor has been compromised. In a later verse from 

the same p e m ,  though, we find Ibn ~ a m d i s  remembering her more tenderly, absolving 

her of the guilt he had lain on her shoulders in his frustration and wrath: 

Oh Sicily! destiny has betrayed her: 
aud she was protected amoug the peoples of destiny! 

Arahic text.: Diwitc, v. 11 ( s e e  Appendin p. 75, Ibn &m&s #2) 

In mother poem. perhaps the most beautihl of Ibn Hamdk' dirges for Sicily and 

for his losi vouth. he sheds light on the complicated project that remembering Sicily 

becane for some es-Siciliau. anti-Sormau pets .  '' Ibn ~ a m d ^ s  begins the poem by 

remembering the frivolous days of his vouth in Sicily. and describes at length a 

I)acchnndian prty at a convent. where he and his mates acquired wine from the nuns and 

entertained each other with music throughout the night. As the poem draws to a close. the 

poet hecomes more philosophical. touching on topics like memory and the writing of 

memories. sorrow and the remembering of jov. "I remember Sicily," he writes. "and 

sorrow/is amused in mv soul by the memon;' (v. 3-71: this statement shocks the reader, 

who has just been charmed by the poet's hepiling evocation of a Sicilian idyll. Ibn 

Hamdis explains that Sicily, with all its comforts and pleasures, is now distant from him. - 

and that the memories of lost delights cause pain when they conhast too sharply with 

present displeasure. He makes reference to his compulsion to remember. and to talk 

about his memories, although it causes him pain: "But if I was chased out of Pmdisdet 

me still speak about it" (v. 34). The verse sums up the plaintive and pathetic tone of the 

l4 Thrrr is a lorpl?. translation of this poem by Toti Scidoja in Fr~lcesca Maria Corrao'r antholw-. I peti 
arnbi cfi Sicdid t 126- 1.331. 



poem with simplicity and a certain majesty: it evokes a distant happiness and a present 

distress: it cowects the garden of Paradise and the discomforts of life after the f d  through 

the figure of the poet. who rememhers and writes. In the final Line of the poem Ibu 

Harndis speaks to himself: "But do not worsen the sins yourseWsince your Lord never - 
ceases to forgive them" (v. 3 7 P A  more precise (though less idiomatic) translation of this 

fiual verse would be: "your Lord never ceases to be a forgiver of them"; the final word of 

the poem. chaffit-. meaning "much-forgiving, readily inclined to forgive." is oue of the 99 

names of God. Thus the poet strives, with exqukite poignance, to turn b l f  away from 

his tonnentiug L~oyhood memories of Sicih. and toward a more mature acceptance of the 

will of a mercifd God. The poem is a maadcent  meditation on memory, aud in 

particular on the p i n  and the joys that memories of pod  times can bring to one who is 

unhappy. The rhkmr scheme serves particuldy well to dramatize Sicily's consitant retuni 

to the poet's milid: it rhwnes in the consonant r. with au attached fetninintt possessive. 

pronoun. This pronoun cau be used in reference to my feminine noun (and also to plural 

is ferninhie. This hell at the close of each line recalls Sicily to the reader's mind. 

contrihting coiiddrral)ly to the sense of ol)sessive memory, and dramatizing the poet's 

plight as the victim of those memories.'" 

AbO Mf sii, the BanG Ra-a poet, ' ALd al-HalAh, .4bQ _Hafs, Ibn Eamdis were uot, 

like al-;2trjl)auishi or d-Buthaj~i, "court" poets. They did not have access to the Sicilia 

monarch, and were not paid by him to produce works celebrating the splendors of his 

kingdom. From their different perspective, they are able to add details to the portrait of 

15 This Lene echoes. in a subtle and affecting u;?\.. .4b0 St Bsii's words: -1s it beautiful to forsake one who 
has affection for vou?/nnd is it lawful. in the blessiah's faith?" (quoted above. p. 56. Arabic edition of the 
kerses quotd in this paragraph: Ibn &wn&ss. Ditcdrr. 180-83 ( s e e  Appendix. p. 13. Ibn &.tndis. #3]1. '' It is irrtrrestirjg to coutrst Ibn f i m d i s o  rl?\n,r n L n w  with Abir ma. whose petition to R g r r  rhyws  
in the ro~ao~i;int d sit11 ~ U I  attached rrmculine possession pronoun. Thus. while Hafg mdes the 
11~marr1l the fuus  of his p e w .  Ibn FJam&s centers liis on tihe rotnanticizxl. nostalgic figure of Sici!\ 
herscll: 



?;ormau Sicily provided hy- al-A-@banisbi's and d-Buthayri's poems: they are able to ten 

us how Arabic poets who did not speak from a position of privilege - i-a, from "within the 

court." with d l  the connotatiom aid all the ambiguities inherent in that phrase - viewed 

the new adminis3rative situation and the new rulers of Sicily. And they bear witness to one 

of the more interesting trends in Sicilian poetry of this era. 

What marks the difference between poets like al-Atriibanishi, 'AM d-HdCi Ibn 

mndis. and earlier Siculo-Arabic poets, some scholars argue. is their specifically Sicilian 

content. Previous Siciliau poets adhered closely to classical Arabic standards; when they 

needed an evocative landscape to serve as a l~ackdrop, they used images of the desert, 

twcaust. that was what traditional Arabic poets did. Francesco Galnieli, in a brief study of 

IIm & d . i s .  states Siculo-Arabic poetry demoustrates "a specifically locd element . . . onlv 

in its 6 d  mmife?itations . . ." ("Ibn Hamdis." 27): by "Gd mauifestations." Gabrieli m m s  

the portn- of the Sonman period. from the age of Itm Eamdis until the close of the twelfth 

the p r t i c  productioii of the pre-Soman era was distinguished 1)v the almos* 
complete al~sence of any specific reference to the Sicilian environment. as \veil as 
lw fidrlitv to the conventioilal motifs of the . b b i c  poetry of the pagau era and of 
the first centuries of Islam. 

Rinitmo. 275 

The poetry of Sicily became specilically Sicilian with the Normau conquest - that 

is. as Sicilian culture became more complex and its allegiance to mainland cultures more 

prohlernatic. This explicit attention to Sicilian culture or to the Sicilian political situation 

may he read. as in the case of Ibn Jubayr's discussion of Sicily, as an attempt to grapple 

with the prohlems presented by cultural ambiguities. The poetry of Ibn &un& and Abd 

MDs8 witnesses a similar, but more emotional, response to the difficulties of being Sicilian 

during the eleventh and twelfth centuries. These writers approached an unconventional 

proldem using conventional means: they wrote traditional Arabic poetry, they wrote as 

Arabs. in reply to a situation in which Muslim cultural hegemony had.come under attack 



The poets who wrote to petition the Norman ruler for favor, who therefore celebrated him 

and his kingdom, also followed Arabic poetic conventions, differing from those 

conventions only by wvriting their works in praise of a Christian ruler rather than a Muslim. 

The duality of Sicily's population is noted explicitly by certain of these writers: Ibo 

Ham&$ speaks of Sicily's mosques hecoming churches (quoted above, page 59); Abii Mh-5 - 

speaks with contempt of "the Messiah's faith" (quoted above, page 56). Al-Buthayri, too. 

had made an implicit reference to the faith of the island's rulers, when he called Roger 

"King of the Caesars" (quoted above, page 41). No other explicit reference to the 

Christiau faith occurs i11 the pro-Xormau poems hy al-A~rfibanishi, ALIQ or the Banii 

Rawv&a port. But this could wteU he hecause 'Imiid al-Din identified those verses as too 

problematic, and did not preserve them; it is the naming of "the Caesar;" that inspires him 

to cut short al-Bu thayri. Aral~ic literaw convention - at least as it was couceived 1 y *Inkid 

al-D?n - allowed ptwts to uote the difTerence of Yormw Sicily, and allowed them to praise 

its Christian rulers i so long as they praised them in terms that echoed cowentional 

pmegyrics written for Muslim rulers!. but preferred that they did uot give concrete details 

alwmt the most pro1)lcmnatic aspect of the state's new rulers. 

During the twelfth century (and to some exteut as early as the ?\'orman seizure of 

Sicill- duriug the second half of the eleventh centuxy) the culture of Sicily undenveut a 

transformation. The poetry witteo in and about Sicily bore witness to these changes by 

explicitly addressing the nature of Sicilian culture: by lamenting the changes that had 

occurred aud exploring the impact of those changes on the writer's own psyche; by making 

reference to the new rulers of Sicily and to the dual nature of Sicilian cultural Life. At its 

simplest, this new Sicilian poetry looked like conventional Arabic panegyrics, differing only 

in the religious and cultural affiliations of its addressee. The response of ' I d d  d - D h  to 

the poems of al-Atfibanishi, al-Buthayri, A M  HafS demonstrates the problem posed by 

such work: md, if there w a s  a substantial amount of Sicilian poet from this period that 

wms not preserved, it seems likely that much of it w a s  written in praise of the Nonnaus and 



of the new Sicily, like these works which were cited but edited by the anthologist. The 

more complex and more sophisticated work of an Abii M i i d  or, especially, an Ibn EJamdis 

could more easiiy be subsumed into Arabic literary history. In Abii Miid's extant works 

(and in the fragment preselved from 'Abd al-Hahn's invective), a drama of passion and 

disillusioument is played out, in which Sicily first W e s  and then betrays the poet. Ibn 

Ham& e.xplores a subtler theme: the diffic J t y  and necessity of memoly. But the notion - 
of hetrayal is central to his Sicilian poetry, as it is to AbQ Mdsii's. 

Thus, each of these poets - whether they write in praise or in vituperation of the 

Xonnaus, whether they write "at the court" or outside it - bear witness to a Sicily made 

cUfereut from what it was, and attempt to reconcile it with its past. If al-A&ibauishZ1s 

p e ~ n  differs from those works witten outside the court it is in its acknowvledgement of 

Sicil+fittr 1 nj. Ilm &undis' nostalgic poetry is written in a coustant dialogue with the pxst - 

Oidv in d-A~filxiuishi's hold depiction of Favara, with its soothing - waters. its fruits, its 

sheltering shade, do we get a sense of what its rulers imagined the uew, ?;orman Sicily 

might l)ec~ine. 

A literary history of Norman Sicily 

The s u ~ v i n g  literary record demonstrates that there was a literary circle at Roger's 

court, or at least that there was enough interest in poetry to support the production of the 

occasional poem: that record, however, is too scanty to allow the literary historian to talk 

about a Siculo-Norman "school" of poetry in Arabic. I have already discussed the works of 

d-~l~%L)ani~hi and al-Buthayri. It is difficult to give a full account of the other poets who 

were active at Roger's court because of the paucity of published materials. And it lwcomnes 

almost impossible to determine which of the poets who were active in Sicily d u ~ g  this 



period should be termed **court poets" without digging more deeply into archives, and 

without engaging in more extensive discussion of the meauing of that problematic term. 

Abfi d-Qaw' d-Etib wrote mi elegy for Roger's son (Biogrnph icd Dic!ionff~j, 42-44; 

Amari, rllcrsrtlmmi di Sicilin, v. 3, 7'75); 'Uthdn ibn 'Abd d-Ra&n d-Siqili wrote a poem 

in praise of Roger (Amari, ~lusuh~~atri  di Sicdin, v. 3, 781-83).l7 T w o  poets - Abii d - Q h  

ibn Ramadin and 'Abd AU& ibn al-SamanB wrote verses on a spectacular water-clock at 

the court in Pdermo (Amari, Mrrsriltrm~ti, 70.2-703). A man hy the name of 'Abd al- 

R & n h  i h  Rarna&n wrute beseeching Roger to allow him to return to his home in 

Malta; ody a few lines of this poem survive (Amari, A~rtstrl~rtntti. 784-785). Amari lists 

another seven poets who lived in Sicil~r during the Norman era but apparently did not 

mention the Zonnan rulers in their verses, either to praise or to vituperate, along with a 

couple of poets from other parts of the Arabic-speaking world who are hown to have 

visited Sicily during the Xonnan years. Among these last. the mos? well-known w a s  I h  

Qallqis, who visited duriug the era of William I I ,  aud wwte in praise of him and in p d s e  

of some of the cities of Sicily (Amari. l\llrsril,,mtti, 790-791). It is. of course, true that 

much of the Arabic poetry of Sicily was not preserved, and the challenge that the poetry of 

the Sonnm era posed to .4rahic litermy tradition would not have promoted its 

preservation. But the fact remains that the scholar who wishes to produce a 1itex-q 

histon- of Norman Sicily is left with little to huild on. 

The foregoing reading of d-Atr;ibanishi's poem, however, should demonstrate that 

there is work for literary scholars to do in Norman Sicily, despite the sketchy literary 

record that remains. In concluding this study, I would like to point out two areas which 

seem to me to offer a great deal of potential for new directious in reading Siculo-Norrnau 

literature (and which should also be relevant, for instance, to the literature of Nasrid 

'' I am follouing hl  ichelc .\rnari'r account of the poets of the Sorman era (hflcsulnutni di Siciiin. to l .  3.7% 
791 ; because it seems to me to  be the most complete. I have cited the pages of the  poems. \vherr I hate 
been able to find modern published editions of them. as well as the page numbers of Amari's discussions of 
t h e  poets. 



Granada, and to the Siculo-Italian poetry of the era of Frederick a). The filst requires a 

slight adjusient of the methodology involved in doing medieval literary history; the 

second hvohles the aesthetic issues that arise when literature is linked with political 

power. 

I argued, in beginning this chapter, that because the Siculo-Norman litemry record 

is so scanty, literan, historians should turn to broader cultural history to provide 

supplementary information, and to allow them more room to work in reading al- 

.4~r&ruiishi's poem, I used chrouicks and travel writings descril~ing the gardens of 

Xcormau Palrrmo in order to understand the conception of the garden in Norman Sicily. 

the cultural sources of the Soman idea of the garden, and the sorts of responses that 

outside observers had to the gardens of Palermo. The years of Norman rule in Sicily saw 

the initiation of a u u m l ~ r  of remarkalde hildiug projects and a broad ur\xui development 

propun. The drvrlopmnent projects of the Norman years embody a certain "idea of 

Sicily," based on a conceptualization of Xormau kingship that differs from the attitudes 

aid approaches of Sornms who remained in the north. aud on a sicific reading of 

Sicilv's pas*- its contemporary situation. aud its future poteutial. I11 the foregoing analvsis I 

have presrnted material from a variety of sources in order to e.xplore some of the 

characteris~ics aid the ramifications of that idea. Historians writing on Sorman Sicily 

have. traditionally, been interested in understauding the Norman idea of Sicily. But. as I 

argued above. certain aspects of the Norman project in Sicily are best read by cztlt I t ml or 

liirmnj historians, who are trained in methodologies of reading that will allow them to 

d e h k  and to pose questions Like, for instance, the ones concerning the writing of poetry at 

the X o m ~ u  court that I have addressed in this chapter. Such studies would truly 

complement and build on the fundamental historical work that has been done by the 

scholars who have researched and described the political, social, and economic history of 

Somall Sicily. 



I have also, in reading d-A~r&bnisk9s poem, looked briefly at the poets of h'asrid 

Granada for penqxctive on the conception of the court poet in Muslim Europe. And in a 

future chapter of this study I will read the Siculo-Italian poetry of the thirteenth c e n t u ~  

in order to compare conceptions of the court poet in Nonnan Sicily and in Hohenstaufen 

SicS. I11 addition to supplementing the litermy record by drawing on broader cultural 

history-, the literary historian can also look to parallel poetries in order to broaden the 

scope of s ~ d i e s  of Norman Sicily, comparing the Norman court to courts with a temporal 

or geographical affinity, or seeking thematic affinities in other poetic schools. Modern 

critical theories have give11 literary scholars tools that can be applied ttr uon-literary texts. 

as well as to poems and narratives. And the contemporary intellectual climate iu North 

America encourages comparative readings of the literatures of different nations and 

diffrrent cultures. The methodological adjustments which I sugges;t here - which are 

haw often dmwu on nou-literary texts for evidence of medieval cultural formulations - 

simply applv ideas that have I~ecome quite commonplace in the inodenl acaden~} to the 

stud\- of Sonnan Sicily. 

F i d y ,  I have discussed the textudity of court portl);, in order to highlight some of 

the aesthetic issues that have made it difficult for modem literary historians to approach 

this work. It would be a mistake to &n that d-A@l)anishi is as good a poet as Ibii 

Hamndis. But he can teach the careful reader thiugs about the uses (and abuses) of - 
literature that I bu Harnd'is cannot: he can help us to understand the dynamic relations 

dtrveeil political power and literary talent, betweea political power and literary creativity, 

in Normau Sicily. Like the works of CCline, for imitance, or the Italian Futurists, like 

certain monumental architectural projects (the .41harnbra or the Cappella Palatiua are 

outstanding e.xamples!, much medieval court poetry bears witness to a place and an era 

where political power and the aesthetic suMime commeut on and support each other. By 

cousideriug the court poetry of Yoman Sicily in relation not only to other cultural 



practices, hut also to Xojonnan social and political history, it may be possible to expand our 

ho\vltdge 110th of Literary his~ory and of social and political history, without being put in 

the awkward position of having to make unrealistic claims for the aesthetic value of that 

pwtry- 

hl-A@ibanishi's poem about Fa- poses questions about the relation between 

political power and literary talent, between the Norman urban development project and 

the court poets of the Norman era, between Norman Sicily and the Sicilies that came 

before and after it. The poem was in a sense a text based on a text, because it described a 

garden that was a deliberately conceived "representation" of Sicily. Fa- (the gardell 

a d  fishing preserve) wns a lens fixed on the best and most beautill of Sicily's natural 

riches: "Favm" (the poem) descrikd that garden in the bes? and most beautiful of poetic 

l w p a g .  A ~iwdieval Aral~ic court rich enough to produce monuments like Favara often 

possessed pwts  to celebrate those monuments as well. and at times the poetry ill 

celebntiou of a rnol~urnrnt was h~corporated into the mol~uinent itself. The example of 

the architectural use of poetry most familiar to western audiences is probably the 

Alhanlm bl Gm~ada. where poetic inscriptions celelmte the I~uildiug, its gardens. its 

views. and the rulers who h i l t  it. Buildings with poetic inscriptions also existed hl 

Nonnmi SiriIv. aid ill closiiing I would like to look briefly at one of those inscriptions. 

Work on the palace hown as La Zisa, in Palerrno, began during the reign of 

William I, Roger 11's son. Arnari has argued convincingly that the name is an Italian 

corruption of the .\ral,ic al-kir ,  "the mighty" (M, Le epigrrtfi nrnbichr di Sicilia. 67- 

7-2). This theory is indeed supported by an inscription in Arabic verse, in a large room on 

the ground floor of the palace, most of which I translate here: 

Whenever you wish, you may regard the best kingdom 
the most exalted realm of the world . . . 

You may see the king of the age in an excellent habitation 
which merits haughtiness and delight 



This is the e d d y  garden [or paradise] which comes into sight 
that is the Mmtn k z ,  and this is the 'kk 

Arabic text: Amari, LF e p i g r f i  nrabiche, 81 

Amari argues that the final line plays on the 'nliirnn, the Arabic royal tide, of William I1 

(sou of William I): nl-Afrtstn 'ir; bi-ZZdh , "the one who has become powerful in God"; and it 

is on this basis that hnari speculates that the second Wiiiam had a hand in finishing work 

on the palace (Le e p i g r f i  nrabichs, 82). W i s  royal title is drawn From the same root 

as Roger 11's - nl-Jhi'tnz; bi-lliih, "the one who e -d t s  in the glory of God." Findy, the 

uame of the building itself - n l - ' k k ,  also given in the closing verse of the inscription - is 

also draw1 from the same etymological root. 

This filial verse seems to make reference to a view from a window, although it is 

not impossible that it refer. in a highly idealizing way. to the building itself. The use of 

vene describing a building as architectural ornament in that building itself is. of course, 

not an e\?.traordinary- development in a culture which loves adonlment, but forbids the use 

of human (or divim l representational adornment. One of the results of this practice, 

hmveve r, is a somewhat extraordinary level of architectural sel f-consciousuess: one would 

hardy fiud in other architectural traditions. a building that speak iu the first persou. 

coilunenting on itself and addressing those who visit it in the second person, as occurs at 

the Alhatnt~ra. Although the inscription at La Zisa does not speak in the first person. its 

hnction is still to draw attention to the building which it adorns, and to the monarch 

under whose rule it was completed. The continuity of the building with the ruler, and of 

that ruler with his grandfather, would be underscored for those visitors who h e w  the royal 

titles of the Norman monarchs of Sicily, and could connect al-Mu 'tazz with nl-hhistn 'iz;, 

and those hvo figures with n l - k k .  

The historical conscioumess demonstrated by this poetic inscription illustrates one 

of the more rernarkalde aspects of Norman court culture, which I would like to touch on in 

closing my discussion of ?;orman Sicily: that is, its occasional flashes of self-cooscioumess, 

and more precisely its Sicilinrc self-consciousness. I quoted above (page 9) a passage by 



Alberto Varvaro arguing that Sicily, because it is an island, and was occupied and ruled 

from so many different mainlands between antiquity and the modem age, could be 

understood to be an extension of any one of those mainlands in response to the political 

realities of the moment. During the Norman period, connections with the Italian and the 

North African dmainlauds. and with the Greek archipelago and mainland, were maintained. 

But the ?;om-, unlike the Arabs who ruled Sicily before them or the French or Spanish 

who ruled after them did uot attempt to supplant existing cultural forms and replace them 

w i t h  their o m  cultural practices. Rather than negotiate and strengthen a tie between 

Sicily and 8 single mainland. the Sormaus sought to make of Sic$ a culturdy, politicdly. 

and economically discrete state. They exploited the cultural traditions and institutions 

the\- found on the island, aud synthesized them in order to produce a hyl~rid vocabulary 

which might be used to celebrate their idea of Sicily's past, present, and future. The 

inscription at La Zisa - a lucid sumnation of the success and the strength of the Siculo- 

Nonrrw d ~ n a \ i  - and &4~dlmlishi's elegant and focused description of the royal park at 

Favan represent two of the mosf triuinphant and articulate n~oments of Sicilian self- 

In constructing a peculiarly Sicilia1 cultural project, as is apparrut iu the poetic and 

architecturd works discussed in this chapter. the Xonnaus drew aggressively on Arabic 

cultural ius3itutions and cultural idioms. The scholar Jeremy Johns, &-cussing the 

administrative and cultural hisqory of the Norman era, points out that appropriation of 

Arabic inb.titutions changed signrficantly between the early and late periods of Norman 

rule. Thus, for instance, Johns identifies three stages in the development of the '~Ziir~rcit, 

the Arabic royal titles. of the Norman monarchs. During the earliest stage, the period of 

Robert Guiscard and Count Roger, rulers' Arabic "titlesTW as they appear on coinage and in 

documents, consis? of simple transliterations of their Latinate names. In a second stage, 

du riug the later years of the life of Count Roger and the earlier years of Roger 11's rule, 

the monarch identifies himself with a simple Arabic title: thus Roger I1 is termed Rujjiir 



nl-thini . . . srclMrr, "King Roger 11." During the third and f'md stag, which begins with 

Roger's coronation as King of Sicily in 1130, the monarch uses royal titles like those 

quoted above, complex and sophisticated evocations of the king's power, making specific 

reference to the Muslim faith, and based on usage in other parts of the Arabic-speaking 

world (Johns. "I re n o d  e i calim fZ@miti,' 13-14). Again, Johns sees in the gardens 

aud palaces of the Norman era evidence of a similar trend: during the reign of Roger 11, 

new developments in cultural institutions suggesit that the Xormans began to look to the 

greater A r a b i c - s p h g  world for appropriate ways to express their power and celebrate 

their realin (Johs. "I re uonuumi," 21-26). 

The hybrid nature of Sicilian culture, and the difEcuIty it poses to modem Westen1 

his?orims attempting to read it. result from the Somans' reluctance to see their kingdom 

as an extension of any one maixdand kingdom; from their idea (if my reading in this study 

are accurate) that in the future the island would emerge as a "mnaiuland" unto itself. the 

seat of a rich bugdurn with ties throughout the Weditenanem; from thrir appropriatiou of 

Islamic cultural idioms aud institutions in the cons~mction of a Sornxu~ civic culture. 

With the Yoman inva\ions, a Muslim colony broke its adrninis~rative ties with the greater 

M u s h  world. a~d lwcane a Christiw territory. However, the Sonnaus did not bring an 

end to Sicily's Muslim cultural ins-titutious, hut continued to e-xploit them, updating and 

adapti11.r - them to serve their own purposes. The island became a Meditem~eau kingdom 

where, as iu al-kidalus, Muslims and Christians cohabited.ls In Sicily, however, Christian 

rulers celelwated themselves and their kingdom using the language and the cultural 

conventions of the Muslim world. The dud nature of Sicilian cultural expression is 

reflected in al-Buthayi's Arabic panegyric for the King of the Caesars, in al-A@iibanishi's 

I6.%braham L-daitch makes the point. relevant to this discurrion. that Xormm rule did not bring an end to 
tmcl bchveen Sicil!- and various parts of the bluslim world: he  uses the Cieniza documents to demonstrate 
that \ f  uslirn and Jewish n~erchants and men of culture continued to travel from Sorth Afrim to ~icil!.. 
throughot~t the  vears of Norman domination ("New Materials for the History of Islanic ~icit~': see esp. 1%. 
196!. 



love soug to the doubled garden, and in the anxious tones of Ibn Jubayr's and 'Imiid al- 

Dm's response to Sicilian cultural developments. If the Siculo-Norman experiment had 

endured. if the Siculo-Eorman vision of Sicily's place in the wodd had had a chauce to 

mature, it might have produced a monument as magdicent as the ALhambra, and even 

stranger to the modem eve than La Zisa, the Cuba, or the fmgments of Arabic panegyric 

dating to the Norman period. But the "Golden Age" of the Norman era, measwring it from 

the first year of Roger 11's reign (1130) to the end of William 11's (1159), lasted no longer 

than a1 individual's lifespan. And when the Nonmm rule ended, when Frederick I1 

ascended to the Sicilian throne, the desire to s e e  Sicily as a discrete land ended as well, 

and the ties that liilktd Sicily to Christiau Europe were to i~ecome primary. 
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Vernacular d t u r e  in Sicily, ss. W-WI 

Auerbach and the Idea of Vernacular Culture 
** 1 In his essay "The N'esttern Public 'and Its Language. Erich ~urrbach recounts the 

histon- of the litenrv language in U'esten~ Europe \=tween late Antiquity and the late 

Middle Ages. tracing the decline of Latiu as the single medium for literary composition. 

and the rise of the Ro~nance wmaculars. He describes the enervation of the Latin litemry 

tnditimi as the result of the disjuncture between and the spoken languages of the 

litenr). public. The Carolingian reform elevated the Latin of antiquity as the model for 

litenn- compositiou. "The comequence," he writes. "was an irrevocable cleavage behveeu 

writtell Latin and the popular tongues. Latin lived on as an international organ of cultural 

life. as a language without any corresponding popular idiom from which to draw new life" 

(2%). With the vernacular revolutions of ihe later Middle Ages, new literary languages 

were created out of the raw materials of the various spoken languages. Auerbach's essay 

traces the development of these languages as vehicles for literary composition, as 'little by 

little they rose to maturity and in the end fashioued a literary public of their own" (277). 



Having sketched this narrative - the separation of the literary language from the languages 

of daily life, the isolation and decline of the Latin tradition, the creation of the new literary 

languages that wvodd replace Latin - Auerbach surveys the Latin and vernacular 

literatures of the Middle Ages through a series of readings remarkable in both their 

breadth and their nuance. In this chapter, I will not w interested in the details of 

~uerbach's discussion of medieval literatures. Rather, I will use the narrative that serves 

as the foundation of his literar, histov as a point of departure for my own readings, in 

order to explore the relation between the literary history of Sicily and contempomy trends 

emerging elsewhere in Europe. 

Auehach's formulation iu "The &'&ern Public and Its Language" is des<gned to 

account for a binary opposition behveeu a formal, written language and the spoken 

language of dnily life. Auerl~ach discusses or touches on a number of vernacular traditions, 

but his readiugs focus on the discrete competitious between these languages aid l i t e r q  

Latin. The Imad outline of the drama he recounts remaixs appropriate in a discussion of 

the Siciliiul situation. I11 Sicily. as i11 other parts of E u r q e .  litrrag- culture s*ruggkd to 

define its relation to the complex linguistic realities of daily life. But a literary histor). of 

Sicily duriug the Sornlm and Hohenstaufen periods must add a third dimension to 

.4uerbach9s formulation, in order to account for interactions between a number of literav 

and linguistic cultures. Arabic. Latin, and Greek traditions converged in Sicily; the 

interaction behveeti s i o  ken and literary lauguages was augmented by an interaction 

between diverse litemylinguistic p a r a d i p .  

Such linguistic complexity was not unique to Sicily. The Iberian peninsula 

witnessed similar struggles hetween Arabic and Romance traditions. And students of 

other literatures may recognize parallels between developments in southern Europe and 

the colnpetition in other regioas behveen Germanic, Celtic, Anglo-Saxon, and Romance 

traditions. But when scholars of European literary history aclmowledge these dramas, they 

often consider them to be marginal to the greater narrative of literary development in the 



Christiiw West, which is characterized by the disintegration of the Latin literm). tradition 

and the subsequeut emergence of the vernacular literatures. Auerbach discusses literary 

development on the Ilwriw peninsula in this passage: 

From the very start the Iberian ~eninsula was in a special situation, for there the 
Romance popular idioms had to contend not with the unchallenged domination of 
Latin but with several languages which served both for spoken and written 
expression and had developed in a variety of ways. In Andalusia, with its elegant 
and colorful popular culture, Mozarabic Spanish came into contact with other 
languages: the Arabs and Jews adopted it, employing it, for purposes of 
entertainment. in the poetic forms of their own languages, and it seems likely that 
Romauce poetry was nowfiere committed to e t ing  so soon as here, within the 
frame of the Arabic and Hebrew mcrw.Cims. In the Spanish Middle .4ges Latin was 
not the uncontested written language . . . (320) 

Auehach's goal is to follow a thread of litemry development From Latin Antiquity to the 

emergence of the Indo-European vernacular literatures in late medieval Europe. In this 

context. the litera? culture of al-Andalus functions a. an occlusiou. or an interruption, of 

mother literan- his?ory Auerl~ach will not discuss literary development in al-Anddus 

hrther. except to mentioil the evidence the Romance-language khnrjns provide regarding 

the development of a Romance vernacular lyric tradition hi the Iberian peninsula (340). 

lu this chapter. I will i d d  on Auerbach's basic narrative by discussing ideas a b u t  

vrniacuinr culture in Late medieval Europe. in order to provide a framework for evaluating 

developments in Sicilv. During the reign of Roger 11. Sicilian court poets wrote in .4rnhic: 

during the reign of Frederick 11. less than a century later. Sicilian court poets wrote in 

Italian. Bv looking at the use ieof "official" languages in Sicily, and at works written in other 

parts of Europe regarding the language of poetry, I w i l l  work to construct a critical 

methodology able to address the relation between those two bodies of poetry. Some of the 

innovative ideas that emerge in these readings would be hndamental to subsequent 

literary development. But others would disappear without having a lasting impact on 

literav or cultural historv. Taken together, these readings wil l  compose not a connected 

namtive history of the birth of vernacular culture in Europe. but a lcaieidoscopic porhait 



of the strategies, both successful and flawed, used to respond to similar litemy problems 

in different parts of Europe during the late Middle Ages. 

In al-Andalus, in Provence, and in Sicily, between the tenth and the thirteenth 

centuries, poets drew on spoken vernaculars to invent new literary languages. After an 

initial period of literary innovation, others wrote accounts of the poets' works, in the fonn 

of literary histories, poetic manuals, or gmmmars. These treatises document the stages by 

which later generations sifted through the innovations introduced by the earlier poets, and 

s i v e  to preserve and develop Further those which seemed to have a l a s i g  relevance and 

efficacy. I wi l l  read two such literary-historical studies - Ibn IChaldtn's description of 

Andalusiau poetry and Dante's DP culgnfi ulocpuntin - in order to gauge the broader 

cultural reqoiise to the poets' linguistic experiments. There is not mom, in this study, to 

suurvtre~ the vasi cultural atld linguistic questions which are raised by these w o r k  My 

readings of them s i l l  1 )e fixused on the infornation they provide concerning trvo main 

issws. the fin* literq-historical, aud the second methodological. 

Both I h  Khdd~11 and Dank ana1p.e linguistically innovative poetry not by 

opposing it to a single, formal literary language, but by describing the regional uniqueness 

of each fonn. and contrasthg the various forms to each other. That is, their discusskms do 

not focus on a binary opposition between the written language and the vernacular, but 

attempt to characterize the particular by opposing it to a plurality of variants. Auehach's 

narrative - the alienation of a literary language from the language spoken by its public; the 

invention of a new litemy ianguage, incorporating elements of the spoken tongue, to 

replace it - remains relevant to these accounts. But they add an important new dimension 

to Auerbach's formulation, demonstrating the importance of interaction between diverse 

literafy/liuguistic paradigms in the development of new literary languages during the late 

Middle Ages. 

The methodological issue raised by these readings of Ibn W d B n  and Dante is 

peripheral to the history of Sicilian poetr)., but should be of interest to scholars studying 



the history of the Arabic poetry written in Europe during the Middle Ages, and in 

particular to those who are interested in the question of literary contact between Hispano- 

Arahc and Occitau poets. I undertake a comparative reading of the treatises on the 

muwashshah and lyric poetry in the Romance vernaculars as an experiment. These works 

are not typically read together. I will parallel them here in part to demonstrate that they 

do share certain common concerns, that they respond to similar fundamental problems 

and that the solutions they offer to those problems are similar. 

I will conclude with a discussion of the linguistic resources of medieval Sicily, and 

the use that was made of those resources during the Norman period and the early years of 

Frederick 11's reign. We have no literary-historical evidence describing attitudes toward 

literary language in Sicily during the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. However, 

informatioil can be gleaned regarding Sicilian thinking a b u t  vernacular culture by looking 

at ilon-literal)- sources. I11 this chapter, I rdvill consider the coins poduced in Sicily 

between the era of Rol~ert Guiscard, who mounted the first Norman invasions of Sicily-, 

and the e n  of Frederick 11. The inscriptions on these coins monitor chaugbg ideas about 

the hnguages considered appropriate for comrnuilication with the coins' users - their 

phlir.. to use Auerl)achWs term. Thus they prmide insight into the competition between 

l i t m y '  linguistic paradips wvithiu Sicily. 

Aurrl~ach's account of the relation between spoken and literary languages, and the 

importance of interaction between the two languages in the development of literature 

during the Middle Ages, remains indispensable to students of literary history. In order to 

address the complexity of literaxy development in regions like d-Andalus and Sicily, 

however, Auerbach's fundamental account must be augmented. In the passage on the 

literary languages of al-Anddus quoted above Auerbach achowledges the complexity of 

linguistic reality in one region and during one era of medieval his3oxy. The evolution of 

litermy laupages in particular, and of the languages of culture in general, in Sicily 

compels the literary historian to consider such complexity not as parenthetical to literary 



development, but as a constitutive factor in that development, even though subsequent 

thinkers would deem some of the details of the Sicilians' linguistic experimentation 

irrelevant. 

Arabic "vernacular" d t u r e  

The idea of vernacular culture outlined in Auerbach's essay is anomalous in the 

riral~ic contest. To the present day, the division between the f o n d  written language and 

the qx)ken 1;uiguages of daily life is maintained in the Arabic-speaking wodd: colloquial 

A d i c  is not witten. and the written language is uot spoken. except in formal situations.' 

Formal written Arabic is not completely static. It has been influericed by the linguistic 

cultures with which the ~ r a b s  have come in contact - hy Persian literature during the 

'Al~lmid period, for instclucc. and I y  European literatures during, the nineteenth and 

hveutieth centuries. But Arabic litrrav culture is fundamentally conservative, and the 

litenty Iau page has chwged remnarkal)ly little hehveeu the era when its first monuments 

- the pre-Islclmic poetry and the Qur'an - were recorded, and the present time. 

G i w  this hadanental difference between the Xral~ic and Ro~nance venlacular 

paradigms, it is tantalizing to consider the parallels between the emergence of the 

Romance vernacular literary cultures, and the development of new Arabic poetic forms, 

thr ~wwnshshnh and the mijd, in al-Andalus. The muwashsah is a strophic poem written 

in classical ArabicT3 which concludes with a khajn,  a st- generally written in colloquial 

- -- - -- - - - - - - - 

"he exception to this generalization. quabl?-. is the literature of Malta. Maltese is an -4rabic dial& uith a 
large number of Italian inan-words. Though certainly anomalous - it is written in the Latin alphabet. and 
the hldtese are Christians - a ease ma) be made for .\ldtese hnguage and literature as king  the onir 
colkxpid A d k  literan tradition. 
3 The niuu\+ashshah \*-as also adopted b?- .4ndrJusiim H e b r e ~  poets. and man! of the pioneering n~odeni 
studies of the forn~  b u s  on \vorC;s in Hebra.. 



Arabic, or in a language other than Arabic. Medieval Arabic scholars report that the fib* 

muwashshahs were written in al-Andalus at the b e g i g  of the tenth century AD. The 

zajal imitated the basic structure of the muwashshah, with certain differences, but was 

writtell iu the colloquial. spoken Arabic of d-~ndalus .~  Samuel Mildos Stern's studies of 

the muwashshahs introduced the form to modern scholars; in 1948, Stem published an 

article in which he identified in certain barjas an attempt to write the spoken Romance 
- 

dialect of al-Anddus." 

The polttmic that erupted in the wake of Stem's publication responded both to the 

esselitid difficult\- of the texts, and to the ambiguous, and potentially revolutionq, 

significance of his discovery. The kharjas are recorded in unvowelled Arabic texts. And 

Iwcause the manuscripts in which they survive were produced at a historical and 

oeographic distance from the environment in which the poems were originally \Mitten. we 0 

cm assume that the scrilm were copying works whose meankg was not at all clear to 

them, md would inrvitaldy have introduced errors into their transcriptions. Thus the 

linguistic interpretation of the texts we possess lwcornes an extremely complex task. Eveu 

more pn)l)lt.matic. however, is the question of the literary-historical si@cance of the 

mu\vashsh~&. I11 the years since Stem's studies were published, scholars have keenly, and 

at times contentiously, asserted and refuted the idea that the muwashshah is proof of 

' See. hat-a-er. Jarir .\. Abu-Haidar. 'The Language of the Zajd - Is It \'emwular?'. for a refutation of the 
notion that the language of the zajd is tn~l!- "vernacular." ~bu-Haidar notes that the zajds of Ihn Qunniin. 
the master of the p r e .  are full of clusicisms. and concludes that the lajal bdancer colloquidis~n and 
~litssic*isn~ in onler to achieve a kind of burlesque of  l i t e r -  conventions. 
'' St~nl's  studies of muwarhshal~s are collected in the volume Hippruu)-Ambic: Strophic Poetry. The first 
publication of his tnudations of Ronlance klxujas. -Les vers finaus in espagnol dans les n ~ u w & i d ~ s  hispano- ." 
l~ebrai~ues:  une contributioti 1 I'histoire du tnuwaWr et a I'aude du vieu. didecte espagnol 'nionralr. 
oripindh appeared in A[-Ataddus. vol. SIII. It was subsequent!\- translated into English and included ilk 

His-prw-Arabic Strophic Poetry. 
S=*. hen\-e\cr. .+m~istead. -A Brief Histon oC Kharja Studies.' 6. for interpretations of Rot~unrt~ 

Lllntjns in HrLrr\\ r~~u~vaslrrbbs that predate stern's studies. Stem ns not the first to  tms l i~ t r  tlw 
Romance Mrarjils: but his studies \\we the first titat inspired a broad md vigorous response from other 
scholars. 



l i t e r q  contact between the Romance- and ~rabic-spehg populations of the ~berian 

peninsda, aud thus suggests that the two literatures could have influenced each other. 

The questions of origin or influence that often inform muwashshah-scholarship will 

not interest me in this study; instead, I will focus on broader, comparative issues. I will 

discuss the accounts of the muwashshah in order to explore the parallels between the 

reception of the Andalusian poetic fonn in the ~rabic-speaking wdd, and the reception of 

Romance vernacular poetry in the Latin world. It seems reasonable to assert, despite all 

the uncertainties that still cloud our understanding of the muwashshah, that it was 

perceived by those who wrote abut it as  different in important ways from conventional 

Arahic p e t q - .  It \MS identified with a certain kind of linguistic experimentation. It wvas 

origiwdy perceived as a regional literaly form. And certain of the innovations that it 

introduced were dtiinately absorbed hy the larger Arabic-spaldug world. The works that 

I will cousider in this chapter represent stages in the assimilation of the muwashshah, the 

steps In- which Arabic culture identified and classified the innovative form that had 

developed in al-Anddus, and preselved those aspects of it that seemed to be of lasting 

\due.  The parallels that I will identify between the rttceptioli of the muwashshah by the 

larger .Arabic-pe&ig world and the reception of Romance-vernacular poetry in Latin 

Europe do not cons~tute direct literary influence between the Arabic speakers and the 

Romance speakers who lived in the Iberia1 peninsda. But they suggest that Auerl~ach's 

formulation summarized alwve, tracing the decline of literary Latin aud the rise of the 

Romance vernaculars as literary languages, may selve as well to characterize certain 

literary developments in al-Andalus, and that the Arabic poets who originated the 

muwashshah and brought the form to perfection responded to urges fundamentally similar 

to those that inspired the Romance poets of Latin Europe. 

We possess a number of works written by medieval Arabic scholars describing the 

nature, origin, and development of the muwashshah. The earliest was written by Ibn 

B a s h  (d. 1147), who compiled a four-voiume collection of poetry fiom his native al- 



Andalus (Al-Dhnkhirn fi nin&Mz nkl ni-Jazira [A  treasure-tmv~ of the beauties of the 

people of 01-Andnlrrs]). H e  did not include muwaskdhahs in this anthology, but he 

descril led the form in passing, in order to account for his omission. His statements. 

though brief, are tantalizing, and have been the focus of some scrutiny by modem scholars. 

The Anddusian philosopher Averroes (1126-119s) touches on the poetic forms in a 

passage from his commentary on Aristotle's Poetics. Ibn Sad '  al-Mulk ( 1155- 121 1 ), who 

lived in Cairo for most of his life. was the first Easterner to compose muwashshahs. H e  

wrote an rrrs pocfirn of the form (Drir al-rirriz [Z'h House of E~ttbroic/mj]) which remains 

a valuable, thou& prol~lematic, resource for scholan- of ~ndalusian muwashshah. As far as 

we know. 11x1 S a d  d-Mulk never travelled to al-Anddus. His study is the earliest stylistic 

andpis w e  possess. but is not necessarily w accurate reflection of the conception of the 

muwashshah that was current in al-Andalus during the period of its initial invention and 

developnent. Finally. Ib11 IihddOn (1332-62) includes an account of the muwashshah aid 

related poetic foms in his monumental work i~-bh~rpddi~t tn  ( T ~ P  irttn~rlrrctiou to 

j :. Perhaps 1)ecause his interests are more general than the other two writers' - 

while their focus is explicitly literary, Ibn E;Mdiin is concerned with broader historical 

issues - aid  despite the fact that he wrote from a greater historical distance. I h  IihaldGn 

gives us the West account of the cuviroiunent in which the muwashshah and the zajal 

developed. Therefore, I will focus on his descriptiou in this chapter. making brief 

references, where relevant, to the works of Ibn Bas- Ibn S a d  al-Mulk and Averroes. 

Ilm Khaldiin begins his account of the nmvashshah by identifying it as the chief 

poetic achievement for which the Andalusians were known in the greater Arabic-speaking 

world, and by hailing it as a significant poetic innovation: 

In al-hdalus, poetry developed, and its forms and varieties were refined. 
Elaborate composition reached an apogee among the Andalusians. Modern [poets] 
amoug them inveuted a new form which they call the muwashshah. 

Arabic text, 767 (See Appendix p. 121, Ibn Khaldiin #I); English tr., 440 



In this hief statement, Ibn KhaIdBn confirms the regional specificity associated with the 

muwashshah: he - like all the other commentators mentioned above - identifies it as au 

Andalusian fonn. And he indicates that it constitutes a noteworthy formal innovation, an 

inc~ritior,, significant for its difference from conventional Arabic poetic forms. H e  will use 

the same verb later in this chapter to characterize the appearance of the zajal, stating that 

Andalusian poets "invented" (ismbdat ha ) these new forms. Ihn B a s s h  and Averroes, 

too. tell us that the new poetic forms were invented by the poets of al-Andalus, though 

they use different vehsh The standard meaning of the adjective that Ibn E;haldiin uses to 

descrilw the muwashshah p e t s  (nl-trttitn'akhkhin?rin) which I have translated as "modem," 

is "recent." Clearly, when Ibu W d & i  uses the word in this context, he is not drawing 011 

its narrow tanporal significance. He will go on to identify the inventor of the new form as 

Mucpddam Ilm Mu'iifir al-Qalviri, who lived some four aud a half centuries earlier (Ar. 

767. Enp. 440). lu a literary context, the word Ibu Waldtiu uses to describe the 

mu\c;lshshah p e t s  can evoke a coutrast, expressed or implied, with the term (11- 

J I I  r i t  mlil[kliwii  i "preceding" or "antecedent"): in this usage it denotes "pos3-chssical" 

authors (Wehr!Cowrul, s.c. rr-LA-r). Ilm Sanli' al-Mulk iu introducing the muwmshshah to 

the rendm of his rim p ~ c t i c w .  \ d l  use the same t enn  stating that "modem writers precede 

(or outs-<rip) classical writers ty meam of this (new poetic form)" (ux sabmp bihi nl- 

rurrtn'dhkhifli n1-1urrtmplrlir,1"! (Arabic text, 29: Spanish tr., 29'3). The early commentators 

on the muwvashshah agree in identifying it as au Andalusian invention; they attribute to the 

fonn a sense of modernity and of regional specificity. 

The characteriszic that Ibn Khaldfin most celebrates in the muwashshah is its 

"ease," its lack of "artificiality." He records a charming statement, attributed to the 

muwashshah poet Ibn Hazmfin, describing the primary importance of ease of diction in 

the composition of the muwashshah: "A muwashshah is not a muwvashshah until it is free 



of artificiality (or mannerism)" (Ar. 772; Eng. 44s [See Appendix p. 121, Ibn Khaldiin #2] ). 

When his companion asks for an elucidation of this statement, Ibn &miin respnds by 

quoting verses from a muwashshah he has written. Ibn Eihaldiin considers the notion of 

"ease" so essential to the muwashshah that he introduces it at the very beginning of his 

chapter on Andalusian poetry. Here he is discussing the early development of the form in 

They strove with each other for excellence in this [poehy], and all the people found 
it charming, both the upper classes and the common people, because it was limpid 
and easy to grasp [lit .: because of the ease of grasping it and the nearness of its 
pawhl.  

Arabic text, 767 (See A p p e n h  p. 121, Ibn k;haldib #3); English tr. 440 

The precise uature of the "ease" to which Ibu Iihaldfin alludes is difficult to pin down. He. 

like Ibn ~rvmiin.  resorts to quotation in order to illustrate it for his readers. . 4 v e m s  also 

makes reference to the "ease" of the Andalusian poetic forms, calling them "uatural 

poetries" (11-nsh i l r  nl-~nbi'iyty because in them poetr). is united with music: they are 

sung (Ar. 61: Eng. 64. Ibu blhaldh's notiou of "ease" is more ambiguous. Iu this 

iutroducton. passage. however. he suggests that it constitutes for him w esseutial aspect of 

the iunovation initiated by the poets of al-.hdalus: the modem poetic form he descrilws 

became popular because the literzq public responded with enthusiasm to its "ease." 

\h7ht.u Ibn fi;haldh discusses the -mjal, he will again take up the idea of "ease." He 

will again state that Andalusian poets produced remarkable and innovative works by 

striving to attain eloquence using the accessible new medium they have developed. And 

he will introduce a theme that will occupy him for the rest of his discussion an explicit 

focus on the language used by these mod& poets. This passage marks the tramition 

between Ibu Khaldfin's treatments of the muwashshah and the zajal: 

This muwashshah-craft spread among the people of al-hdalus. The common 
people took it up, because of its ease and the elegance of its vocabulary and its 
ornamentation. The common people iu the towns followed in their footsteps, and 
composed poetry iu this manner in their city-dialects, without adhering to the 
decleusioual endings [of classical Arabic]. They iuveuted a form which they called 



the zajal, and they continue to compose in this form to the present day. They have 
achieved marvels in this form, and have produced works of great eloquence, using 
their nowArabic tongues [l i t .  and there has been widened within this form a scope 
for eloquence according to their mu-Arabic tongues]. 

Arabic text, 777 (See Appendix, p. 121, Ibn Ehddfin #4); English tr. 454 

The zajal, in his telling, constitutes both a departure from and a continuation of the 

innwations introduced by the muwashshah. As the muwashshah poets invented a 

"modem" literary form that distinguished their works from traditional Arabic poetry, so the 

raja1 poets departed From the conventions established by the muwashshah poets. The 

aspct of the zajal hat mosit interests Ibn Kbaldiin is its linguistic innovation. He states 

that the 7.jd poets developed a new fonn of poetry by adapting the muwashshah to 

accommodate dements of their spoken dialects, and that they then strove mccessfully to 

pnducc d o c p u t  w o r k  hl the genre they invented. 

Rrfrrmcr to  the other early accounts of the mutvashhah and related poetic fonns 

indicates that Ilm KhaldQis focus on the linguistic aspects of these forms is not tspicd. 

I h  Sans' al-Mulk and Ilm B a s h ,  in their discussion.. of the muwashshah, mention the 

di&rrnt linguistic registers that were usually introduced into the khnijn. the final s t a m  

of the poem. But liuguistic difference is uot the focus of their accounts. as it l ~ c o m e s  for 

I h 1  Khaldiin. I\m B a s s h  is explicitly coucerned with defining the difference between the 

 nuw wash shah and traditional Arabic poetry. He justifies his decision to exchde 

muwashshah from his aithology of Audalusian poetry in this sentence: 

The meters of these muwashshahs are beyond - the scope of this work, shce most of 
them do uot follow the prosody of the Arabs.' 

(See Appeildix p. 121, I h  Basshn #1) 

Ibn Bass;im's purpose is to compose a record of the literary culture of al-Andalus. He, like 

Ibn Khaldfin, recognizes the difference between the "modern" works of the muwashshah- 

poets and classical Arabic poehy; his decision to edit muwashshshs out of his anthology 

- 
' :lr. 470. For a translation of the brief passage in which Ibn Bass% discusses the  muwashshlzh. see 
-+rnlistend and >ionroe. 1985 2&-E.?. Slonroe discusses the  passage at length and offers several re\-ism1 
tm~shtitionz: h e  also inrlodes. in an appendh. eight pretiousl!. published translations into European 
lar ~ ~ u ; ~ ~ t . s .  



arises from his  awareness of this difference. But the salient difference for him is not 

linguistic, but metrical: muwashshah poetry incorporates prosodic forms that are not used 

in classical Arabic poetry. 

Ibn Khddfin will go on from his discussion of the irajal to talk about poetry written 

iu other parts of the Arabic-speaking world that incorporates elements of locd, coilquid 

language. After discussing and citing muwashshah-like poetly written by poets from the 

Maghrib and from Baghdad, he concludes the chapter with a comment that affirms his 

keen interest in the muwashshah-poets' linguistic experimentation: 

It should be hewn that literary taste, regarding the recognition of eloquence. 
comes to one who is immersed in the language in questioa and who uses it 
constmtly, aud has spoken it arnongs-t its people, until he acquires mastely of it. as 
we said in the case of the Arabic language. 

Arabic text. 790 (See Appendix p. 122, Ibn UaldQn #5); English tr. 479 

Ihn blhaldiin had begun this chapter by suggesting that his topic will be the poetries of al- 

Anddus. Bv the time the chapter closes his focus has shifted significantly. His essay has 

become a suwey of liqpistic experimentation by poets throughout the ~rabic-spe~&i,o 

world. Before reviewing the trajectory of Ibn KhddOn's discussion. however, I will 

address mother theme implicit in the passage just cited: the integration of the innovations 

introduced hy the Andalusian poets into Arabic literature. 

Ilm E;haldfin expresses enthusiasm throughout this chapter for the achievement of 

the poets writing in the new forms he describes. In the opening sentence of the chapter 

(quoted ahove, page &I), he states, "Elalmrate composition reached an apogee among the 

Andalusims:" he then introduces the muwashshah, suggesting that it is chief among the 

compositional triumphs of the Andalusians. When he turns to the zajal, he affirms that 

Andalusian poets "have achieved marvels in this form, and have produced works of great 

eloquence" (quoted above, page 87). His approbation implies an acceptance of the 

innovative forms as valid, modem litermy developments. Even Ibn B a s h  aclmowledges 



the power of the new poetry, opening his brief treatment of the muwashshah with a 

famous and muchquoted line: 

Vpon hearing them, closely guarded bosoms - and even hearts! - are shattered. 
Arabic text, 469 (See Appendix p. 122, Ibn B a s h  #2) 

This elliptical statement may imply moral condemnation, as easily as admiration. But for 

evidence of unambiguous acceptance of the muwashshah as  a new and valid poetic genre, 

we need look no hrther thau Ibn Sanl' al-M Jk whose study of the form was intended to 

aid poets who wished to imitate the works of the Andalusians, and thus represents a whole- 

hearted annatiou of the literary value of the new genre. Ibn Bass- the earliest of the 

writers I have discussed, responds tu the muwasshshah with a certain hesitation. and makes 

a carehrl distinction twtwveen it and the classical poetry of the Arabs. Ibn SatG' al-Mulk 

the nex* writer in chml~ological order, produces an nn poufica of the muwashshah, and 

thus bears witness to its growing literary acceptance. Ibn Khaldiin affirms its acceptance 

I)v adiniriug the achiwement of the poets who have used the forn~? ad studies it in order 

to undenimd and describe its peculiar charm. 

In  the passage from the conclusion of the chapter on the muwashshah and the -ajd 

quoted alwve. 11111 KhaldCn affinns the eloquence of local vernaculars, and draws a parallel 

I~etwveen vernacular eloquence and eloquence in formal, written Arabic. This statement 

implies a1 acceptance of the linguistically experimental poems he has discussed as litera? 

work.. companhle to class-icd .4rabicjmetry. It also suggests that, for Ibn KMdfin, the 

hndanental litemy siguificance of Andalusian poetry lay in the possibility it opened up 

for linguih~c expminrntation. Ibn Khaldiin began this chapter with the phrase ux-nmnm 

nhl n l - A r r h h  (literally, '*and as for the people of al-Andalus...."), implying that his subject 

matter will be the p t s  of al-hdalus. He introduces the first literary innovation 

inaugurated by modem hdalusian poets, the muwashshah, and identifies it with a new 

sense of "ease" and accessibility, in the opening sentences of the chapter. His discussion of 

the muwashshah, however, includes examples of the genre written by non-Andalusian 



poets; his topic has broadened to include responses to the hdalusian innovation ~roduced 

by poets from other parts of the Arabic-spehg world. When he turns to the zajal, he 

returns to al-Andalus, repeats the themes of innovation and ease, and introduces a new 

theme: linguistic experimentation. The remainder of the chapter suxveys p d e l  forms of 

lhiguistic e.xperirnentatiou written by Anddusian, Baghdadi, and Maghribi poets. In his 

concluding remark, he celebrates vernacular eloquence in its discrete, regional forms. 

The development of his argument suggests that his primary concern is not to produce a 

prk is  of Aridalusian pww nor wen of a particular, innovative Andalusian poetic form. 

Rather, his intent is to discuss the emergence of modem poetic forms, which appeared 

fin? in al-Andalus and then spread to other parts of the Arabic-speaking world, and are 

associated with accessildity and with a specific linguistic imovation. the incorporation of 

elemeuts of local colloquial tongues. 

.%utrrt)a~h~ iii his discuss<ou of the rise of thtt wnlacular literatures in medieval 

Europe. descrilws n situation that is in many regards similar to the developmelit outlined 

Iq- Ibn I;haldfin. Vernacular poets produced works that were "easier" and more accrssdil,lr. 

These works were marked a focus on new sul)jrct matter (most notably, the courtly love 

theme) and l y the invention of uew stanzaic forms. But the most salient innovation 

introduced in this poetry was the use of the spoken tongue. rather thau Lath. as  a vehicle 

for fomd literary compos;ition. The modem poets vied. in competition with each other 

and with literary history, to achieve eloquence in the genres they invented. Ibn U d O n  

writes that the first composers of muwashshahs "strove with each other for excellence in 

this [poetry]" (see ahove, page 86). And he states with approval that the zajal poets ''have 

achieved marvels in this form, and have produced works of great eloquence" (see above, 

page 87). James Monroe, in an essay on the muwashshah, speculates that "the cultural and 

political rivalry e?d.sting behveen East and West probably was one of the important factors 

which led Andalusian poets to invent a formal innovation such as the muwashshaha, thus 

freeing themselves from the burden of Oriental traditionalism in poetry" (Monroe, The 



Alirccnshshnhat, 21). In a similar way, according to Auerbach, Dante when writing the 

Dic iw  Conrrrlg strove to produce a monument that could surpass the works of other 

regional vernacular poets, and stand alongside the literaly works of Latin antiquity. Such 

competition is, of course, common to all  authors, wherever and whenever they write. The 

parallel between the rneditlal Arabic and medieval Rornance writers, however, is striking 

because of the similarity of the traditions against which the modern writers were pitted. 

Both p u p s  wrote innovative poetry which addressed the disjuncture between the 

language of literature and the language of daily Life; bolh used the spoken language to give 

their poetw a new vitality. And imth s*we to produce works, using these new languages 

and poetic foms, which could 1~ deemed as eloquent as  more lhiguis3icdy conventional 

poem. 

If there are structural s<iimilarities between medieval Arabic and Romance literary 

eq~l'rriinentation. however, there is one definitive difference betrveen the two traditions. 

The regio~id l . u ~ p q p  which were first used as a literary vehicle hy the Romlce 

venlacular poets were to evolve illto the languages of modern E ~ u q w .  After the 

Rennissaucr, Latin literan. culture wvould sunrive only in very limited enviroommts: as a 

language of convenience for scientis$s and other intellectuals: as the language of the 

Roman church. The linguistic experimentation of the muwashshah poets, however, was to 

remain a discrete event, without revolutionay impact on Arahic literary culture. The 

muwashshah survives to the present day as a form of popular soug. But formal, written 

Arai~ic re~naills a vital, living literary language in the Arabic-speaking world. 

Ilm Ualdtin's chapter on the muwashshah and related poetic form is the last of 

his moi~uinei~tal work nl-Alwpznrli~r~n. Reading over the comment with which he 

concludes that &a1 chapter, one is struck by its open-endedness. the sewe of possibility 

that it conveys. I give those concluding comments here in full: 

It should be known that literary taste, regarding the recognition of eloquence. 
comes to one who is immersed in the language in question and who uses it 



constantly, and has spoken it amongst its people. until he acquires mastery of it, as 
we said in the case of the Arabic language. The Andalusian does not understand 
the eloquence of the poetry ofthe people of the Maghrib; and the Maghlibi does 
not understand the eloquence of the poetry of the people of al-Andalus or of the 
East; and the Easterner does not understand the eloquence of the poetly of the 
people of al-Audalus or of the Maghrib. Rather, the local languages and their 
[literary] composition differ one from the other, and each person is aware of the 
eloquence of his own language and has a taste for the beauty of the poetry of his 
own people. "In the creation of the heavens and the earth, and the merences of 
your languages and your colon, there are signs for those who understand." [Quian 
3 0 : q  

Arabic text. 790 (See Appendix p. 122, Ibn EChaidiin #6); English tr.. 479-80 

This extraordinary passage. with which Ibn Khaldfin closes the body of his work is perhaps 

most remarkalk for its lack of closure. It would be a mistake to overread Ibn GaldCn's 

treatment of the discrete litera~y voices emerging within the Arabic tradition, to suggest 

that he is describhg a literary/linguistic revolution parallel in its conception aud intentions 

to the Romance vernacular revolution, one which differed only in its f'durr to tm~sfom 

Arabic literature. Huwever. I would like to close this discussion of Ibn Khddiin's 

treatment of the muwashshah and related literary forms l y  pointing out hvo of the themes 

that this passag opeils up: first. his suggestion. simply stated but profound in its 

implicatious, that "vmiacular eloquence" is comparable to eloquence in formal. literary 

Arabic. h l d  secondly. his attention to regional difFerence, his attempt to defiue the 

regional voices that hi their totality constitute the Arabic-qdcing world by pointing out 

their difl&reiice from each other. 

The D e  dgm* eIqueatia and the Romance vernacular traditions 

The literary critic Gianfranco Contini has argued, persuasively and influentially, 

that the works of Daute embody a sense of pltrrnlit y that would suhequeiltly disappear 



from Italian literature. In one of the essays in which he addresses this issue, he states: "Of 

the most visible and summary attributes that pertain to Dante, the first is plurilinpalism" 

(Contini. 171 ). Contini's notion of plurilinpalisrn is broadly defined; he specifies that he 

refers not only to the fact that Dante wrote both in Latin and in Italian, but also to the 

wide mnge of literary styles and literary genres represented in his works. Dante's 

eclecticism. in Contini's reading of him, is a r e d t  of his life-long project of self- 

examination. which itself is the result of his struggle to define himself and his poetics 

against the plurality of possibilities which he recopized in his environment and in literary 

histon.. "There is uo peace iu him," Contiui writes in another essay, "but the torment of 

the dialectic" (320!. Throughout his life, in both his literary and literaxy-critical works, 

D a t e  engaged in a dialogue with Latin and Romance vernacular authors, seeking to 

undentaitd what others had written before him and to define and defend the potential that 

he  perreivrd for wniaccular literature. The "dialectic" to which Coutini refers is this 

coostant interrogatiou of literaly traditioo. Druite's ougohg analysis and contextualization 

of his owl work. 

;\uerl)aches reading of Dautr in his essay "The Westem Public and Its Lwgungr" 

focuses oil the struggle between b t i u  literary history and the new Italian venlacular 

literature wih~essed iu Dante's work Dante's Conccdy is singled out by Auerbach as a 

mtniuinent in the development of the Rornauce vernacukirs. In it, Auerl~ach assem. 

Daute demonstrated that the Italian language, no less than Latin, was able to express lofty 

ideas mid to achieve sublime literary effects. Indeed, the tension between Latin tradition 

w d  Romance innovation is central to the Cotnedy , and to Dante's works in general. In 

this chapter, however, I will consider Dante's work in a different perspective, as a response 

not to the problem of Latinlvernacular bilirrguolisln, but - taking a cue from Contini - to 

the prol~lem of pltrrili~cgttnlism. In the century before him, Italian literature was written in 

Franco-Veueto, in Occitan, and in the Sicilian dialect. These Italian literatures - Italian 

l~ecause they were written on the Italian peninsula not because they 'were written in 



Italian - Lvere by writem who were aware of, and engaged, the new literary 

traditious es3aMished in the Occitan and French works of the troubadors and the 

trocrci.Ns. Dante's idea of literary Italian is articulated in response to these other 

languages, as well as to the Latin tradition. In addition to attempting to produce a nrodenr 

language as eloquent as the Lath  of antiquity - the aspect of his work on which 

Auerbach's reading is focused - Dante also strove to dehe  a regimnl language able to 

compete with the other regional literiuy languages ofthe Europe of his time. Herein. I 

will build on Auerl~ach's account of Dante's literar&pistic project by shifting the tenns 

of the discuss<on. Rather than focus on a binary opposition between Latin and Romance 

literatures, I will coudder Dante's work in the context of European piuriliugualism. And 

rather than approach Dmite from a temporal perspective, as the central intellectual aid 

litermy figure in the creation of a modem European l i t e r q  tradition. I will approach him 

from a nwhrouic. geographical penprtive, addressing his awareness of his position in 

relatiou t o  the other literary traditions of his day. 

Mv reading \rill center on Daite's most focused and technical treatment of' 

liuipnge and literature, the Ihp crrlgnn' r~kqrr twt in .  In this work, Dante discusses the 

Romnaiice ven~acular literatures of his era in general. aid then turns to the problem of the 

Italian poetic vernacular hi particular. Though it remained u&lished, the Dt# crrlgwi is a 

moiiumttiltal and subtle stud,- of the difficulties and the potential of poetic compositio~i in 

the s p k n i  tongue. I wilvill focus on one aspect of Dante's project: ou his response to the 

plurilingualism of the tradition within which he wrote. My notion of plurilingualism will 

IE more literal than Contini's. I d l  be interested in Dante's specific awareness of a 

plurality of other literary and linguistic traditions, and in his perception of their relevance 

to his work Other writers before Dante had produced manuals of poetic composition. 

Though the Dc r;ctlgan' eZoqtiet~.tin differed from those works in important respects, Dante 

was certainly aware of and drew on them iu conceiving his own study I w i l l  refer briefly 

to Occitm grammatical and poetic manuals in my reading of Dante hi order to 



demonstrate the importance of a sense of plurilingualism to the earliest vernacular 

grammarians. Raimon Vidal's &=os cle trobnr, composed between 1190-1213, was the 

fin* grarmnaticd work composed iu or about a Romance venmcdar languages Mdorcau 

Bereliper d'hoia wrote his Aiirczll de t&r during the closing years of the thirteenth 

c e n t u ~  or the first quarter of the fourteenth century.g Both of these work bear witness to 

the tendency to define the linguis~c and literary tradition which is the mbject of study by 

opposiug it to a plurality of comparable traditions. 

At the beginning of the Du cirlgrui eloquentin, Dante defines the language that will 

he the subject of his work first hy characterizing it as "natural," and then by contrasting it 

with Latin, which is learned only through formal study. In this passage he introduces his 

conception of the  vernacular: 

wlgarrrn locutionem appeliamus e m  qua idantes assuefiunt all assisteutibus cum 
primitus distiuguere voct?; hcipiunt: vel, quod brevius dici potest, vulgarem 
locutionem asserimus quam sine omni reg& uutricem irnitantes accipimus. EsZ et - 
inde aha Iocutio secundaria nobis, quam R o d  gramaticam vocaverunt: hanc 
quidem secundariam Greci habent et alii, sed non omnes.1° Ad habitum vero huius 
p u r i  pen~euiunt. quin no11 nisi per sptium temporis et studii assiduitatem 
rrgula.n~ur et doctrinan~ur in illa. (DVE I. i. P [p. 301) 

We call "verurtcular s~eech" that which idants hecome accustomed to froin those 
around them wheu they Bnt begin to distinguish words: or, more briefly stated. we 
assert that vernacular s*h is that which we acquire by imitating our nurse, 
without any training. We also have also another, secondary language, which the 
Romaus eked the gmnmtica: this secondary language the Greeks possess, and 
others. but not all [peoples]. Few come to the possession of this language, 
however, because we are trained and schooled in it only by mews of a lengthy- and 
assiduous study. 

The veruacular is our mother tongue, the language that we learn "sine omui regula" - 

literally cithorrt ntc y nrk - as iilfants. in addition to this first language, we possess 

- - - - - - - -- -- 

' Slarshdl's dating ,Starshall. L n ) .  
Landonins dating Landoni. 1261. 

lo Slmgdrlo places s period alter .wcwerunt" and a colon after ' 'on~nes.~ I have rebised his punctuation. in 
order to better reflect the sense of the passage: Dantr is arguing. first. that certain nations possess a 
\miacular and a grnrruztim: and sewndly. that among the peoples who do possess a gramatica. there are few 
in&\ iduds tvho manage to tern it well. 



"another, secondary language," one which is acquired only by those who undergo a 

program of study in order to master it. His choice of words is judicious. The 

Lath word swrorrlnrircs, like the English wvord "secondary," can mean both "subsequent" 

aud "second-rate." Dante goes on to argue that of thew two languages, the vernacular is 

the more noble, in part "hecause it is natural to us" ('quia natumlis est nolK; DVE I, i, 4 

[p. 30-321 1. 

k this introduction of the subject of his study, the comparative nature of Dante's 

argument is dreadv evident. Dante specifies that the dual Linguistic tradition he describes 

- the oppsiti~n of "nntu ral" spoken lailguage and learned formal language - is possessed 

1)y the Romms. the Greeks, "and others." Mengaldo, editor of the DP ~ t r l g r i r i  ek~cliicwtirr. 

ilidicntes in his foohmte to this passage that modem scholars kiievr that Dante is 

prol)al)l~ thiilling of the Helmw and Arabic traditions. mid quotes Roger Bacon. who 

~~adlllels the grrr~wztim of the Greek, the Hebrews. and the A d s  (DVE, 31. note 7). 

Identification of the "others" to whom Dmtr refers is less important, in the present 

context. than the t~nture of the methodolog- which he uses to set up his argument. Dmtr 

t)e$ns his study I))? aclaiowvlrdgiug a plurality of parallel linguistic traditions. and defiuing 

the vul~jrct he \\ill treat as our among them. 

The urge to initiate a linguistic or literary analysis hy balancing the traditiou to t w 

treated against other, parallel traditious is also attested in Occitan ,orammatical wvorks. The 

scope of the two treatises I will discuss Wen: in important ways from that of the De 

cr ilgtiri chqt r cv r  tin. and their authors' intentions are distinct from Dante's. However they 

appruach their subject, as Dante does, by way of a cornparatist methdology, by balancing it 

agains* other similar traditions. Berenguer d'Anoia begins his literary study, the Mird den 

trubnr, with an account of the origins of the alphabet. He relates that the alphabet was 

invented ty a riymph who lived on an island in the sea of Sicily (8263); in this, as in other 

details of his linguis~c history, he is following Isidore. He theu goes on to describe the 

history of the wvord "alphabet": 



I ai-xi' s'anomena alfabet, que pmedeix o es pres del grec, i en hebraic es diu 
at fabet, i en arabic es diu alifbet. (85) 

Therefore it is called "alphabet," which comes h m  or is close to the Greek and in 
Hebrew it is called "&abet," and in Arabic it is called "airnet.'* 

Berenguer will not go into further detail regarding the Greek Hebrew, and Arabic 

cradtions. He uses them to provide a context for his discussion of Occitan literature: he 

traces the Latinate tradition he will describe back to an origin that has parallels in the 

Greek-, Hebrew-, and Arabic-speaking worlds. Near the beginning of Rairnon Vidal's 

Totas pnz cristianas, iusieuas et sarazinas. emperador, princeps. rei, duc. conte . . . 
clerpe. t)oryes, vilans, paucs et g m z  metou totz iorns lor entendiment en trobar 
et en chantar . . . (Marshall. 2 )  

All people. Christians. Jews. and Saracens, emperor. prince, king, duke. count . . . 
clewman. burger, peasant. great or d l ,  think every day about the composition 
and singing [of songs] . . . 

Like Bcrenyer, Raimo~l begins by sketching a broad panorama in order to provide a 

context for the particular matter he will discuss. He is not interested in the songs of the 

Jews or the Saracr~ls. Their relevance is exhausted once he has used them to demonstrate 

that the Occitlui tradition which he will describe is hut oue among a number of like 

traditions. 

The Jews, the .4rabs, and the Greeks share with the Latins a common concept of 

the dphalwt: Berenguer traces the Occitan literar). traditiou he will descrilw to a Greco- 

Lath source. Christians, Jews, and Saracens sing songs; Rairnon wili discuss one of the 

lyric traditions of the Christians. The Romaus, the Greeks, "and others" possess a f o n d  

\vritten language and a vernacular; Dante will be concerned with the Latinate tradition. 

Despite the differences between the specific subject matters they treat, each of these 

writers uses a similar strategy in order to attain a comparable goal. Each, at the outset of 

his work, evokes a plurilingud backdrop against which he will set the particular literary or 

liuguistic tradition he will treat. This backdrop, in each case, is roughly defined. None of 

the writers displays auv keen interest in or knowledge of the other traditiolls he mentions: 



each \ d l  proceed, from the disparate images with which they begin their work, to a 

discussion of a particular Romance vernacular literaryflhguistic tradition. The cornparatid 

formulas which appear at the beginning of their studies evoke a broadly-defined plural 

tradition wvhich is considered relevant not in its details but in its general outline to the 

specific matters they will address. This plurilingual context selves as a starting point for 

their discussions; they will proceed from the plural to the particular. 

D a d s  pruject in the Dc* cttlgnri is more ambitious than Raimon's or Berenguer's. 

and he must pass through several intermediav stages before reaching his goal: he will 

parallel a numl ~ e r  of litrray/linpistic traditions, the scope of his comparison gradually 

narrowing uutil he focuses on the Italian literary and liuguistic situation. A reviewv of the 

s*mcture of Dante's argument wi.lrill sufice to demonstrate the steps by wvhich he articulates 

his comparative a d p i s .  He cites the BiMicd story of the tower of Babel in order to 

nccc~unt for the dkrsi tv of human tongues (I, vii). He gives a k r f  list of the languages of 

Europe. olcotnp~ssing h t h  Gemulic and Romauce fafnilirs (I. viii, 3). H e  divides the 

Ro~nauce 1,uqpages into three primar). goups. French. Occitiul. and Italinu. ad cites 

poetrv i11 order to illustrate the distinct achievements of poets writing in these laupages 

(I. \%i-is!. H e  then subdivides the third item on this list still further: he points out that the 

Italian l a p a g e  is not rnolwlithic and clearly defilltd. hut is spoke11 diEerentl)* in different 

parts of the Italian pnhsula. He surveys the varieties of Italian in both its spoken and 

written h~nns: he analjzes the differences between the Italian dialects, and judges their 

individual merits and shortcomings (I, xi-xv). Throughout this discussion of the languages 

and literatures of contemporary Europe, the methodology of Dante's analysis is 

comparative: he strives to define the particular in opposition to the 

Auerbach's discussion of Dante in "The Western Public ~ t s  LanPapew focuses 

on a11 agonistic, binav struggle between a modem vernacular writer the authors of 

Latiu altiquity. The readiug that I oKer here is intended not to challenge \jut to augment 

Auerl~nch's reading. I have pointed out moments when Dmte strives to place himself in 



relation to other contemporary European literaryflinguistic expression, and have identified 

hvo s i a r  passages in grammatical works by Occitan writem, in order to suggest that 

opposition to contemporary traditions was crucial to Dante's project of self- 

definition, and that other early vernacular writers demonstrate a similar urge to define 

their literary identity 11). listing and diszinguishing pamllel traditions. Dante be@ his 

linguistic analpiis, in the passage cpoted above, by evoking an opposition behveen a 

learned language and a spoken vernacular; and certainly, if we read the DP crilgnn 

e h p w l i n  with a11 awarewss of his other works and of the literary issues that concerned 

hi111 throughout his life, we must acknowledge the centrality of Latin literary history to his 

couceptiou of contemporam literature in general, and his own works in ~articular. The 

details of the project he undertakes in the DP cdgnr i ,  however, encourage us to read his 

competition with the Latill heritage as only one facet of his attempt to define a literary 

idelitits. 

The "plurilingualism" which Contini perceives UL the figure of D a t e  provides a 

point of deprture for undentmding and describing the comparative nature of these 

writers' approach to self-definitiou. Coutiui places Dante iu a medieval enviroument 

where the I~oundaries between Latin and the vernacular, between literaly genres and 

1iterar)- s ~ l e s .  were not yet distiuctlv drawn. My reading of "plurilinpalism" in this 

discussion diRen- from Coutini's in its more literal focus. I have identified moments wheu 

Dmt e, Raimnw, and Berenguer define the literaryAinguistic tradition they will discuss t y 

it to similar traditions in other languages. The details of the comparisons which 

these authors set up are not as relevant to my current discussion as the role this 

cornparatist sqlategy plays in the structure of the authors' arguments. Each initiates a 

discussion of a particular linguisticAiterary tradition by referring to a larger geneAiv. 

Dante takes the cornparatist methodology several steps further. H e  draws a circle large 

enough to encompass the lingui.stic/literary heritage of the Romans, the Greeks; "and 

others," and places the Latin and Romance vernacular traditions within it; he locates =d 



discusses the French, Occitan. and Italian &ants within the vernacular tradition; he 

identities the diverse Italian dialects within the Italian tradition. and submits them to a 

sustained and detailed comparative analysis. What Contini called "the torment of the 

dialectic" is in constant evidence in the D e  vulg~n', as Dante strives to compare and define. 

to defend or critique what is distinct about each linguistic tradition he discusses. 

The Sicilian Vernaculars: Coinage in Sicily, ss. XI-XLII 

The foreping discussions have focused on two issues central to the development of 

ideas almut venmcular culture current iu different Linguistic commuuities during the late 

Middle A g s .  In Latin Europe, poets wrote in the spoken tongue, striving to articulate an 

immediate, living literary laupqge; iu al-Andalus, too, Anbic poets integrated elements of 

the spvkrn lmipage into their poetv and this iimovation was imitated by poets from 

other parts of the ?\ral)ir-sptt&ng wodd. The works ofthe Romance vernacular poets 

were defiurd in oppos<tion to Latin, the single, transcendent literary language of Christian 

Europe: Dmte's treatise on poetry in the R o m c e  vernaculars illusirates a simultnneous 

urge to characterize the works of vernacular poets t y  comparing them to each other, to 

define the particular by oppos<ng it to a plurality of variants. 

I will return to these two issues in the conclusion to this chapter, addressing the 

centrality of the notions of regional and historical difference to medieval thinking about 

venlacular culture. First, however, I will consider the relevance of these broader 

European developments to cultural production in the Sicilian context. In the foregoing 

chapter, I discussed the unique historical circumstances that led a Christian monarch to 

support and eucourage Arabic cultural production in his kingdom. Here I will explore in 

greater depth the linguistic and cultural complexities of the Kingdom of Sicily during the 



Norman and early Hohenstaufen periods. During the tweM and thirteenth centuries 

monarchs used innamtix linguistic methods to communicate with and to govern the 

populations of Sicily, and to represent their kingdom to non-Sicilians. The Arabic poetv 

written during the reign of Roger ll consititutes an attempt to depict the Sicilian court for 

the benefit of a literan, audience. The coins produced in Sicily provide information 

regarding Sicilian self-representation to an economic audience, both within Sicily and 

throughout the Mediterzinean. And they demonstrate the sophistication of the Korrnan 

use of the Sicilian tongues in constmcting a particular historical and regional self- 

representation. 

The first coins produced in Sicily by the Norman invaders were minted in the name 

of Rol)ert Guiscard (Duke of Puglia, 1059-1W5), who - along with his hmther, Rogr  11's 

father, Count Rogr - mounted the bitid invasions of Muslim Sicily. The legends on his 

coius were eiitirelv in Arahic, and were even Muslim in content: the date \ a s  given in the 

year of the h ijrrr , 'ad the inscriptions make reference to the Pruphet Muh_c~nmad (see 

SpAr- 1.35'. These coins demonstrate the extent to which the first ?;orman occupiers of 

Sicily sirc~vt. to adapt existing Muslim institutions: rather than tmusfom Siciliau coinage 

in order to reflect the new, Latin, Christian dynasty, Rolwrt simply imposed his lmne as 

ruler on standard Siculo-Muslim coinage. 

Count Roger introduced an approach to the desip of Sicilian coins that was to be 

contiiiued l y  his successors, until the early yearj of the reign of Frederick 11. The obverse 

of his coins was inscribed in Arabic and remained graphically similar to the coins produced 

in Muslim Sicily. The verso incorporated a new motif: designs in the shape of a letter T, 

at times elaimrated with dots on either side of or above the T, or with flourishes added to 

the bars of the T. The origin of this T-motif consitutes a mystery that scholars have not 

been able to resolve. Some have speculated that it refers to the ancient Greek name for 

Sicil~: Trinacria. Arnari was among those who believe that it is an homage to Roger's and 

Rol)ertls father, Tancredi (I mrsulrnnni di Sirilia, vol. 3,635-6). ~ n d - ~ ~ a h r ,  in his study 



on Sicilian coinage, maintains that the simplest and most plausible explanation is that the 

T was intended to suggest a cross. "At the be-g of their dominion," he writes, "the 

?;ormans. a small miuority in the midst of the Muslims, could not permit themselves to 

display openly the 5ymbol of their faith on the money that had to serve also, and 

particularIy. for commerce with the Arabs" (Spahr. 140)." 

The T-motif would disappear from Sicilian coinage during the early years of Roger 

1 r e .  However the innovation that Count Roger introduced by replacing the ol~verse 

of the traditional Siculo-Arabic coinage with the T-motif was to have a lasting impact ou 

the design of coi~is in Sormau Sicily. Count Roger had transformed Sicilian coinage I y  

pairing a co~lsemativr motif - inscriptions imitating the design of Siculo-Arabic cohi a g e -  

with an innovative, peculiarly Xorrnan motif. Vnder Roger 11, the T-motif was 

tmmfonnrd into au e~cplicitly Christiau symbol: when it ceased to appear on Sicilian coi~is, 

there appeared in its place a c n ~  accompanied l ~ y  the Greek letten IC-XC XI-Kt. a1 

d~brwiated form of iqooiy AQ~o;-o; LJLK(~.]CSIIS Chri~!  will ~ r i t m p h  (Spahr. 130 fn." 

The olrvrrse reseml)led in design the Aral~ic-language coins produced I)}- Count Roger and 

Iq. Rolwrt G uiscard, which iu tun1 resexnblrd the coiunp of M uslim-ruled Sicily. 

A more det'diled description of the coins mentioned above will illustrate the stages 

by which th Tkross motif evolved.'3 The few coins which were miuted under the name 

- - 

' ' For fu rtller speculation regarding the significance of the T-mot& s e e  the Excursus beloup t page 1 19 J. 
12 For a discussion of this motto on  m e d i e d  coins - which seems to have b e n  used first in Sorrnan Sicil!-. 
and subsequentlv became acommon inscription in European coinage - see Eantomvicz. h d e r  R@w. i- 
9. Zeitlrr d i x u s A s  t h e  significance of the motto IC-SC XI-K.4 in B ~ t i u n l  in general. and in Sicily in 
particw Lr. in " Crl~s Felix Dotata Populo Trifingui. 13608. .Use. see Jerern? Johns' account of the 
r-on~plesities of language and confessional practice in Sicil:. during the Soman period ('The Greek Church 
and thc Conversion of Sluslims in Sormul Sicil\.:JU): he demonstrates that Christians in Sicily during this 
ptbriorl rmintined a fundamental dlegiulce to the Eastern Ri te  and to the Creek language. and thus helps 
to explain \ v h  the Soneans cvould i~~corporate a Creek Christian. rat her than a Latin Christian. inscription 
in t h i r  cwinage. 

It should be notrd. find!!. tha the development of the T-motif into a cross lends credence to 
S p h i s  sugpstion that thr T was initial!\- intended - at least in part - to suggest n cross 
1. It shoekl Iw noted that. though the cross \vith t h ~  legend IC-SC TI-K.4 raniained one of tbr  ntost 
rotnomn inscriptions on Sicilian coinage throughout the Soman era. man!- coins w*ere minted in Sornml~ 
Sicil!. uithout thc T/cross motif. I have singled out these coins for discussion k u s e  thrir dewlopment 



of Robert Guiscard were inscribed wholly in Arabic. Obverse and verso were graphically 

identical, with a band of lettering numbg around the periphely of the coin, and within 

that hand several parallel lines of script. During the reign of Count Roger, the parallel 

lines of inscription were replaced, on the verso, with the T-motif; the Arabic inscription 

around the periphery of the coin remained. These coins continued to be prodwed for 

some years after Roger I1 came into power. Between 1130 and 1140 the first coins were 

minted with the cross and the inscription IC-XC hi-IiA. The band of Arabic inscription 

still appeared around the periphery of the coin, surrounding the cross and the Greek 

iuscriptiou; the inscription on the obverse wvm entirely in Arabic. Coins were pruduced in 

this format throughout the years of Xurman rule. The Arabic text generdy gave the name 

of the citv in which the coin was minted, and the monarch's k l r i ~ ~ r n ,  his Arabic royal title, 

which hpicdlv ncco~npanied his name when he communicated with an A r a b i c - s ~ a k h g .  

Muslim pul~lic. I list here the hlri~ctrit of the Norman monarchs of Sicily as they appeared 

on their coinage: 

Roger I1 nl-)rlrl'tnzz bi-llrih 'Who exults in the glory of Cod" 
Couut of Sicils- IME-llZi' 
Count of aud Duke 
of Puglia, 1127-1 130 
Iiiug of Sicily. 1130-54 

William I nl-hnrli bi-cmn-llrih 'Who rules justly by the grace [or 
&ig of Sicily. 1 1 2 - 6 6  under the commaud] of God" 

M7iili,m I1 a/-wtrstn'izr bi-118h 'Who has hecome powerful in God'' 
King of Sicily. 1166-69 

Tancredi nl-rnnr~fir  bi-lkih "Who is victorious by the ,pee of 
Iiiug of Sicily. 1189-94 God" 

William H I  nl-rut, 'tt-zz; bi-ll6h 'Who exults in the glory of ~ o d  l4 

b g  of Sicily 1194 

praicln a partirulnrly resonant and cornpelling perspective on t lie development of linguistic culture in 



The coinage produced in Sicily during the reign of Frederick I1 marks a break from 

that of the Norman era in w e d  sipficant ways.'" During the period 1209-1220 - when 

Frederick had k e n  made King of Sicily, but had not yet become Emperor - coins were 

produced which maintained the basic format described above: but their Arabic content 

grew increasingly stylized, and degenerated finally to a design element, devoid of lexical 

content. 011 the verso the cmss and the letters IC-XC hi-KA appeared, surrounded by a 

band of pseudo-kufic inscription. On the obverse Frederick's name appeared in Arabic 

(he did not use an Arabic 'nlri~mz) (for example, Spahr. #56 and f i 9  [p. 1881). D u ~ g  this 

same period, however, coins were also minted which paired the IC-XC XI-IU inscription 

with a representation on the obverse of an eagle (Spahr, #66 [p. 1891 and #73 [p. 1901 ). 

The pseudo-kufic border decorations were replaced on these coins by simple geometric 

design elements. Thus they were devoid even of pseudo-Arabic inscription. The IC-XC 

X I - M  coins produced afier Frederick became Emperor linked the motif with Latin 

inscriptions on the ol~versr (Spahr, #92 [p. 1931 and #97 [p. 1W] ): Arabic and pseudo-kufic 

ele~nents disappeared froin Sicilim coinage. 

The coins with the Ticross motif bear witness to the effort to defhe  and articulate 

Sicils's li~iguistic and cultural dI'iliations. The T-motif first appeared (during the period of 

Count Roger) as an effort to s ~ b l i .  Norman Sicily. to state its difference from the 

Siculo-Muslim state that had preceded it. Under the rule of Roger 11, this T-motif was 

replaced by a cross, accompanied by a Greek inscription. Xorrnan Sicily thus 

differentiated itself further from Muslim Sicily, and symbolized its allegiance with the 

Christian world. These coins - with the cross on one side, the monarch's ' n k i r n n  on the 

other - were produced throughout the period of Xorrnan rule. During the reign of 

1.3 During the brief period behveen the reigns of U'illiarn I1 and Frederick 11. Sicilian coins were minted 
under thc n;me of Hmn- $1. son of Constance (Roger 11's daughter\ and Frederick Barbarossz For the 
sake o(. Orr\-ih . 1 \\ill not include his  coinage in m>- discussion. However. for the sake of c-ornpleteness. I will 
mention. p r m t  hetirally. that coins were produced during his reign with the IC-SC S I-LA inscription. and 
Henq's name in ..\rcltir. script- 



Frederick 11, the conception of Sicilian identity changed enough that these coins no longer 

seemed relevant or appropriate. Frederick's coinage - after an initial period, during which 

it imitated the coinage of the Xorman era - linked the IC-XC hi-E;A symbol, which had 

been central to Siculo-Norman self-representation, to a Latin inscription on the obverse. 

Thus it expressed a comection between Sicily and the Latin Christianity of continental 

Europ. 

This numismatic evidence serves to demonstrate the stages by which the rulers of 

Sicily coaceived and articulated links between their kingdom and the greater Muslim and 

Christian w d d s  with which they maintained commercial contacts. My purpose, in this 

discussion. is to explore the manipulation of language in this context: to sketch the 

lingpistic mid cultud resources on which Sicilian rulers drew in order to represent their 

kingdccin tcr ;ui nudie~we both within Sicily and beyond Sicily, and to demonstrate the 

sophistication of their use of those resources. It would \w ea\y, ou the basis of the 

evidence presented thus far. to draw a certain conclusion regarding the use of available 

liuguist ic nud cultural resources in Sicily: aamelY, that earlier rulers perceived Sicilian 

Christinnitv as a Greek phenomenon, ;uld exploited the Creek language to eq3rt.s~ 

Christian sentiments: and that it was Frederick I1 who forged the tint explicit lhllo 

hetween Sicily and the Latin Christianity of the European coutiuent. This is an over- 

simplification of a more complex reality. The Latin motto C~hrisrcts citicr't, Christtcs ngw!,  

Christtrs irrtprDmt (Christ conquers. Christ governs, Christ rules), for instance, appeared on 

coinage and in seals during the era of Count Roger and Roger 11, and was used as a bdlrr 

by Frederick 11, during the early years of his reign. Emst Kantorowicz links Count Roger's 

use of a fragment of this phrase - "Jhesus Chistus vincit" - in one of his seals to the Greek 

formula i v o i s  X p ~ c r ~  WKG, calling it "the Latin version of the Greek inscriptiot~" 

( h t ~ r o w i c ~ ~  1rwlt:c. E t g i n ~ ,  9- 10). This brief example should suffice to demonsZrate the 

Xonnaus' a l ~ i l i ~  to use Latin, as well as Greek, when communicating with a Christian 

audience. The Greek, Latin, and Arabic hscriptions cited in this discussion demonstrate a 



sophisticated ability to draw on the multiple linguistic resources of Sicily in order to 

convey a siugle message. And the coinage discussed a b e  attests a consistent attempt to 

draw on the Christ idusl im duality of Koorman Sicily as a centml element in the 

construction of Sicilian self-representations. 

The mottoes and royal titles cited above use diverse cultural and religious 

expressious to state an identical, triumphah* message. The 'nlrir~m " Who exults in the 

glory of God." the Greek motto "Jesus Christ will conquer," and the Latin phrase "Christ 

conquers. Christ govenn, Christ rules" all evoke a sense of contest and triumph. The 

official coutext in which mch expressions were used linked the figure of the conquering 

Lord with the Sicilian monarch. whether the Lord was represented iy Muhammad (as in 

the coinage produced under Ro\)ert Guiscard), by Allah (as in the Norman monarchs' 

i r l i i l t r r i t ) ,  or 11)- Jesus Christ (as in the Greek and Latin mmottors!. It is worth noting, 

howwr. that while Muhammad, Allah. Jesus Christ could equalh. I)r used as s m l d s  of 

triumph, this does not rignib that the LXU-WS were appropriated and used without 

rrfrrencr to the devotional or cultural context in which they more typically appeared. 

Inscriptions on the coinage p d u c e d  \q* Count Roger gave the two attestations of the 

Muslim Faith - o w  of the pillars of 1sl.m - in Ara\)ic (thuru is n o  got1 hrrt Cod; A l r t h r r ~ ~ i r r t r r r l  

is his p y h ( ~ :  SI~ahr, 14 1 ). Agaili. a similar inscription appeals on a coin minted during 

the reign of R o p r  11 (Spahr, 1481. On the other hand, Roger I1 introduced the use of a 

cross, the s3mlrol of Christianity, in conjuliction with the Creek formula referring to the 

Christian savior. The complexity of the Sicilian environment did not, apparently, drain 

th-ese uses of Christian and Muslim motifs of their significance in a less ambiguously 

Christian or Muslim context. Rather, the motifs retained a religious (or cultural) 

specificitv; and the two registers were used in tandem, complementing and balancing each 

other. 

This tendemlcy is expressed nowhere more forcefully than iu the inscriptiows in the 

wiling of the Cappella Palatina. Here, Roger I1 had a Christian chapel decorated with 



Arabic words - "victory and perfection and perfection and ability and power. . . and riches 

and acquisition and victory and power" - which Sinding-Larsen speculates were "derived 

from theological and moralis~c discourse" (69) and Jeremy Johns terms "almost a litany of 

the power of the king ("I re normami e i caMX fatimiti," 25). What is revealed by this 

evidence is not so much a competition between linguistidliterary paradigms as an 

ouguing effort to exploit the diverje linguistidliterary paradigms adab le  to express an 

identical sentiment, to represent the power of the Korman monarchs; the goal implicit in 

the uses of these inscriptions and mottoes is not linguistic hegemony, but rather the 

articulatioli of a simple message through the mediums which existed in the Siciliau 

context. in order to cornmullicate with Sicily's two populations. When Sicilian coinage was 

modified to reflect the fact that the kingdom in which it w a s  produced had come under the 

rule of the S o m l s .  the new, Norman motifs did not edge out the Arabic content of the 

coius. Instead, the N\;orm;ms used the Greek and Arabic languages to restate the same 

uibrmatioii. to affinn the power of the new Xorrnan rulers of the island. At no time during 

the Soman rule of Sicily did there seem to i )e a desire to elevate any one of the three 

l i ten~4inyist ic paradigms to the position of a single official language. Rather, the 

languages coutinurd to Iw used iu coucert to translate and trausmit the message of 

Kornxul dominCwce. 

The IC-XC NI-KA coins also advertise one of the more remarkable aspects of the 

Ir;orma~s' conception of their Sicilian kingdom: its MuslidChristian duality. Coins were 

produced from the early years of Roger 11's reign until the end of the Norman rde with 

the Arahc name of ~ o d - o n  the obverse and the Christian cross on the verso. Arabic 

inscriptio~n were included on Sicilian coinage even during the reign of Frederick 11, when 

- as the final decadelice of the Arabic lettering on the coins to a simple desiga element 

attests - the language was no longer undentoad by those who designed and minted the 

coins. These coins tell us a great deal about how the Sicilian rulers perceived their 

kingdom, and how they wished to represent it to a broader economic community: they 



symbolize, in an efficient and compact manner, Sicily's unique blending of Muslim and 

Christian populations. To the non-Sicilians who used them, the coins would have 

conveyed a particularly potent message, broadcasting the island's advantageous position as 

a geographic and cultural crossroad between the Muslim and Christian markets. In a 

domes%c context, the coins would have demonstrated the monarchs' ability to 

communicate with and to govern Sicily's Muslim and Christian populations. 

Ibti Iihddiin's and Dante's discussions of the vernacular poets of the late Middle 

Ages indicate that, in 110th the Arabic and Latin worlds, poetic works that integrated local, 

spoken languages were associated with a sense of regional identity, and that these poetries 

were perceived as a radical departure from traditional poetic conventions. No parallel 

form of vernacular poetry developed in Sicily during the brief period of Norman rule. 

However the IC-XC XI-LA coins represent a similar attempt to use lauguage in innovative 

 way^ iu order to express regional and temporal difference. The T-motif was introduced 

into Sicilian coiuap as a sjml)ol of a new. Soman-ruled Sicily: the cross and the Greek 

iuscriptiou that appeared in sul)secpent coin designs further articulated this wuse of 

diflkrenct.. representius the new Sicily's ecmomic a ~ d  cultural ties with the Chris*inn 

world. If Sicilian coinage demonstrated an attempt to distinguish between a modern. 

Sonnan-ruled Sicily and the Muslim-ruled Sicily of the past, however, it also witnessed a 

simu1t;uleous effort to maintain a sense of continuity with the contemporary Arabic- 

spealdllg world. The Arabic content of the coins served to underscore Sicily's ongoing 

communication with Muslim communities outside Sicily, and to symbolize the vitality of 

an Arabic-speaking population within Sicily. The degeneration of the Arabic inscriptions 

to a pseudo-Arabic design element during the early years of Frederick 11's reign suggests 

that this sense of continuity with the Muslim world continued to seem important even 

when those who designed and minted the coins no longer understood their Arabic content. 

The inscriptious on Sicilian coinage drew ou the spoken languages of Sicily to express a 

regicwally and his~oricdy discrete se& of identity, advertising the kingdom in which they 



were minted as a Christian land where Arabic was spoken and where certain Muslim 

in.stitutions were maintained, 

Auerbach descritd the vernacular revolution of the late Middle Ages as a response 

to the disjuncture between a written literary language and the spoken tongues of everyday 

life: because Latin was no longer spoken by most people, it could no longer serve to 

express the issues that most vitally concerned the literary public. In Korman Sicily, too, 

the linguistic content of cultural expression strove to reflect the linguistic realities of 

everyday life. The coius of Sorman Sicily - like the inscriptions and murals of the 

Cappella Palatha and La Zisa, or the Arabic poetry written at the court of Roger I1 - 
demoustrate an attempt to use diverw litemyAinguistic paradigms in innovative ways, in 

order to represeut a historically and regionally discrete content. Auerbach's s ~ d y  focuses 

on dialectical mutests t MANW~ Latill and the individual vernaculars spoken in Europe. 

Cultural production in Xorman Sicily suggests that linguistic experimentalism during the 

late medieval period could draw uu broader resources, and that the goal of such innovation 

was not always Itiguistic hegemouy. Poets, artis*s, and artisam who worked to product. 

uew c u h d  r.upressious in  o om^ Sicily drew ou Greek, Latin, aud Arabic sources; the 

IC-SC NI-L4 coins and the Cappella Pdatina do not give evidence of a tension betwren a 

spken language aud a writteu one, but witness a tension khveen  diverse literary/ 

linguistic pmadigms. It was not until the period of Frederick I1 that Arabic ceased to play 

a11 important rule iu Sicilian self- representations. But even du riug Frederick's reign 

Ard )ic t mlslators were employed by the royal court: the royal chancery produced 

documents and letten: in Greek, Arabic, and Latin; and Greek continued to be used by 

Sicilim poets, while the Scuola Siciliana poets  were writing the first lyric love poetry in the 

Italian language. Rather than elevate a single language to the position of "official" 

Iaquage, the Norman rulers and Frederick II exploited Sicily's plurilingualism. The 

bahced  use of G m k  and Arabic on the small canvas of a coin served to s y ~ ~ ~ h h i ~ ,  in 



shorthand, the unique plurilingual character of the Sicilian kingdom in which the coins 

were produced. 

The vernacular "avant gardesu of the Middle Ages 

In his essa).. "The Literary Language of the Western Public," Auehach provides a 

uarrative Eor uuderstmdiug the emergence of vernacular cultures in medieval Europe. 

My readings of I l ~ n  E;haldf u, Dante, and the coinage of Nonnan Sicily have built on 

.%uerl)ach1s imic narrative hi specific way, in order to suggest that the contes* that 

Auerlnch descriljed in the context of Latin Europe constituted a part of a hruader attempt 

to use 1;uqpage in new w a n  in order to define and articulate a unique sense of regional 

and his3oric.d ideotitv. I have used Auerbach's ~iarrativr to read Ibn I;haldiin and have 

used Itm Khaldtin's uamtivr to e-ypand on Auerbach, pointing out that Arabic pets '  use of 

the spoken venlaculars of d-Andalus w a s  perceived as a regional. modernizing innovation. 

much as the veniacular Rotmlct? pets'  works were perceived as a r eg iody  and 

historicdlv specific challenge to Latin tradition. I have read Dante in response to 

.4uert)ach's essay iu order to demons~rate that Romance vernacular poets defined their 

work in opposition to poetry in other Romance vernaculars, as well as to the Latin 

tradition. The coinage of Norman Sicily opens up ~uerbach's narrative in another 

direction, suggesting that in certain times iind places artisans, artists and writers drew on 

traditions other than the Latinate in order to construct regionally and historically tocaked 

self-representations. In the discussions above, I have engaged individual voices in a 

dialogue with Auerbach's essay, but have not cross-referenced those discrete readings. In 

couchdon I \ d l  compare the information that has emerged from the reading above, and 

address the relevance of this material to the case of Sicily. 



Ibn Khaldfin's account of the language of the muwashshahs of d-Andalus focused 

ou a notion of "ease." Mu~vashshah poetry was perceived as innovative because it was. in 

Ibu Khaldiio's words, limpid and easy to grasp" (see above. page 866 it hecame popular 

among the elite and the common people alike k a u s e  of its ease" (see above, page 86). 

Dante's description of the language of vernacular poetry introduces a similar notion of 

rase. He states. in the passages quoted above, that "vernacular speech is that which we 

acquire ly imitating our nurse, without any training" (see above, page 9.5): and agah, that 

the vernacular is the superior literary language "because it is natural to us' (see above, 

p a p  961. The notion that the vernacular is to be valued for its accessibility to a broader 

audiaice is repeated in m a y  of Date's discussions of the language of literature. Iu the 

Cm cicio.  for ins*;t;u~ce, he writes: '10 latino non ha conversazione con tanti in alcuna lingua 

c w  quanti ha lo volgare di quells, al quale tutti son amici*' (Law is not familiar to as many 

people in any 1;uiguagr as is their vernacular, with which all are intimate; Cor~cicio. I. vi. 

10 $. 40!L The "ear" of the languages used hy the vernacular poets is a central, though 

1ar& i~nldicit. thenir in Auerhch's discussion of the attempts that medieval writers 

made to bring the l a p a g e  of their literary works closer to the language of their d d y  

lives. In this pasmge. he is commenting on the rationale behind Dmtr's use of the 

vmmculnr. rather than Latin, for lofty literary composition: 

far more uumerous were those whom he could address iu Italiw. w d  he could 
spec& with far greater directness in Italian to those who understood Latin a little. or 
who understood it quite well after a moment's reflection. but who did not 
understand it immediately, completely, and without ~MEcdty. (Auerbach. 31 1 ) 

The new poetv of both Arabic- aud Latin-speaking Europe was considered innovative for 

a similar reason: it drew on elements of the spoken language in order to communicate 

more readily and more immediately with a broader public. 

But while a sense of ease was central to ideas about vernacular poetry, it was 

balanced h both the Arabic and Latin worlds by an effort to articulate the "easy" new 

forms: to defilie them to judge their literary worth. and to develop hither those 



innovations which seemed to be most valuable, in order to create a new poetv that was at 

once easy and eloquent. Ibn S a d  al-Mulk defines and codifies the muwashshah for the 

benefit of poets from the greater Arabic-speaking world who wish to compose in the form. 

Ibn Khaldtin tells us that the muwashshah poets "strove with each other for excellence in 

this [poetry]" (quoted above, page 86); he praises the zajal poets, who 'lave achieved 

marvels in this form, and have produced works of great eloquence" (quoted above. page 

67). His discussion of the new poetic forms is less technical than Ibn S a d  d-Mullis, but 

he will voice judgements on the works he quotes, saying for instance that vernacular poetry 

was written hY the Tunisians, but it is not good enough to cite (Ar. 78S, Eng. 475). Dante's 

project in the Dr. crr lgari rloqtr m t i n  is to defend the efAcaw of the vernacular as a vehicle 

for serious literan. composition. To this end, he critiques the works of previous vernacular 

poets, and analyes the strengths and weahesses of the various Italian vernaculars in order 

to define an Italian that could serve as a vehicle for literary eloquence. 

So accounts comparable to Daute's or Ihn Khaldiin's were written to describe the 

linguistic c.xperimwtatiou uudrrtakeu in X o m  Sicily. However, we do have an 

elliptical reference lwaring witness to an effort to adapt formal Aral)ic in order to express a 

new conteut, and a wbsequrnt critique of that linguiszic iuuovatiou. In the late fourteenth 

centun.. a scholar limned al-Qalqashwdi produced au enonncws mthologv of letters to 

serve as a reference aud a manual for Arabic chanceries. He includes a letter from the 

caliph al-EJSk to Roger 11,'~ which makes reference to a mist-iation which had 

appeared in au earlier letter, written in Roger's chancery. I quote the relevant paragraph 

here in hll: 

As regards the secretary's apology concerning what was written to him, to wit that 
when an expression is transIated from one language to another, its basic meaning 
may be disturbed and its sense skewed, particularly when a word is introduced 
which exists in the one language but not in the other: it has become clear that the 
charge that was laid against him arose horn negligence of the correct usage [of the 

- 

lb For d i s c ~ s s i o n ~  of this letter. see Canard. 'l'ne Lettre d u  Calife Fatirnite a l - ~ a f i "  and Johns. -1 re 
normmni  e i tdifTi fatimiti.* 26-29. 



word], and his apology was accepted, and his devotion is not thrown into doubt by 
this [gaffe]. 

Arabic text, Al-Qdqashad, vol. 6,463 (see Appendix, p. 1Z) 

As is clear from this passage, a letter was written horn Roger's chancery in which an Arabic 

word was used to translate a word which existed in another language, but which did not 

have a clear Arabic parallel. In a response from d-EJ&-' chancery, the mistranslation was 

pointed out. In a third letter Roger's secretaty apologized for the mistranslation. And in 

this fourth letter al-EJSi accepts the apology. The passage provides a perspective on the 

efforts undertaken in Roger's court to adapt the Arabic language to new uses. Faced with 

the challenge of translating a word which "exists in the one language but not in the other," 

a secretary improvised. The chain of correction and apology which followed the initial 

letter illustrates the difficulties that could arise when languages were used to express new 

aud unfamiliar content. and the negotiations that were necessary to clear up momentan. 

The vernacular poets of al-Andalus arid Latin Europe forged a new poetic medium 

which was perceived as attractive largely for its "ease." Litemry studies like Dante's A* 

uulgmi cloqrr rn tin or Ibn Sa5' al-Mdk's Dkr ol-!irk bear witness to a period of 

evaluatioil and consolidation. as poets and scholars sift through the innovations introduced 

bv fimt-wave vernacular poets, determine where they diverge from traditional literary 

conventions and defend those divergences that they think valuable, and codifS. the new 

poetic forms so that subsequent poets can labor to achieve new works of eloquence using 

them. The letter from the chancery of al-K&- illustrates a similar stage in the 

development of an innomtive bureaucratic language. Roger's secre tq  (like a vernacular 

poet) had used a neologism to express a new concept; d-Lf&-' secretary (like Ibn Khaldiin 

or Dante) had critiqued the expression, on the grounds that it violated standard linguistic 

usage. and presumably had offered a correction. The new vernacular mediums that I have 

discussed in this chapter possessed an intitial attraction because of their revolutionary 

approach to language: they were easy and immediate, they could be used to communicate 



with a broader audience, and they could serve to expess new concepts. At a subsequent 

stage, however, they became the object of study and elaboration. They came to be 

perceived as valuable because they were capable of eloquence. Poets, literary scholars, 

and chancely secretaries worked to codify the new mediums, striving to define and realize 

their unique potential. 

In Sicily, the effort to use language in new ways in order to express a new content 

responded to the richness of the available linguistic resources and the complexity of the 

political situation which informed and guided cultural experimentation. Poets. artists, 

artisans, and chancrr). secretaries drew on the Arabic, Greek, and Latin traditions, striving 

to develop hybrid forms or to renovate existing tongues in order to create uniquely Sicilian 

works. At times - in the IC-XC XI-LA coins or the Cappella Palatina for instance - 

Sicilians used a coml)inatiou of linguistic registers. Other works - the letter from al-Hiifh 

to Roger 11. the Arabic poetnT of Roger's court - bear witness to an attempt to use 

estaI11isht.d literary languages aud forms in new ways in order to express a new coutent . 

Poets like d-At&anishi used the Arabic language and traditional Arahic poetic fonns to 

praise a C hristiau ruler. Secretaries used Arabic words in new ways iu o&r to 

ct)rmnunicatr new ideas. In a sx1)sequeut period, Sicilian poets would write in Italianl, 

illvent ing a new literary Romance vernacular and articulating a new connection between 

Sicily and the Itdim maillland. Respouses to these innovations fmm intellectuals and 

scholars like ' I d d  al-Dm, al-H&-'s secretary, and Dante demonstrate the subsequent 

negotiations that were necessary to evaluate and accommodate the linguistic innovations 

introduced by Sicilians. 

But this Sicilian experimentation, though it produced works that were efficacious in 

the short tern, would disappear as political upheavals transformed the environment in 

which it arose. Works like the IC-XC NI-KA coins or the Arabic poetry of Roger's court 

served as remarkably efficient symbols of the plurilingual Norman Sicilian kingdom. But 

no su1)srquent Sicilian rulers would share the Normans' enthusiasm for supporting 



multilingual cultural expressions in general, or the Arabic language in particular; and no 

Ambic poetv would be written in Sicily after the end of the period of Norman rule. The 

Arabic poetry in praise of the Christian monarchs of Sicily would have no impact on Arabic 

literary history, but would be preserved by anthologists, in Fragmentary form, as a Literary 

curiosity. The Italian poem/ written in Sicily a century later would be absorbed into a 

subsequent Tuscan tradition. I will discuss in the next chapters the Tuscauization of the 

poetry of the Scuola Sicilians, and the importance of Dante's discussion of the Sicilian 

poets in the Dr culgnn' eloqrcentin to that process. Here I return to Contini's discussion of 

Dante for n concise description of his enduring impact on ideas about Itdian literary 

history: 'We state the obvious," he writes, "when we say that the history of our early lyric 

poetxy is still written according to Dante's scheme, which certainly corresponded to 

general critical es ipc ies  of his era, hut in truth was established by Dante's imperative" 

(319-320). He goes ou to cite the '*cou.stitution of the Scuola Siciliaxi' as one of Druite's 

most potent imperatives. I n  the Llr cctlgnri ~loqctutrtic~ D a t e  would define the Scuok 

Sicilima as the prehistory of the dulw stil ,loco, and his definition would determine the 

way the Italian poetr). of Sicily was read. 

S iciliati poets (and artisans and secretaries) used language in a new way, in order to 

express a urw regional voice, and in order to distinguish their works from those that had 

been produced in the same region during an earlier period. Some of their innovations 

would disappear without having any appreciable influence on literary history. Others 

would be absorbed into subsequent literary trends. Political history would have a 

profound impact on the development of literary history: as Sicilian monarchs redrew the 

map, in order to link Sicily more closely to the European continent, the Arabic culture of 

Sicily would fade in importance, and Romance vernacular culture would come to seem 

more relevant. The narrative that emerges from these readings of S i c k  culture, in most 

of its details, confirms Auerl~ach's account of the rise of vernacular culture. Throughout 

the ;\;orman and early Hohenstaufen period, Sicilian poets strove to bring the language of 



culture closer to the language of daily life. However, the culture of Sicily d u ~ g  this 

period builds on Auerbach's narrative by demonstrating that the mechanism which 

geilerated vernacular culture did not always function in a strictly binary, dialectical way. 

Sicilian cultural expression responded to the diversity of linguistic registers present in 

Sicily, integrating and adapting Arabic, Greek and Latin traditions to arrive at a unique, 

hybrid regional voice. And Auerbach's narrative must also be adjusted in order to account 

for the failures of the Sicilian experiments. In T h e  Western Public and Its Language," 

Auehch  writes a triumphalist history of the emergence of the litemy languages of 

modem Europe: he traces the intellectual history which required a writer like Dante to 

invent a new literary language, and gave him the arsenal to succeed in the endeavor. But 

Sicily did not produce a monument like the i)ici~r r COMY?~, and the litera~y lauguages 

used in Sicily did not form the foundation of ntlv literary traditious. Iu order to read 

Sicilinii culture. in order to understand its failures and its qualified successes, we must 

modih. the t riuinphalist focus of Auerbach's narrative. 

The Arabic and Italian p t s  of Sicily, the muwashshah p e t s  of ai-Andalus, aud the 

Occitan poets of Provence used new linguistic fonns to express a new content. 

Subsequent geuerations would evaluate those poets' innovations, preseniug and building 

oil some of them and rejecting others. In most of these cases, a regionally specific 

linguistic difference would disappear while the innovative form or content of the poetr): 

would serve as the basis for further development. Thus the Occitan lyrics of the 

troubadours would find French and Sicilian imitators; Sicdo-Italian poetry would serve as 

a point of departure for Tuscan poets; muwashshahs would be written in other parts of the 

Arabic-speaking world. Like the modernist avant gardes of the early twentieth century, 

the Sicilian, Andalusian, and Occitan poets transformed contempomy cultural practice, in 

respnse to r a w  political and intellectual upheavals. And as in the case of the 

modernists, the experimentation of these medieval poets generated an "avant garde 



excess," innovations which could not be accommodated by mainstream artists and thinkers. 

and would be rejected or normalized by subsequent literary histozy. 

These hvo shifts in the basic narrative structure of Auerbach's essay - fmm a 

triumphalist narrative, designed to describe the emeqence of the literary languages of 

modem Europe, to an avant garde model, focused on experimentalism as an end in itself: 

from a biiiary opposition between a written language and a spoken tongue to a plural 

opposition of diverse literiuy/linguistic paradigms - allow us to produce a more 

sophisticated reading of the works of the Sicilian poets. Arabic, Greek and Latin cultures 

collverged in Norman Sicily. The Norman rulers of Sicily encouraged cdtud expressiou 

which drew on the diverse liuguistic resources of the island in order to produce unique, 

rrgiodly spcific works, works which expressed Sicily's difference either by using existing 

languages in new ways, or combining different languages to form hyhid texts. Sicilim 

artists were not coucerned with inventing a single litemry language which could challeuge 

the authority of the single language of literaw history. Rather, they strove to inveut a 

particular voice that could represalt Sicily to plurilingual audiences outside Sicily. The 

coostruction of such a voice and the form it took was made more complex by the fact that 

iu Sicily the particular was itself p1urilingua.l. Norman Sicilian rulers never attempted to 

elevate one laupage as an "officiai" tongue; Sicily's diverse linguistic registers were used at 

the Norman court to produce unique works which expressed Sicily's particularity. The 

Arabic poets of Roger's court and the Italian poets of Frederick's court worked largely 

within the parameters of existkg Arabic and Romance-vernacular literary traditions. But 

they introduced innovations that marked their work as different from poetry written in 

other parts of the Arabic and Latinate worlds, and as different f'm poetry written in Sicily 

during other ages. Their experimentation would be observed, evaluated, and contained by 

subsequent poets and literary historians. By looking for the particularity of this Sicilian 

-try, we can begin to understand its difference, and evaluate the challenge that 



difference presented both to previous literary conventions and to subsequent Iiterar). 

history. 

In the next chapter, I will read the works of the Italian poets of Sicily, looking for 

traces of a sense of Sicilian difference. Dante's discussion of the Sicilian poets in the Dc 

~ttlgon' uloquetlf in would dehe them as the forerunners of the hlce  stil twco poets, thus 

subsuming them into a subsequent, peninsular Italian tradition. Some modem litemy 

historians have characterized their works as the final degeneration of the conventions 

established in, the e d i e r  troubadour poets. The readings I have undertaken in this 

chapter, however, suggest other points of departure for reading their poetry. Like the 

Arabic poets at the court of Roger 11, the Italian poets of Frederick 11's court wrote works 

informed by a sense of modernity and of regional specificity. They wrote with an 

awareness of other traditions, but modified those traditions to express a new content. The 

kingdoin in which they wrote was pluriliugual, and served as a crossroad between the 

Muslim Christian worlds. But it was ruled by a strong monarch whose domestic policy 

was geared to account for the diverse populations present in his kingdom in order to forge 

them into a single, govenlablr z3ate. The Italian poets of Sicily responded to the linguistic 

p l u d i ~  and the religious duality of their kingdom. aud to the pluriliiigud intellectual life 

of the Europmu and Mediterranean lands with which they were in contact, in their 

attempt to create a single Siculo-Romance vernacular which could serve as a vehicle for 

uniquely Sicilian poetic composition. 



Excursus: The T-motif coins and the palm as a symbol of Xorman Sicily 

The T-motif was used on coinage by Count Roger and during the early years of 

Roger 11's rule (see above, pages 101 - 102). In his discussion of it, Arnari points toward an 

additional relevance which might have accounted in part for its original use on the coins, 

or which it might have acquired subsequently. In certain cases. Amari states, "the 

perpendicular stroke, wide and arakqued, resembles the trunk of a palm" ( I  rnus~rlnmni 

di Sirilirr. v. 3, S36). Indeed, in some coins the T-motif is so extensively elaborated that it 

Ioc~ks more like an organic form - quite possibly a palm - than like the letter T (see. e.p., 

Spahr, plate XMII. no. 27 and no. 42). ~ n d  hrther evidence may 1)e adduced in support 

of reading the T-motif as a reference to a pal~n in the coins produced during the reign of 

Willinm 11, which used explicit representations of palm trees ( Spahr, plate XX, no. 1 12, 

0 ,  1 If Ainari was right in readiug the e1al)orated T's of the coins produced during 

the m of Count Roger and Roger I1 as allusions to palm trees, then the coins produced 

during the era of William I1 with explicit depictions of palm trees codd embody 

references to those earlier coirls. 

The possibility that the T-motif was intended as a reference to a palm tree gives 

rise to ;ui iutriguing line of speculation: namely, that the palm was used as a syml~ol of 

Nolormau Sicily, or possibly as a symbl of the Noorman mooarch himself. Representations 

of palm were used by R&T II in at least two key places: the coronation robe he wore 

when he was crowned King of Sicily is decorated with a prominent depiction of a palm 

rumling up the center of the back (Gabrieli aud Scerrato, 138-9, plate 149). And the 

Gioaria, a section of the Palm0  Reale which derives its name from the Arabic 01- 

]otwrhnritjyr, "adorned with precious stones," includes two murals with central 

representations of palms, one of them in the so-called "stma di Ruggiero," thought to be 



the king's private apartment (Gabrieli and Scerrato, 51, plate 27: 52, plate 29). If it is true 

that the palm tree served m a symbol of Sicily and its monarch, then al-Agriibanishi's 

celebration of the "two palmsw of Favara takes on an added significance: the palms would 

have been readily understood to refer to the Sicilian king and his queen - presumably 

Elvira. to whom Roger was married for 14 years and who bore him seven children - whose 

love is idealized, aud whose protecting strength is celebrated.17 

I discussed above the fact that Roger 11's and William 11's 'nln^~~iAt are drawn from 

the same etymological mot (page 68); and William 111's 'nliitnn was identical to Roger 11's. 

The similar design elements in coins produced during the end of the Musiim era and the 

beginning of the Norman era, and in those produced during the end of the Norman era 

and the i)e@mixling of Frederick 11's reign, indicate an attempt to stress continuity during 

periods of political upheaval; and the continuity of coinage within the period of N o r m  

rule is demonstnted by the consistent minting of the IC-XC NI-KA coins, and possibly by 

the citation of the palm suggested by- earlier T-motif coins in the coins produced during 

i l l i n  I r e .  Fiually, the use of the image of the palm tree in coinage, in palace 

decoratiom. on R o g r  11's coronation rohe, and in al-Atr5baaishi's panegyric suggests an 

ongoing attempt to esialrlish and develop syml)ols that could convey ihe power and the 

potential of the Sicilian kingdom to diverse audiences both within Sicily and in the greater 

ecommic and cultural world with which the Xonnans were in contact. The Xormans' 

ability to balance cultural conservatism and innovation allowed them to produce - in work 

like the Cappella Palatina and La Zisa as well as in coinage and palace decoration - 

extraordinarily sophisticated civic monuments, institutions, and artifacts, integrating the 

cultural and linguistic traditions that converged in Sicily in order to celebrate and advertise 

their "idea of Sicily." 

17~or the idea that the palm tree was used as a symbol of Norman Sicily. I am indebted-to art his tor i~  W~lliam 
Tronzo, who made this suggestion in a lecture given at the University of Toronto in the spring of 1997. 



Appendix 





Giacomo da Leatini and Sicdo-1- Poetics 

Frederick II and the Norman Kingdom of Sicily 

William 11. the last N o m l  king of Sicilv of any power or longevity. died in 1169: 

and Frederick I1 did not attain his majority until 1208. The 19-year interregnum that 

passed between the reips of William and Frederick brought disorder and warfare to the 

kingdom as the G e r m  king Henry VI. who had been crowned King of Sicily UI 1194. 

successhll~ fought off Senna conteiiders for control of the state. Henry died in 1197. 

aid his wife. Constance - Roger 11's daughter - ruled as regent for her young son. 

Frederick. I11 1196. Frederick w a s  crowned King of Sicily: a few months later, Constance 

died. In the year following Henry's death, Constance had formed a close alliance with the 

pope. Innocent 111, and on her death Innocent became Frederick's guardian, and feudal 

lord of Sicily. In December 1208, at the age of 14, Frederick assumed power. 

During the interregnum between the death of Wiiarn I1 and the succession of 

Frederick 11. a major shift occurred in the Sicilian political ~andscape. Constance's 

overtures to Innocent involved the papacy intimately in the government of the kingdom. 

LTmr.rd. N'illiatu's illegitimate cousin. ruled Sicilv 1190-9-L and U'illiant 111. Tanrrcd's son. w.as king briefl! 
in 1 194. I leave them out of this accounting because their reigns were too brief and troubled to bring an!. 
sense of stabilit:. to Sicilv. 



Her primary motive in enlisting the pope's aid seemed to be to contain and combat 

Gelman power in Sicily. But the alliance she established with the pope, along with other 

factors (most notably Frederick's European political ambitions), served to rwoiutionize 

Sicily's relationship with the states and the rulers of the Chn'stian west. Frederick 

although he was reared in Sicily and remained affectionately attached to it, and although 

he fought bitterlv with successive popes and would be excommunicated twice (in 1227 and 

1239), forged closer political and cultural ties with mainland Europe than his Norman 

ancestors had. The Xorrnan kings had perceived and d e d  Sicily as an independent 

Mediterranean kingdom with connections to the Muslim, Eastern Christian and Western 

Christian worlds. Frederick would operate as a Christian king and would pursue a primav 

alliance with the Latin Christian world (he was cmwned German Emperor in 121 1 and 

Roimn Emperor in 1220), although he would gain a reputation as a ruler with access to 

the Muslim ~uorld, and otxervers would either admire him or regard him as ambiguous 

;and suspect as a result. 

The radical revisicm of Sicily's place on the map that took place during the years of 

Frederick's rule is reflected iu a letter, written in 1236 and addressed to the citizens of 

Sicily, in which Frederick gives his owu version of Sicilian history: 

Sed postquan ad regni uomen terre tam nol>ifis amlitus, quam inter se per vicarias 
occupantium injurias Romanorurn et Grecorum imperia [non] placidis finibus 
dividehant, virtuosa majorum nostrorum et prima consolidatione pewenit. in 
tanturn regie dignitatis nomen et solium dilexere reecole, ut, eisdem 
antecessoribus nostris ab eis in reges et dominos adoptatis, et fideliter acquisita 
defenderent, et virtuose subjicere populos barbaros conarentur. Et licet ex 
memorate virtutis initiis progenitonun fecundata nostronun satis extiterit generosa 
plantatio; ham tamen sub creationis nove propagine, que wentibus in regno 
coalui t, nee inferiorem industria credimus nec strenuitate minorem. 

Huillard-Breholles? vol. 4, pt. 2, pp. 930-931 

This so noble span of land, under the occupying armies' destructive deputies, had 
been divided up by the empires of the Romans and Greeks into restive territories. 
But after it came to be called a kingdom, through our ancestors' first, valimlt 
consolidation. so greatly did its inhabitants love the name of regal dignity and the 
throne that, having chosen our ancestors as kings and lords, they faithfdly 



defended the lands acquired, and valiantly strove to subject barbarous peoples [to 
their rule]. And although after those beginnings, memorable for their virility, there 
came forth [from the labors] of our progenitors an ample and fertile harvest, 
nevertheless we believe these h i t s  - the harvest of a new creation, thriving for 
those born in the kingdom - to be neither inferior in i n d u w  nor lesser in strength. 

Frederick traces a line from the Roman and Greek rule of the island to the Norman 

conquest, without mention of the centuries of Muslim rule that lay between. Indeed, he 

does not mention the Muslims of Sicily, unless they are the "populos barbarm" whom the 

Sicilians of the first Pjorman era strove valiantly to subject to their rule. In Frederick's 

history of Sicily, the Normans liberate the island from the colonid powers that ruled it 

during Antiquity and the early Middle Ages; and the line of succession From the X o m i  

rulers to hinwlf is t)oldly sketched. He, of course, is the "new hamest," scion of the 

Kormals a d  harlhger of a second and more virile Xormau era. 

.Uberto Varvm. in a passage quoted above (.see pages 9,W-69), points out that 

Sicily was perceived throughout its history as an extension of the diverse mainland 

kingdoms that colonized it. During the reign of Frederick 11, for the first time since the 

collqw of the Romw Empire, Sicily came to 1)e seen and ruled as an extension of the 

Europcau mairdmd: although its cultural ambiguities, the result of centuries of Greek and 

Arabic rule. eudured, for the fint time in its history its connections with tathate 

C hristicmity became primary. Unlike his Normau forel wars, Frederick displayed little 

interest in promoting Greek culture fi Sicily, or establishiug connections with the Greek- 

speaking wvorld.Wn the other hand, he genuinely admired the culture of the Arabic 

world: like his ancestors, he modeled his notion of kingship on Muslim models, 

emphasizing extravagant public +lays of his vast wealth and power; and he exploited the 

access to the scientific and philosophical traditions of the Arabic wodd that Sicily afforded 

him. But during his reign, Sicily's Muslim population began to be viewed as a threat to the 

2~ee .  c.p.. Charles Homer Hasliins' stud!. of culture and science at the court of Frederick 11: 'Greek 
wrsions of his im .s  t v w r  issued. and Italian poets sang his praises in G m k  verse. but the influmc-e of 
B!zantium had declined \kith the fall of the Greek empire. and we hear little of Greek scholars or (;reek 
translatio~is in the South- [ Haskins. 244'. 



kingdom's domestic siability, and Frederick took pains to contain and control it. In an 

extraordinary act of ethnic engineering which 1 will exatnine later in this chapter, 

Frederick uudertook in 1224 to deport Sicilian Muslims from the island and resettle them 

in a Muslim ghetto city on the Itdian mainland. 

Modern historians writing about the transition between Norman and Hohenstaufen 

rule in Sicily stress the continuities between the two eras that persisted despite political 

disruptions.' Frederick admired and maintained or recreated many elements of his 

Norman heritage, in the context of a very different conception of Sicily's cultural and 

political place in the world; aud the difference between Frederick's Sicily and the Sicily of 

the Sonnm era is nowhere more evident than in Frederick's dealings with the Muslim 

world. The Nonnan rulers of Sicily governed a kingdom with a lwee Muslim population. 

and established economic and cultural comections with Muslims tmth within Sicily and 

thrcwghlhtmt the Meditmmiew. Frederick, while he admired the political and scientific 

culture of the Muslim world, preferred to admire it from a distance. He communicated 

with Muslim scholars in other parts of the world, but made little effort to bring them to 

Sicily; and he  s i row to segregate the Muslim and Christian worlds within Sicily. The 

disimcct hetween Frederick and the Muslim wodd would allow him to manipulate it: to 

select mid esploit those elements that were of cultural, political. economic, and m i l i t a ~  

use, arid to coutain and distance what was awkward or threatening. 

In this chapter, I will read a poem by Giacomo da Lentini, the most accomplished 

and ksi-known of the group of poets associated with Frederick 11. in order to evaluate the 

cultural project of those poets. Modem literary historians believe that the Siculo-Italian 

poets. who wrote the first body of poetry in an Italian vernacular, began to write during the 

1230s (Antonek, 59). a ceutury after Sicilian pwts had written panegyrics for Roger I1 in 

~SCT. rq.. !tlattl~ms.. 286. for tire continuit? of the Sormm state during thr  period imrnedi;ltel>* following 
\\llliann,'s d~itth: md Roncaglia. "Le corti rnedie\ali." 126. for a discussion of the continuit?. between the 
Sonrlan era and tlw reigri of Fredwick. 



Arabic. This linguistic shift constitutes the most sdxikhg discontinuity between the two 

p u p s  of poets, and it will be one of my goals in this reading to sketch the environmental 

changes that made such a shift possible. The invention of an Italian literary vernacular, 

and the inauguratiou of a poetic movement using that vernacular as its medium, constitute 

the most radical and s igdcant  cultural development that occurred in Sicily during the 

years of Frederick's rule. In the discussion of Siculo-Italian poetry and of Muslim- 

Christian relations in Sicily that follows, I will focus on the transformation of cultural 

allegiance which allowed men resident in a state where civic poetry had been written in 

Arabic a century before to make a si@cant contribution to Romance vernacular literary 

hisiitory. It is necessary to understand the significance of the linguistic shift that occurred 

between the twelfth and thirteenth centuries in Sicily, and the mechanism by which that 

shift was effected. in order to begin to look for the continuities between the two groups of 

pets  that accompany that radica! discontinuity. 

Giacomo da Lentini and Siculo-Italian poetics 

Like the Siculo-Arabic poets of the twelfth century, the Siculo-Italian poets of the 

early thirteenth centuly are generally defined as "court poets." The motivation for this 

definition is quite obvious in the case of the Arabic poets, who wrote in praise of Roger 11. 

The Italian poets, however, are not believed to have performed their poetry at the royal 

court, wrote no panegyrics, and in fact wrote no political poetry at all. The tendency to 

identify them as "court poets" seems to depend on the affiliation of many of them - most 

notat~ly, Giacomo da Lentini and Pier della Vigna -with Frederick's court,J on the fact 

Wf the 32 Sicilian poets of the "Frederician group" (i-e.. the first generation of Sicilian poets? listed t?\- 
Erncst hgle! .  in his 1913 bibliographic studc 22 have some diret association with Frederick or with the 



that Frederick himself was a poet (three of his poems have been preserved). aud on 

Dante's discussion of the Sicilian poets in the De uulgnri eZoqztentin [the earliest 1itera.y- 

hiszorical account of them). The Sicilian poets were the first to write in an Italian dialect. 

and thus provide an obvious point of departure for Dante's history of the Italian poetic 

tradition. His discussion focuses less on their poetry than on the state in which it was 

written, and in particular on the monarchs who ruled it: 

Sed hec fama trinacrie tern, si recte signum ad quod tendit inspiciamus, videtur 
tauturn in obproprium ytalonun principum remansisse. qui non heroic0 more sed 
plebeio secuntur superbiam. Siquidem illustres heroes, Fredericus Cesar et 
hnegenitus eius Manfi-edus, nobilitatem ac rectitudinern sue fonne pandentes, - 

donee fortuna permisit humana secuti ntnt, bmtalia d e d i p t e s .  Propter quod 
code  nobiles atque gratiarum dotati hherere tantorum principum rnaiestate conati 
sunt. ita ut eorum tempore quicquid excellentes animi Latinonun enitebantur 
primitus in tantorum coronatorum aula prodibat: et quia regale solium erat Sicilia. 
factuln rst ut quicquid nostri predecessores vulgariter protulemnt. sicilianum 
vocetur: quod quidem retinemus et nos, nec posteri nostri permutare valebunt. 

(DVE I. . ~ .  4 [p. 100-10-21) 

But the fame of the Sicilian land, if we perceive correctly where the signs lead, 
seems to w i r e  particular scorn for the Italian princes. who - uot in the manner of 
heroes. hut in the manner of commoners - pursue their haughty pride: so indeed 
did the illustrious heroes, King Frederick and his good son Manfed. manifesting 
their splendid nobility axid righteousness, for so long n5 fortune permitted. pursue 
whatever was refined, and scorn brutality. Thus those noble in heart and gifted 
with grace strove to connect themselves with the majesty of such great princes, so 
that during their time whatever the excellence of the Italian spirit strove for 
appeared first iu the court of such great monarchs. Aud k a u s e  the royal land was 
Sicily, it came about that whatever our predecessors produced in the vernacular 
was called Sicilian. We uphold this as well, and those who come after us will not be 
aide to change it. 

Dank celebrates the refinement of the Sicilian leaden, and cites this refinement as a 

catalyst and an organizing force for the works written by the poets of their era. Most 

go\o\ernrn~nt of the kingdom of Sicil!.. 10 poets haw been identified as pdk~fii or judges of various towns 
( four of those identifications are tentative): five had some direct connection with Frederick or with the royal 
court ; including Giaco~no NK~ Pier 1: four were members of the royal family L Enm Re. F ~ l e r i p  Rr 
cl'.\ntiochia. Giovanni Re. and Frederick himselfl: and hvo were Frederick's falconers. (See h g I ~ ! - .  46% 
472 Howel-er. the poets' association wit11 the government of the kingdom of Sicih- does not itnplv that the 
king of Sicily took a direct and defining interest in literan development or in contempom? poetics: he 
certain!\ did not - as Roger 11 apparentlr did - support panwrists at the  r o d  court. 



interesting to students of early literature in the Italian vernacular is his definition of the 

term "Sicilian." In his account, the adjective loses all geographic or cultural specificity. So 

irresistable was the inn uence of the Sicilian monarchs that all poets who wrote in Italian 

during the years of their reign would be termed Sicilian: Dante's definition effectively 

h l u s  the geographic, linguistic, and cultural boundaries separating "Sicilian" From "Italian," 

and era.es whatever was specifically Sicilian in the genesis of the Italian tradition. 

In place of other boundaries diszinguishing "Sicilianw from "Italian," D a t e  erects a 

temporal boundary. He had introduced his readings of the Sicilian poets Giacomo and 

Guido delle Colonne in an earlier passage with the following statement: 

Et  primo de siciliano emninemus ingenium: nam videtur sicilianum vulgare sibi - 

C a m  pre aliis asciscere eo quod tquicquid poetantur Ytdi sicilianum vocatur . . . 
(DVE I. di, 2 [p. 981) 

First. let us e-amine the genius of the Sicilian (tongue): for it seems that the 
Siciliau vernacular won fame for itself before the other (vernaculars), because 
whatever petty Italians write is called Sicilian . . . 

"SicUimsls" are defi~led here as all those who wrote in Italian before the emergence of the 

new poets whose work Dante will descril~e, after discussing the Sicilian poets by way of 

prologwe. It is interesting to note that, though in this description the line behveeu 

"Sicdim" w d  "Italian" Iwmnes quite permeable - "whatever poetly Italians write is called 

Sicilian" - stdl Dante elsewhere in the Dr cdgnri uloqrrmtin, his contemporary Brunetto 

Latini. and MacchiavelIi, who wrote two centuries later, distillguish h-n Sicily and 

maidand Italy. making Sicily in effect an independent nation.' Dante's effort to claim the 

.5 In defining the  regions of Italy. Dante describes each as being 'of the eastern (or the western) part of  
Ital?.': thus Friuli and Istria 'non nisi leve YtaIie esse possunt" (can only be considered to be ofthe eastern 
part of Itil!? 1. In defining Sicily and Sardinia. however. Dante corrects his termino!og\: 'nec insulc T?-reni 
maris. videlicrt Sicilia et Sardinia non nisi dextre Ytalic sunt. veI ad de-rarn Ytalianl socinnnP- (and the 
islands of the T?~rhenian sea namely Sicily and Sardinia are of the western part of It*. or rather m e  
m9mint~ri uirh the western part of Italy. DI'E. I. x. 6 [p 881: emphasis added ?. 

Bruwtto is discussing the gqraph? of Europe: 'Et sachi* que entre Sezille et Ytaile si a .i. petit bras 
c b  r w r  r r m i  ki C S ~  ape16 Far de hlechine: por quoi ti plusor dient qtre Sesille n'est mie en Yt'tdle. ains est un 
pas par soi' ( Know that a small m a  of the sea passes betrveen Sicih and Ital?. called the S t d t  of hlessina: 
for \vltich reason r~~ost  pmplc say that Sic$. is not part o l  It*. but rather is a land.unto itself. btini .  Li 
tnuors. I. 123.9). 



poetry of the Sicilians as an Itaian phenomenon thus appears to be a subtle, and probably 

unconscious. act of cultural appropriation: he recognizes the political and greater cultural 

differences between Sicily and Italy at one moment, and in the next overlooks the 

boundary between the two regions in order to gain possession of the Sicilian poetic 

tradition .6 

"Sicilian" poehy is defined by Dante as w'hatwer was written during the age of 

Frederick and his son Manfred, before the emergence of a new generation of poets 

represented by Dante himself and his friends. Dante concludes his treatment of the 

Sicilians in the passage cited aimve, and affirms his definition of "Sicilian" as iivhatwer our 

predecessors produced," with the curious phmse **we uphold this as well, and those who 

come after us wiU not be able to change it." This defiant assertioll is certainly meant to 

hlance and complete the historical sequence he sketches: having spoken of those who 

came before him, he mentions those who will come after, and thus throws the poets in the 

middle - Date  aud his contemporaries - into a position of high relief, defining them as 

the watershed that marks the boundary between "before" and "after." In retrospect. 

Date's pronouncement possesses an air of prophecy. Subsequent writers and readers 

have not been able to change his definition of the Sicilian poets: as Dante did. they have 

continued to perceive the figure of Frederick I1 as hstrumental to literary development 

during this era. despite the fact that no documentation, apart from the poems authored by 

Frederick exists to demonstrate that Frederick took a direct interest in contemporary 

poetry, or personally supported poets. The belief that Frederick in some way legislated 

blachia\elli is responding to the me thodo lw  . invented by Dante in the De wlgan'. of classif\ing the 
mnivlce vernaculars by dist inwishing between the wa). speakers say 'yesa in the various tongues: '.Ucu ni 
altri tengono che questa particula Si non sia quella che regoli la lingua perch$. se la regolassi. et i Siciliani et 
li Spagnuoli sarebbono ancor loro. quanto a1 parlare. Italiani: e peri, & necessario si regoli con altre q i o n i "  
(Certain others hold that this particle Si is not what regulates language. because if it were. both the Sicilians 
aid the  Spaniards would also be. with reference to  language. Italians: therefore it is necessq-  to regulate it 
bv other means. Didogo- 15 jh7ico16 Bloahinoenf e il "Dialogo intinno dln nostrn Nrtguo." 2Tir 1. 
%his tendem?. t o  blur the bound? between aSicilian" and "Italian' in regard to is reflected as well 
in the ~uscanization of the language of the Sicilian poetn.. 



the Siculo-Italian poetic movement into being has contributed to the tendency evidenced 

by some critics to see their poetry as bureaucratic in spirit. The habit of perceiving the 

Siculo-Italian poets as "government workenw who wrote on command and without passion 

is reflected in the somewhat sterile label "Scuola Sicilians," the name by which they came 

to be known after Adolph G a s p q  invented it in his nineteenth-century study? Again as 

Dante did, scholars have often treated all the lyric love poets who wrote between the era 

of Frederick and the emergence of the dolc~  stil noGo poets (with the exception of 

Guittooe and GuhizeUi) as generically "Sicilian," although many of the poets who wrote 

under this designation were northern Italians of a later period imitating the works of the 

fin* generation of Sicilian poets.8 Findy, as Dante did, literary historians have continued 

to view the Siculo-Italian poets as a transitional stage between the earthy elegance of 

Occitan lyric and the sublime works of the do ic~  stil rmo poets. 

The Siculo-Italian poets whom Dante memorialized wmte from the margins of 

Romance venlacular lyric culture, and their poetic project reflects both the limitatious and 

the possibilities iuherent in their marginal position. The Sicilian court had not, before the 

era of Frederick 11, played a role in the evolution of Romance vernacular culture: the 

Latin prtduction of the Sicilians was limited to a handfd of chronicles, epic poems, and 

translations from the Greek and Arabic. Poets writing in the inngw dbc and langue d'oil 

had already explored the psychological and social implications of the drama of courtly love 

fmm evely angle. The Sicilian poets embraced and manipulated the traditions established 

by the Occitan and French poets who had gone before them, translating into an Itaian 

vernacular the conventions of the courtly love drama, but m w n g  both the form and the 

- 
'Scholars have contested the  vdidih of this label. Gianfmco Fokna for instance, argues that the name 
should be dropped. "or at least it should be recognized that. as in the  mag^ curio there were different 
scholtw. that is sections or ofices. so too among these poets not onb is there a place for different voices, but 
also for dimerent poetic fanlilies" (314). However. the name is still generally used to refer to both the 
Sicilimr poets of the era of Frederick 11. and the later. northern. 'Sicilianizingn poets. 
Wolena points out the limitations of this habit. and argues cogently against it. in his article on the Sicilian 
poets. 'Cultura e poesin dei siciliani.' 



content of those conventions. In this study, I will focus on the first generation of Sicilian 

poets, those who were contemporary with Frederick II and produced the first Italian 

response to the Romance vernacular lyric tradition. The poem that I have chosen as a 

focal point for 9 reading of Siculo-Italian poetics achowledges and problematizes the 

Sicilians' relation to that tradition. I give the text of Giacomo's poem here in full: 

Amor non vole ch'io clami 
merzede c'om'orno clama, 
nG che io m'avanti c'ami, 
c'ogn'omo s'avanta c'ama: 
chit lo servire c'om'omo 
sape fare non a nomo: 
e no i. in pregio di laudare 
quello che s a p  ciascuno: 
a voi. bella, tale duno 
non voma apresentare. 

Per zo l'amore mi 'nsipa 
ch'io nou guardi a 1'autx-a gente: 
non wol ch'io resembri a scigna. 
c'ogni viso tern rneutr. 
E per zo, madonna mia 

mer~edr  ni. pietaua, 
chP tanti son li amatori, 
ch'este scinta di savori 
menrde per troppa u s w a .  

Ogni gioia ch'2: piti ram 
t end6  pi6 prekiosa 
ancora che non sia cam 
de l'altii. piG gmfiosa; 
ca s'este orientale, 
lo zafiro assai piii vale, 
ed B meno di vertute. 
E per zo ne le merzede 

Love does not wish me to demand 
mercyQ, which every man demands, 
nor that I pride myself on loving, 
because every man that loves prides himself; 
for the service that every man 
lmows how to perfom har no name:ln 
and what everybody knows 
is not worthy of praise: 
to you, beautifid one, such a gift 
I would not wish to present. 

For this reason love has taught me 
not to look to other people: 
he does not wish me to resemble a monkey, 
which minds1 every appearwee l2. 

And for this reason, mv lady, 
I would not ask from you 
mercy nor pity. 
because there are so many lovers 
that mercy has lost its taste 
from overuse. 

Every delight that is more rare 
is held to be more precious 
even though it is not of more d u e  
it is more gracious than anothec 
for, if it is Oriental, 
the sapphire is worth that much more, 
though it has less power. 
And for this reason my heart 

'~fsde. like its k i t a n  cognate nurce. is a ice>- courtb term signifj-ing the ladys gracious ;uquiescence to 
the lo\.er's desire to lo\.e her. 
What is. it is conlmm. rmcl of no L ~ L I C ~ .  

lLl.r.. 'look. at mcl imitates." 
1-r "f,,." 



lo mio core non v'acede. 
perch6 l'uso 1'5 'ndute. 

'Nviluti li xolosxnini 
di quel tempo ricordato. 
ch'erano si gai e fbi, 
n d o  gioi non B trwato. 
E le me& siano strette, 
nulla parte siano dette, 
perche paian gioie now: 
n d a  parte sian trovate, 
ni? da gli amador chiamate, 
'nfine che compie aMi nove. 

Senm merzede potete 
saver ben lo meo disio. 
c'assai meglio mi vedete 
ch'io medesmo non mi vio. 
E per6 s'a voi paresse 
dtro ch'esser non dovesse 

per lo vostro amore avire. 
unque @oi non ci perdiate: 
cusi volete amistate? 
ii~cuwi wmia morire. l3 

does not go out to you for mercy, 
because [overlwe has cheapened it. 

Cheapened are the turquoises 
of that remembered age, 
that were so gay and fine, 
no one found delight [in them]. 
May mercies be ~stricted 
may they not be mentioned anywhere, 
so that they might appear to be new delights: 
may they not be sung of anywhere, 
nor d e d  on by lovers. 
until nine years have passed. 

Without mercy you can well 
lmow my desire, 
for you see me much better 
than I see myself. 
However, if it seems right to you 
to have something else which ought not to 

be 
in order to possess your love, 
don't waste any of your delights: 
do you want that sort of love? 
rather, I would prefer to die. 

In this poem Giacomo positious himself in the context of the courtly love tradition 

estal~lished by the poets who have written before him and describes the difficulty of his 

position: Others have already sung all the joys and the pains of love: what strategy remains 

for the lover who wishes to make a convincing and original bid for his lady's affections? 

The author of one of the earliest studies of the Siculo-Italian poets termed this poem a 

"manifesto." and certainly it does. Like a manifesto, describe an aesthetic problem and 

agitate for a solution. I will return to this characterization later. For the moment. it is 

sufficient to point out that. unlike a manifesto, Giacomo's lyric does not define the steps 

that will lead to solution of the problem, but focuses on analysis of the problem itself: thus 

- 

13F.d. P.ul\ini. P w t i  ifdinni denn cork di F e h c o  11. 14-16. Hereafter df citations of Pamini's editions 
refcr to this volrrmc. 



it reads more like an interrogation of courtly poetics and its limitations than a plan for 

renovation of an enervated genre. 

The problem, as Giacomo defines it, is that loving as every lover has loved is no 

trilmte. Each of the stanzas is organized into two uneven sections; the first four verses of 

the 10-line stanza introduce a thought or an image, and the final six verses comment on or 

illustrate the theme thus introduced. After presenting the problem in the first four verses 

of the opening s t a n z a  - 'love does not wish me to dernand/mercy, which every man 

demands" - Giacomo initiates his analysis of the problem: "for the s e ~ c e  that every 

mw'knowvs how to perform has no name" (w. 5-61. If every poet uses the same words to 

represent his love, no particular value can he attributed to any individual representation. 

In the first section of the following stanza, this idea is expressed using another image: 

"(love) does not wish me to resemlde a mc~nkeyJwhich minds every appearance" (w. 13- 

14). A rnotlkev sees and duplicates ges-tures and expressions he does uot understand: 

Giacomo speaks out against the chafing iufluence of the poetic tradition that preceded 

him. suggesziug I )y citing this negative example that he wishes to write poems in which the 

emotioos and s)?nptoms of love find a fresh and intelligent ex~ression. In both these brief 

passags Giacomo develops a tbcus not on psychological analysis of love, but on the poetic 

representation of love. He is iuterested less hi loving well than in writing well about his 

love, using ilew names and fresh images. 

In the third and fourth stanzas, Giacomo continues his analysis of the difficulty 

facing poets of courtly love, and begins to sketch his solution, using a pair of lapidary 

images to illustrate both the problem and its resolution. "Evely delight that is more rare," 

he writes, "is held to be more precious" (w. 21-22). He introduces an example of 

something "more precious" - the Oriental sapphire - in the second half of the third starm. 

and an example of something cheapened by overuse - the turquoise - in the first half of 

the fourth. Antonino Pagliaro, writing in the 1950s, solved a p d e  that had troubled 

critics by identifying the gem Giacomo describes in these lines (the word that he uses, 



xolos~~ti~ri, is related to the Armenian word for turquoise, and seems to have been 

transliterated and transmitted through the Arabic alphabet), and traced Giacomo's 

intimation that the color and quality ofthe turquoise can degenerate with the passage of 

time, unfamiliar in Christian Europe. to the Arabic lapidary tradition (Pagliaro, "Inviluti 

sono li scolosmini . . ."). In characterizing the turquoise, he refen to it as the gem "of that 

remembered age" (v. 32). The age to which he refers is ambiguous; its most ohvious 

referent is the vaguely-defined e n  of all the poets who have written before him, who have 

exhausted the strategy of h o k i n g  the beloved for mercy, just as time exhausts the beauty 

of the turquoise. 

Iu the second half of the fourth stanza Giacomo suggests a tongue-in-cheek 

solution to the lover's problem. Let no one beseech his heloved for her mercy, he writes. 

"until nine years have passed" (v. 40). By declaring a moratorium on invocations for the 

I~eloved's sympathy, the poet produces a melodramatic representation of the impasse that 

courtly poets have reached, and illustrates the comic desrair of the lover who can fiud uo 

original \vav to co~ivi~icr his beloved t o  suiubrnit to his petitioiis. The first four verses of the 

find s t w a  re-state this solution in a more serious way. He asserts that he does not need 

to ask for mercy "for you see me much l~ettedthan I see myself' (w. 4 l - W .  These lines 

have a particular resollance for readers familiar with Giacomo's poetry; he is fond of using 

discussioiis of vision (for example, in the sonnets "Or come pote si gran do im intrare," or 

"Eo viso e son diviso da lo visa"! and of representation (most notably in the cnnarrr 

"Maravigliosamente") to talk about the lover's response to the beloved. In "Amor non vole" 

he attributes to the beloved the power to gaze on and, impIicitly, to represent the lover 

and his intentions. The beloved can see and interpret the lover's desire without requiring 

him to submit to the indignity of asking. The closing verses of the poem constitute an 

ultimatum to the beloved: if she persists, pewersely, in demanding tired invocations for 

mercy, the lover will retire from the theater of amorous action. When Giacomo writes that 

he "would prefer to die" (v. SO), he at once gestures toward the lover's cliche? respouse to 



the beloved's devastating beauty or brutal coldness, and dramatizes again the solution he 

had offered in the previous stanza. Rather than repeat tired erotic formulas, the poet 

prefers not to write (at least for nine years), the lover chooses to die rather than to love. 

In a study published in 1894, C. Alfiedo Cesareo wrote of "Amor non vole" that "to 

me, it seems to be nothing less than a true literary manifesto" (Cesareo, 343). Indeed, 

Giacomo's poem employs some of the stylistic and formal conventions found in the classic 

manifestos of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. The writer outlines an 

untenalh situation. in this case a literary problem: one of the fundamental conventions of 

the lyric love tradition has h o m e  meaningless, its value debased through overuse. He 

wges3s a resolution to the pmldem, declaring a 9-year moratorium on use of the clich6, 

and calling on his audience (the beloved) to participate in the proposed program of 

renovation. The use of hortatory verl~s (the repetition of the verb sinno in w. 35, 36. and 

38) aud the second-person address to the audience iu this section of the poem are devices 

particularlv reminiscent of the manifesto tradition. However, although the poet calls for 

alxuidoomrnt of the prol)lematic couventioa, he does ilot put fonvard any realistic strategy 

For replacing it or leaniing to live without it. The musing climax typical of the true 

manifesto ('Workers of the world unite!") is wholly missing; the lover's offer to die does 

not constitute a frasilh solution to the difficulty. 

Cesareo's parenthetical comparison of the poem to a manifesto was certainly not 

intended to 1)e read so literally, and I do not mean to distort his intention here. However. 

the differences between Giacomo's poem and a true manifesto serve to illuminate the 

poet's position in relation to litemry tradition and his response to that position. The 

Siculo-Italian poets were the last of the major Romance-vernacular poetic avant gardes. 

aud Giacomo's poem illustmtes his awareness of his position as heir to an established 

revolutionary tradition. Later poets would make a deliberate and explicit effort to distance 

themselves from that tradition (the Vitn uuovn. for instance, is in many respects closer to a 

true m;u~ifes*o t h w  "Amor non vole"). Giacomo was an intelligent reader of the works of 



the troubadours who wrote before him, and introduced brilliant innovations, in both form 

and content, of the conventions of courtly love. But his poetic project seems geared to 

reflect the diRerence between him and his poetic predecessors and to stress continuity 

between them and himself in equal measure. The literary manifesto typically describes a 

cataclysmic event that provokes a conversion experience in the writeq thus, for instance. 

the psychological and spiritual milestones described in the Vita nuoca compel Dante to 

evolve a radically new approach to the conceptualization and writing of love p o e q -  

Giacomo, however, works largely within the bounds of the lyric love tradition as it was 

defined ly his predecessors: rather than breaking with lyric conventions, he comments on 

them. Like a mannerist or a post-modernist. he produces a close and critical reading of a 

previous revolutionary movement. and his difference from his predecessors is defined by 

the nulu~rs  he insinuates into his reading. 

The Siculo-Italian poets accepted many of the received traditions of courtly lyric. 

They refined those traditions, on the one hand, by imposing radical formal and thematic 

limitations on them. and on the other iw introducing a handful of formal and thematic 

innovations. Their poetry addressed the problems and joys of love with a single-minded 

sense of purpose. Unlike the troubadours and trocmPres, they did not write poetry on 

political, religious or moral themes: in Giacomo's corpus, only a single poem on a non- 

amorous theme - the sonnet "Quand'om a un bono amico leiale," a meditation on the 

mhject of friendship - survives. The troubadours had written love poetry, simentrsi, 

political satires, religious meditations, dialogues on moral problems, occasionid poems. 

Why, when the Sicilians worked to translate this vast tradition into an Italian vernacular, 

did thev edit it so radically? 

The Sicilians' narrowing of the thematic content of their poetry is echoed by their 

reduction of the repertoire of prosodic forms used by the poets who had written before 

them. They did not use most of the lyric forms devised by the troubadours. A handful of 

discordi (poems in which each stanza has a different meter and rhyme scheme) survive; 



but the vast majority of the Sicilians' poetxy consists of cnnzoai, a form used by the 

trouhadoua for love poetxy, and sonnets, which the Sicilians invented. In a recent essay 

on the Siculo-Italian poets, scholar Furio Brugnolo, discussing this prosodic limitation, 

speculates that it follows naturally from the thematic reduction imposed by the Sicilian 

poets: because they did not write political or moral poetry, the Sicilians had no need for 

the forms normally used by earlier Romance vemadar poets to write about those themes 

(Brugnolo, 3-20). This argument offers a persuasive explanation for the motives for the 

Sicilians' editing, although it does not account for the extent of their manipulation of 

received tradition. Why did the Sicilians not attempt, for instance, the more complex 

prosodic farms, like the ses* or the more populist forms, like the nlbn or the pnstoreln. 

which had been used t 1 ~ 7  previous poets as vehicles for love poetry? 

Giacomo's poem "Amor non vole" demonstrates the extent to which the Sicilian 

poets were aware of the courtly love tradition that preceded them. The Sicilians 

responded to that tradition hy limiting it, excising those elements of it that seemed 

unnecessan- or irrelevant. They used the small arena that remained to introduce 

circumsqwct but crucial innovations in content and form. I outline here the Sicilians' mod 

decisive departures from Romance vernacular tradition, focusing on the scope of the 

modifications introduced, rather than on the thorny question of the motives behind them: 

The love poem as a vehicle for scientific meditation. Giacomo, in particular, 

perceives in the conventions of the courtly love drama a theater for speculation on 

scientific issues. Thus, in one sonnet, he plays on the conventional notion that love enters 

through the eyes: 

Or, come pote ri grau donna intrare 
per gli occhi mei, che si piccioli sone? 

ed. Panvini, 57, w. 1-2 

&nv, how cau so great a lady 
enter my eyes. which are so small? 



The question at ouce parodies the courtly convention by 1iteraIizing it, and provides an 

occasion for a technically detailed interrogation of the mechanics of vision. None of the 

other Siculo-Italian poets demonstrates a consistent enthusiasm for scientific analysis 

equal to Giacomo's. However, the opening lines from one of Guido delle Colome's 

c m z o t ~ i  rival Giacomo at his most speculative: 

Ancor che I'aigua per lo foco lassi 
la sua grande freddura 
non cangeria natura 
s'alcun v a d o  in mezzo non vi stassi, 
anzi awerria s e w  lunga dim- 
che lo foco astutass* 
o che I'aigua seccassi; 
ma per lo mezzo i'uno e l'autra durn 

ed. Panvini, 100, w. 1-8 

Although water. because of fire, loses 
its great coldness 
it would not change its nature [i.e., its coldness] 
if some vessel did not stand between [it and the fire!: 
rather, it would happen rapidly 
that the fire would be extiuguished 
or the water would evaporate; 
but because of the intermediary [vessel], both stay the same? 

In the following liues, Guido asserts that love (which burns like fire) has entered the poet 

(who would l~e  like chill water without love's heat), and that his lady functions like the 

vessel that contains the fire and allows it to warm the water. In works like these, 

intellectual vitality replaces the emotional and psychoIogicaI vigor of the troubadour lover, 

and transforms the court of love into an arena for scientific speculation. The Sicilian 

poets* fondness For citing lapidaries and bestiaries represents another facet of this 

enthusiasm for exploring the nature of things. In "Amor non vole," Giacomo makes 

reference to the turquoise (known in the Arabic-speaking world for its tendency to fade 

with the passing of time) and the rare Oriental sapphire. S tefano Protonotaro draws on 

I 4 ~ h r  first \ m r  of this poem is one of the t ~ v o  e.xamples of Sicilian poetn- given b!. Dantr in the DP ctilgnri 
docpmt ia. 



hestialy descriptions of exotic animals in both of the poems attributed to him. In "Pir meu 

cori degrari" he compares himself to the tigress, seduced by her own image in the mirror 

(ed. Panvini, 174, w. 24-31); in "Assai mi placeria," he likens himself to the unicorn, 

bewitched by a virgin (ed. Panvini, 178-9, w. 35-39}, and his beloved to the basilisk, which 

can with its gaze (ed. Panvini, 179, w. 40-45). In their lapidary and bestiary 

references, and particularly in their discussions of scientific problems like thermodynamics 

or the mechanics of vision. the Sicilian poets treat the lovedrama as an opportunity to 

engage contemporary scientific speculation aud natural philosophy. 

The invention of the sonnet. Most literary historians helicve that Giacomo 

hinself created the new form, 110th because he is the most brilliant and most innovative of 

the Sicilian p e t s  and thus the most likely candidate for inventor, and because he 

produced the largest body of sonnets. The Sicilians typically used the sonnet to explore a 

single image or theme in depth. Thus in the work by Giacomo cited ahove, "Or come 

pott.." the poet uses an ahsurd question - how cau my Moved enter my heart through my 

eyes, since she is sul)ststaotially larger than they are? - to launch a lively discussion of the 

mechanics of vision. And in another sonnet, Giacomo sets himself the task of produci~lg a 

cohcrellt Itwe poem using the word "viso" and its cornpou~~ds two or three times in each 

line: 

Eo viso e son diviso da lo viso 
e per aviso credo bell visare; 
per6 diviso viso da I'aviso 
c'altr'P lo viso che lo divisare . . . 

ed. Panvini, 64, w. 1-4 

I see, though I I distant from the face [of my beloved] 
and I believe that I see well, by means of my rational faculty; 
however I distinguish between sight and imagination, 
for seeing is one thing, imagining another . . . 

The theme of the sonnet resonates with Giacomo's tendency mentioned above (page 135) 

to use discussions ofvision and representation in order to characterize the lover's 

perception of the beloved. Both the brevity of the s o ~ e t  and its stanzaic structure. 



already well-defined in the earliest preserved examples, make it inherently well-suited to 

sustained development of a single thought, theme, or image: a problem is introduced in 

the opening quatrain, developed in the second quatrain, and resolved in the pair of tercets 

that conclude the poem.15 Thus it sewes well to support the scientific analysis and 

discussion of natural philosophy that is central to Giacomo's poetics, and a number of 

Giacomo's sonnets focus on treatment of scientific themed6 

The separation of poetry and music. The troubadours. who wrote the first lyric 

poetry in a Romance vernacular, sang their poems to musical accompaniment. and the 

musical arrangement of some of their works has been preserved. No musical 

arrangements sunive for the poems written by the Siculo-Italian poets, and we have no 

contemporary accounts of musical performances of the Sicilians' works. The intricate 

meter and rhyme scheme of'rnany of the Sicilian carrzuni would suggest that - in the words 

of Aurelio Roncaglia - "for the complexity of a melodic-verld composition, the Sicilians 

sulxiituted the intensity of a purely verbal invention, wholly concentrated on the value of 

the w d '  (Roncaglia, I1 n~stifriirsi di row fmrlizio~rr lincn, 153). The sonnet, with its lines 

of equal length and its emphasis on sustained, meditative analysis of a single image or 

concept. was certainly not conceived for musical presentation. For these reasons, scholars 

m w  generally believe that, while some of the poetry of the Sicilians may have been sung, 

the greater prt of their work was intended for recitation without music. The production 

'"This stn~cture bean an intriguing resemblance to the stanzaic stmcture of'.imor non vole." .is noted 
above r page i.3-ti. each stanza of the c ( 1 m  is divided into two unequal sections: the  first four verses of the 
stanza introduce a theme or image. and the final six verses develop it. Thus each st- is shaped lib a 
sonnet. but w i t h  a single quatrain rather than two.. There are substantial differences between the metric 
structure of this mruotie and the  structure of Giiromo's sonnets: his sonnets are hendffas).ll&ic. and 
"Anlor non bole" is octo~llabic: the final six verses of each st- of "Amor non vole" have the rh?me 
scheme ABC .iBC. a scheme that is not used in the concluding tercets of any of Giacomo's sonnets. 
Howaer the similarity between the two forms helps to explain in part the conceptual sophistication and 
elegance of the conzone: Ciaconlo is comfortable with the basic organizational structure - a theme is 
introduced in a quatrain. resolved in n pair of t e a t s  - and works well &in its strictures. 
%ee. e-g.. in addition to -Or come pate: "9 conlo 'I pqaglion. ch'L td natura" (ed. Pamini. 66). which 
cites a ~ i e b -  o l  animals believed to be able to endure exposure to  fire; and -Si come il sol. che rnanda la sua 
sperd- ( H I .  Panvini. 561. in which the poet uses optical metaphors to  describe the o ~ r a t i o n  of the a r m s  of 
lot r. 



of lyric poetry meant to stand without musical accompaniment, capable of exciting and 

sustaining its audience's interest through the use of words alone, constitutes one of the 

most significant formal innovations associated with the Sicilian poets. 

The Sicilians modified the Romance vernacular lyric tmdition they inherited, on 

the one hand, by radically reducing its thematic and formal scope, and on the other by 

developing a conception of the lyric love poem as a format for analysis of scientific or 

philosophical proldems. The presentation of poetr). without musical accompaniment, and 

the evolution of a prosodic form uniquely suited to the interrogation of a single theme or 

pmblem, were imovations that served to support their effort to renovate the tradition they 

inherited hy shifting its emphasis. Literary history demonstrates that subsequent poets 

recognized the relevance of the Sicilian poets' manipulation of the Romance vernacular 

tradition. The Tuscw pe ts  who wmte after them would not produce many works 

conceived for musical presentation. They would not revive the prosodic forms neglected 

bv the Siciliais. hut would work to perfect the canzone and the sonnet.li . b d  they would, 

like the Sicilian, develop a focus on the love poem, using the love-situation as a settiug for 

philosophical \.peculation. 

The Sicilians' pc~etry differs from the works written by previous Romance 

veniacular poets in other significant ways. For itistauce. the Sicilians, unlike the 

troubadours, were not professiond poets and performers, hut men of learning who also 

wrote poetry. Their translations of Occitan poehy are the only formal poetic translatioils 

produced in medieval Europe, and stand as a further indication of their keen awareness of 

and response to poetic tradition? And they seem to be, as a group, more cohesive than 

any parallel school of Romance vernacular poets: they were associated by their 

contemporaries with the Sicilian court and the figure of the Sicilian King, as Dante's 

1 7 ~ h e t -  ~ o u l d  dso make use of n third form. often thought to be a T usran immtion but in fact tmrrnblc to 
the later -Siciliann pocts. the bdlntn I s e e  Folenlenn 3=!. 
l%or disrussions of the Sicilians* poetic translations. see Ronqlia. *De qeibusdani pro~inrialibus translatis 
in hgua nost m": ard Brupnolo. 302-318. 



discussion of them attests: Giacomo da Lentini serves as cnposcmoln for the group as a 

whole, and other Sicilian poets responded to his innovations more explicitly than, for 

instance. the Occitan poets responded to William K, the first troubadour (.see Brugnolo. 

p 9 It is in part this cohesiveness that has compelled literary historians to perceive the 

Sicilians as "court" p e t s ,  despite the fact that they did not write sin;mtesi dedicated to a 

court patnm, and are not laown to have performed their poetry in a court setting. Space 

does not allow a more detailed discussion of these aspects of Siculo-Italian poetics. I have 

focused on the formal and thematic departures from tradition in part because they are the 

most important and influential innovations introduced by the Sicilian poets. and in part 

I~ecause thev serve to thnw into greater relief a question that is of centml interest to this 

b ~ d y :  How did the Sicilian situation influence the development of Siculo-I talian poetics? 

The Sicilian ports were aware of and respnded to the conventiom estal~lished by earlier 

Rorna~icr vrnlacular poets: how did they use the cultural elements unique to the Siciliai 

situation to ~nodifi- this tradition? 

Giacolno's "readiug" of Romance venlacular courtly poet? refashions the love 

p e m  as an a r e m  iu which the poet engages contemporary trends in scieurt. ;u~d natural 

philosophv. Sicily was known a. a center for scientific translation from the Aral~ic, second 

in importance only to the Chris~an courts of the 1lwria.n p i o m l a .  Giacomo's nlviablr 

access to the newest trends in scientific thought may help to accoui~t for his tendency to 

intn~duct. scientific rudysis of the phenomenology of courtly love into his lyrics. In  the 

sonnet "Or come pote" (discussed above, pages 135, 140), for example, he uses this simile 

to characterixe the miraculous action of his beloved's image: 

ma voglio lei a lumera assornigliare, 
e gli occhi mei aI vetro ove si pone: 
lo foco inchiuso poi passa di fore 
lo suo lostrore, sanza far rottura; 
cosi per gli occhi mi pass'a lo core, 
uo la persona, ma la ma figura. 

ed. Paavini, 57, w. 7-12 



but 1 wish to compare her to a lamp, 
and my eyes to the glass behind which it is placed: 
tb enclosed fire then passes without 
its brilliance, without breaking [the glass]: 
so through my eyes she passes to my heart - 
not her person, but her form. 

Here, Giacomo compares his beloved to a lamp which imprints its image - its "form' - on 

the viewer's eye. Ciorgio Agamben, in his discussion of this sonnet, points out the 

conceptual similarities between it and Averroes' gloss on Aristotle's De s m w  d 

sutcsibilibirs (Apnben, 81-83 and 94-96). Whether or not he draws explicitly on Averroes, 

it is clear that Giacomo is making use of the theory of perception put forward by Averrws. 

kno\vn as i~ttn)missimc: the idea that we see because stimuli impose their "forms" on our 

eve. The detailed schematic of the operation of vision that he offers in this poem 

demonstrates Giacomo's fluemy in the most curreut developments in optical science - a 

fluency out of reach for poets in other courts, who do not have such ready access to 

tm&tious of Aral~ic scientific texts. 

The pair of lapidary rekreuces that form the centerpiece of 'Amor non vole" draw 

oti natural philosophy. and link the gems cited with the Arabic world. Giacomo makes 

reference to a propem associated with the turquoise that was recognized in Arabic 

lapidaries. 1)ut ui~lo~ow-n in Latin Europe. And his assertion that "if it is OrientalJthe 

sapphire is ivorth that much more" (w. 25-26] may be read as a sly reminder of the Siciliau 

pe t ' s  advaitage as a resident ofa kingdom that grants him access to the East and its 

intellectual aud material treasures. Indeed, his celebration of "the turquoisedof that 

remembered age" (w. 31-32), which most explicitly suggests (as I stated above) the era of 

the Occitau troubadours that preceded him., may have another Level of reference: the poet 

may intend to brhg to mind the age when Arabic was the primaxy cultural tongue of the 

Sicilian court, when Muslim scientists introduced new ways of thinking about the natural 

world (like the property here attributed to the turquoise) and Muslim poets honored a 

Christia~i ldug in Arabic. We cannot determine all the specific nuances that these verses 



bore for the poet or for a contemporary audience; it is noteworthy, nonetheless, that he set 

this pair of l a p i d q  references, with their "Oriental" resonances, at the center of a poem 

addressing his relation to the Romance vernacukr tradition of Christian Europe. 

Such references to the learning and the material wealth of the Arabic-speaking 

world are not common in Sicilian poetxy, and it would be a mistake to assert that Arabic 

culture had a direct and si@cant impact on Siculo-Italian poetics. It seems more 

appropriate to suggest that the access to the Arabic world granted to Sicilians. by virtue 

both of the histoly of Muslim-Christian cohabitation in Sicily and the economic and 

cultural ties maintained with Arabic states hy Frederick II, had been and remained au 

important asq~ct of the Sicilian cultural situation; and the Sicilian cultural situation iu turn 

itdlueuced the evolution of Siculo-Italian poetics. Furio Brugnolo, discussing the 

evolution of what he tenns the Siciliw "cultural poject," points out that Sicilim poety 

takes the work of the troul~adours as its model and does not respnd to an appreciable 

degree to other literan. influences. However, the convergel~cr of cultural influences in 

Sicilv seems to constitute 

a factor of capital importance from the historical point of view. skcr it confirms 
what had been revealed time and again by other kingdoms (think of the 
Plautagenrt court of Heury I1 of England. or the Castillian court of Alfonso X): that 
the decisive push toward the development and consolidation of the new vernacular 
literatures is attested precisely there where there is greater interaction hetween 
dit'ferrnt languages and cultures . . . 

Brugnolo, 272-3 

In northern Italy. where the conflict between linguistic cultures was not nearly as marked 

the earliest vernacular poets wrote in Occitan and in Franco-Veneto. The Italian literary 

vernacular was invented by Sicilians, who wrote from a land where cultural identity was 

more problematic. toward the established Romance vernacular tradition of the European 

mainland. 

Brug~mlo identifies the "interaction Letween different languages and cultures" as a 

crucial element in the fonnation of Romiu~ce vernacular culture. A close reading of the 



cultural histoy of Sicily, taking into account in particular the developments that preceded 

the emergence of a literature iu au Italiau vernacular, dows us to fine-tune Brugnolo's 

observation. Cultures converged in Xonnan Sicily, but Romance vernacular literature did 

not emerge as a result: the culture of the Norman court integrated Arabic. eastern 

Christian and western Christiau elements, and court poets wrote in Arabic. During the 

reign of Frederick II the linguistic and cultural affiliations of the royal court shifted. 

Frederick's diplomatic and cultural activities indicate an attempt to maintain and exploit 

his coimectiotls with the Arat~ic-speakiug world; but he worked sin~ultaneously to 

segregate the Muslim population within Sicilv: the "Kingdom of the Two Sicilies" hecame 

not ouly geographically l ~ u t  also iinguis?ically. culturally and ethllicallv divided. And as the 

role of Arahc culture in Sicily was circurnscrilml. the western Christian tradition came to 

assurnr a more primary position. A similar dyuamic e m  be found in the Ilwrian peniusula 

during the  period of the Rrconquista. As Chris-tims gaiued land ;u~d political control. 

Christim appn~priatiou o f  valua1)le Muslim scientific knowledge w d  cultural forms 

increased: tm&tious of Arabic scientific works were produced at Christia~ courts: 

ccrtaiii Islamic architectural motifs and other art €oms were integrated hito the 

vcral)uIam of Christim settlers. The art historian Oleg Grab notes that "this 

preservation of  allegedlv Muslim forms oftell took place while Islam itself and those who 

professed it were often quite l~rutnlly. and eventually physically e.yelled from 

the Il~erian peninsula'' (Gralmr, 589). 

In Sicily, and in the Iberian peninsula, the growth of Christiau political aud 

economic power was accompanied l y  Christiau appropriation of Muslim cultural forms 

that seemed particularly relevant or useful. The developments of the early thirteenth 

centurv - the maintenance of valued cultural connections with the Arabic-speaking world 

outside Sicily: the distance established between Muslim and Christian populations within 

Sicilv: aud the gowing hegemony of Latinate Christian culture in Sicily - allowed Sicilian 

Christiruis both access to Arabic culture, and leverage to manipdate it. Not ody  cdturd 



convergence. but more importantly the containment of Arabic culture, constitute the 

n e c e s s q  prerequisiites for the emergence of an I talian veruac Jar culture in Sicily. 

The Two SiciIies 

Frederick II wm the grandson of the greatest Norman ruler of Sicily, and his 

activities as iouarch demonsirate his eagerness to maintain and to build on the state 

created in Sicily by his Norman ancestors. In the 1236 letter sketching his version of 

Siciliiau his*on. Frederick stresses the unbroken line of descent between the Sorman 

rulers of Sicily a d  himself. H e  opens the letter by uoting that the Sicilian people "to the 

t.in?- of dl states . . . haw always possessed the zed of a certain imate affectiou for their 

lords"? H e  then moves quickly to present himself as the greatest of the Piorma11 lords. 

and his accomplirhillrnts as the culmination of the Nonnaus' Sicilian rule: "Although . . . 

there came forth [from the lalmrs] of our progenitors an ample a d  fertile harvest. 

nmrtheless we 1)elieve these fruits - the harvest of a new creation. thriving for those lwnl 

in the kingdom - t o  be neither inferior in industry nor lesser in strength" (quoted above. 

pages 124-25). 

In certain of his activites Frederick strove to restore and reinforce inszitutions 

created 1)y the Kormans. Thus, for instance, he renovated the gardens which had 

symlmlized the potency of the Norman kings and the splendor of their island kingdom (see 

Bresc, 370). His programs could also be more visionary in conception, however, and the 

difference hetween his policies and those of his Nonnan ancestors could be more marked. 

His reorganijration of Sicilian coinage purged it of Arabic and pseudo-Arabic inscriptions 

i9*ain in\kli;ml ornniurn nationurn . . . innate cujusdam affectionis z&m fddes re@ Sicilir srmpcr ad 
c~oaiiaos hdrrren~nt-: Httilla~~-Brt?holks- r'ol. 11.. pt. 2. p. 9.30. 



(see above. page 104). And his manipulation of Sicily's Muslim population must be 

considered to stand among his most remarkable and aggressive public projects. 

Iu 1224. Frederick began to deport M u s l h s  from the island of Sicily to Lucem a 

small city in the mainland half of the Kingdom of Sicily. By this time, the majority of the 

Muslim population had left the cities of Sicily: the Muslim communities in the hill country 

were a source of civil unrest and insurrection. The purported motive for the removal of 

Muslims from Sicily w ~ s  to restore peace and order to the temtory. Pietm Egidi, author 

of the mosi it.uhaustive study we have of Muslim Lucera, speculates that Frederick was also 

moved to relocate the Sicilian Muslims to Pugha in order to promote cultivation of land 

which w v s  currently undrrworked, because underpopulated.za Jean-Marie Martin, in a 

more rece~lt article on Lucera, disagrees with Egidi ou this point. asserting that the regiou 

was ppulatrd and thus attril~uting to Frederick's constitution of the Muslim colonv there 

n more awessive qualitv. Frederick Martin writes. "made his principal residence i11 the 

Capitauata and tm~sformrd the habitat and the count yside there. in order to make it 

resc.ml)lr the region of Palrrno. The insidlation of o resenre of devoted soldims [in 

Lucen!. without attachments in the surrounding countryside, seems to us to enter the 

sainlr categon." (Martin, 79S). Whether Egidi's sugestitiou that Frederick took over a 

drasticdlv underpopulated tract of land in order to create the Muslim colonv. or Martin's 

asartion that the area wvas populated and that Frederick displaced its Christian 

population. is the more correct. the fact remains that the establishment of the colony 

con.~titu ted a hubristic act of ethnic (and agricultural) engineering. 

As Martin's comment suggests, one of the primary functions of the colony at 

Lucera was the provision of a standiug army for Frederick In addition to supplying 

wartime .support and undertaking agricultural reclamation of the surrounding land the 

colonial sul gect s in the city manufactured arms, and produced wood inlays (Egidi. 638). It 



seems that Frederick made ongoing efforts to provide for the material comforts of 

Lucera's citizens. We have a record of him ordering clothing for the women of Lucera in 

1239 ( Huillard-BrPhoNes, vol. 5.486-7). He requested that a copper fountain sculpted in 

the image of a man and a cow be brought to the city ( R y c d u s  de Sancto Germano, 2161, 

and had eight camels and two leopards sent to Lucera from Malta (Huillard-Beholles. 

Introduction, cxciii). We h o w  that he built a palace in Lucera and that he spent a good 

deal of time there. although we have little information about palace life in the city21 The 

creation of the colony at Lucera, in sum, is a work of political genius typical of Frederick 

11: it eliminated a chief source of unrest on the island, contributed to the cultivation of 

ullderutilid land. and provided a ready source of military support. Frederick's attention 

to the maintenance of the city, and his practice of spending time there. demonstrate his 

o w l 1  interes? in and enjoyment of his project. 

Frederick apparently made some efforts to protect his Muslim colony from the 

Christian lands that surrounded it, and in particular from the machinations of the Pope. 

Throughout his life. Frederick would hicker with the Pope over Lucera: and one of the 

chief sources of disq~eernmt between them was the ques2ion of sending priests to Lucera 

to convert the Muslims. Frederick claimed to be in favor of the Pope's mvuys. But his 

reception of them seems to have been less than enthusiastic. Gregory IX complained that 

Frederick did not d o w  the priests entrance to the city; and Egidi speculates that, even if 

Gregory e-xaggerated Frederick's hostility, it seems likely that Frederick did little to 

support the priests once they arrived in Lucera. Egidi notes that the cowenion of the 

Muslims would have reduced the antagonism between them and their Christian neighbors 

"which fomented the military spirit in them," would have diminished their ardor to fight 

with Frederick against the Pope, would have increased the Pope's power in southern Italy, 

would have deprived Frederick of a valuable agricultural work force (Egidi, 631): in brief. 

"on the pdiwe at L.ucera. s e e  Egidi. 637: SUMO Tomaiuoli. -11 'Palatiurn' di L u c e 6 :  D.B. \\'lliteLouse. 
-C:erarnirhe e \rtri  n~eclioe\-aIi pm\.enienti dal castello di Lucen.- 



Frederick had clear and compelling motives for presewing the difference between the 

Muslim colony and the surrounding countryside. 

In Lucera, Frederick created a segregated Muslim colony, which he protected, 

maintained, and preserved apart from the Christian land that surrounded it. His 

iuves~xnents in the colony were repaid handsomely: it prwided a standing army and an 

apriculturaf worldbrce, manufactured arms and wood inlay, and furnished a royal retreat, 

an "oriental" idyll which the king visited regularly throughout his life. Frederick's po1ic)- 

toward Sicilv's Muslim population. characterized by containment of Muslims and 

e-xplloitation of the more valuable aspcts of their culture, bears a strong resemblance to his 

relations with the Muslim world outside Sicily. Frederick strove to import and trwclatr 

importaut Anbir scientific texts, to maintain diplomatic relations with Muslim rulers in 

the Hob- Land. to commuuicate with Arabic schoIars. However, he did uot promote an 

-4ral)ic cultural prrwnce withill Sicily: he did not bring Muslim scholars to his court. or 

support Siculo-.Arabic cultural production. Rather, he commissioned professional 

tm&tot.; - first Michael Scot. then Theodore of Antiwh - to produce his Arabic 

comsi~on'dencr and interpret the scientific texts he imported; and through his scieutifk 

aid diplomatic corrrspndence with d i s i t .  emiurnt Muslims, he cons%ructed ui 

idealized Muslim "virtual communi~."=~ 

Vuder the Nonnan rulers, Muslim cultural influence had t e n  central to the 

Sicilian sense of cultural identity. A century later, that influence had not abated; however, 

though it remained important, its weight had shifted. Arabic culture came to be treated as 

something distant. to be imported, modified, and redistributed to the Christian world. 

During the first half of the thirteenth century, Sicily was finally and irrevocably divided 

into "the Two Siciiies": not only split between mainland and island, but also segregrated 

"On Frederick's philosophical correspondence with fin Sab'in. see Michele Amari, "Questions philosophiques. " 
Frederick's letters to Fakhr &Din, who had served as his guide in the Holy Land during the 1229 crusade, can be 
found in Biblioreca Araho-Sicrrla. 1 857, Second Appendix, 54-3 7, and are translated +in Arab His~orims of the 
I'nrdts, 280-283. 



into Muslim and Christian. The unique cultuml composition of the Xorman state - a state 

inhabited by Muslims and Christians, which maintained many of the institutions of the 

previous Muslim state under the rule of a Chri.sth monarch - wa.. remembered. but v m s  

mdicalIy transformed. 

This transformation, of course, did not occur overnight, but had already begun 

during the Norman era. At Roger's court, d-Id- wrote his famous geography in Arabic: 

no attempt was made to translate that work into Latin and make it available to Christian 

Europe. The poets of Roger's era wmte in Arabic, and the monarch apparently did not 

encourage production of courtly lyric in a Romance vernacular. During the rule of 

William I1 - when the poet Ihu Qaliqis came to Sicily for au extended visit. and composed 

poetnT in praise of the N o m i  king - Sicilian "vernacular" culture contii~ued to use Arabic 

as a medium. Still. Ihberto Rizzitano spculates that the shift at the Sicilian court from 

original liter;u?: production in Arabic to a focus on translation from the Arabic had begun 

with R o p i s  death: Arahic cultural production w a s  reduced during the late N o m i  

peritd, a i d  a trudencv to\vard "tm~s~nissioii of ancient lalowledge through translations" 

I ) e p  to  rrnqge ( RkAtwo, 283: and during Frederick's era. this emphasis on 

co~nrnunicatiou of .k-al)ic cuiture to the Christian world was consolidated. 

The interregnum hetween the great Norman kings and Frederick's ascendence to 

the Sicilian thnme provided the distance necessa? for a s-ul)stantial revisioning and 

renovation of the Sicdo-Nonnan state. When Frederick I1 came to power, nineteen years 

had passed since the death of Wiiam II. Many of the Korman institutions survived, and 

the state never descended into complete anarchy. However the upheavals had brought a 

temporary end to cultural production in Sicily: Frederick did not simp1y wzirztnirz existing 

Norman cultural institutions, but recmlstmcted them following a brief a1-ce of cultural 

activities. And while his vision of the resources and the potential of Sicilian culture was 

similar to i\;ormw ideals in certain crucial respects, it also differed in equally important 

wavs. Frederick like the Norman monarchs, perceived Sicily's access to Arahic culture to 



be an important advantage. His sense of the value of that access is demonstrated by his 

communications with the Mudim world - he commisssioned translations of Arabic 

scientific texts. including a work on falconry that provided an important source for his own 

study, De artr certandi c t i r u  n ~ i b u s  (On Hunting with Birds); he communicated with 

Muslim scholars; he negotiated his way to a victory in the 1229 crusade for which other 

European leaders might have paid dearly in money and lives. And the response of non- 

Sicilians to those communications reveals the profound discomfort which Frederick's 

intimacy with the Muslim world could inspire in the Christian world. Pope Innocent W, 

for imtance. castigates Frederick for the manner in which he carried out his crusade in this 

1245 letter: 

Et quo execrahilius est, olim e.dstens in prtibus transmarinis. facta compositione 
quadam, immo collusione verius cum Soldano. Machometi uomen in ternplo 
Domini diebus ct noctibus publice proclamari permisit. 

HuilIard-BrdwlIes, vd. 6,3253 

Aid what is even more execral~le, while he w a 5  overseas [i-e.. in the Holv Lild], 
having eutered into a certain pact - or more truly a collusion - with the Sultan. he 
permitted the name of Muhammad to be proclaimed dav and night in the temple 
of the Lord. 

This passap is entirely wicd of the vividly imagined accusatioos levelled against 

Frederick Iw his euemks, and particularly by his enemies within the Roman church. 

However. while he strove to maintain cultural aud diplomatic ties with the Muslim world. 

Frederick uulike the Normans did not support Arabic cui tud production within Sicily. In 

his reconstruction of Sicilian culture, a ~ u s l i m  iduence remaius central, but is viewed as 

ancillaq: it serves to stimulate the new, Latinate culture of Sicily, and particularly to 

provide it with revolutionary technical and scientific concepts. His deportation of Sicily's 

Muslims to Lucera demonstrates his simultaneous eEort to contain and control those 

aspcts of Muslim culture that had begun to appear too disruptive. 

% ~ e  also a letter \rrittm b ~ .  Innocent in 1246. w-11th uses almost identical language to condemn ~rederick's 
character ; ~uillarcl-~r6holl*es. v d .  6. 4.27-Si. 



The new voice of Sicilian culture, and the new (Christian) Sicilian attitude toward 

Muslims. finds a reflection in Giacomo's poem "Amor non vole." "If it is Orientd." 

Giacorno writes, "the sapphire is worth that much more": this statement echoes the 

valori~ation of "Oriental" culture as foreign, and precious. However the context in which 

the statement appears serves to undermine the d u e  of the "Oriental sapphire": 

21 Ogni gioia ch'6 piii ram 
tend& piii prekiosa 
ancora che non sia cam 
de ltaItr'P piG e o s a ;  

25 ca, s'este ofientale, 
lu zafiro assai pi6 vale. 
ed & meno di vertute. 

Every delight that is more rare 
is held to be more precious 
wen though it is not of more d u e  
it is more gracious than another; 
for, if it is Oriental, 
the sapphire is worth that much more. 
though it has less power. 

The value attril~uted to the rare Orirutal sapphire is merely apparent. In fact. the 

sapphires from the East have less power: it is the distance they traverse to reach the 

consumer that cornpels the undiscemiug to see them as valuable. Agah Giacomo's 

maltion of the "turquoises of that remembered age." with its reference to the Aral~ic 

lapiday traditim w d  its use of an Arabiziug Sicilia1 name for the gem, evokes the value of 

the 53one onlv to uiidennine it: 

31 'Nviluti li xolosmini Cheapened are the turquoises 
di quel tempo ricordato. of that remembered age. 
ch'ewo si gai e hi that were so gay and fine. 
llullo gioi non B trovato. no one found delight [in them]. 

During "that remembered agee" - he it the time of the troubadours. or the era of Muslim 

c d t u d  dominance in Sicily - turquoises possessed the power to enchant the observer. 

Time has cheapened the charm of the gem, however; what seemed so appealing in that 

age no longer can seduce. In both these Iapiday references, a stone with some connection 

to the Muslim world is held up at one moment as uniquely valuable and exposed as a sham 

in the next. as the poet first celebrates the exotic treasures of the Arabic world, and then 

undermines the value of those treasures, and distances hhmelf from them. 



During the twelfth century, Sicilian poets had written in Arabic. Writiug less than 

a century later - and probably only a few decades after the pwt Ibn Qakqis1 residence in 

Sicily - Giacomo strives both to acknowledge his access to the Muslim wodd, and stress 

his proximity to the Romance vernacular tradition of the European mainland. The 

insistent affirmation of the Romance tradition in the works of the Siculo-Italian poets may, 

in fact. be read as as attempt to disavow cultural ambiguity, to evoke an unproblematic line 

of descent counecting the troubadours and themselves. Simultaneous, explicit references 

to the Arahic world. like those in "Amor non vole," are not common in this poety and 

wheil thev occur they tend to be more generic than Giacomo's. Thus, in Cielo d'Alcamo's 

well-lu~o~w1 contras*. the Moved makes a number of references to the fabled riches of the 

Douna mi son di perperi d'auro massamotino. 
Se tanto aver donassemi quanto a lo Sdadino 

e per aiunta q u a d 8  lo Soldano. 
toccaremct uo poten a inano. 

ed. Panvini, 221, w. 28-30 

I an mistress of golden r ~ i s s n ~ ~ i o t i n c ~  cohis. 
If you gave me the riches of Saladin 

and in addition as much as the Sultan possesses. 
you couldn't even touch m y  hmd. 

The ~~t~i .v .va~~rot i~ro.  used i)y the la as a symbol of fabulous wealth, was a coiii minted tw 

the Muslim rulers of Sorth .4frica and al-Andalus. The beloved refers again to the riches 

of the Sultan later, and draws a rather saucy parallel between his wealth and the wealth of 

the Pope: 

non ti d e g n h  porgere la mano 
per quanto avere B '1 Papa e lo Soldano! 

ed. Panvini, 226, w. 99-100 

I wouldn't deign to give you my hand 
for all the riches that the Pope and the Sultan possess! 

This association of the Oriental worid with extravagant riches is echoed in a later verse, 

where the beloved makes reference to "iscarlatto o sciamito' (v. 117); precious fal~rics 



imported from the East. The voice of the beloved in Cielo d'Alcamo's contrast, like 

Giacomo in "Amor non vole," links the "Orientw with material wealth. Such references 

my he intended, in part, to draw the reader's attention to the fact that the Sicilian poet 

has access to the riches (and in Giacomo's case to the intellectual wealth) of the Arabic- 

speaking world; contemporary readers may have been impressed by such access. during an 

era wheu the Oriental sapphire and the golden coins of the kings of d-Andalus symbolized 

fabulous value.24 These "aral~es~ues" found occasionally in the poetry of the Sicilians. 

however. are ornaments adorning a fundamentally Europeanizing literary movement. The 

Siculo-Italian poets wrote for a Latin Christian audience; they wrote toward the Romance 

vernacular tradition of the European mainland. 

But. if they wrote toward a tradition that WL.S unarnl)iyously European mid 

Christian. the land and the tradition from which the SicultrItalian poets wrote was 

emphatically inore uilcertain. Although e.xplici t rekreuces to the Arahic world are not 

coimnon in tlirir works. nevertheless tantalizing hints of contact with poetic conventions 

md cul tud traditions other than the Latinate lurk in their poetry. In the discussiou of  

Giacomo's poem and of Siculo-Italian poetics almve I focused on mnscious nods toward 

the Arabic wvorld: the scientific language used liberally by Giacomo (which might call to 

the reader's inhid the prest-igious Arabic scieiltific tradition); the references to the riches of 

the Muslim world. E-xplicit citation, however. is only one of mimy possihlr kiuds of 

intertextual reference. Saming the "Orient" in a poem does not constitute poetic 

influence, hut demonstrates a general awareness of another culture which the Sicilian poet 

deems worthy to include in his poem. If Siculo-Italian poetry embodies another h i d  of 

24.'lt is interesting that the bioved nnldes reference to  the riches of the Orient in Cielo d'.+lmmo's p m .  
t v l d e  tlw lober does not. The poet may be mocking the facile judgement of the lady (as Giacumo n ~ a k s  
those who think that Oriental sapphires are worth morel. and thus belittling the fabled riches of the Orient. 
Howwer. it is also possible that he responds. uithout intention to parody. to  the conservative cultunl ;uld 

li~guistir role that N O I I I C I ~  plil?. in swie-. Cicero ~ I ~ O U S ! \  noted that his nlotlreis speech p r ~ ~ c n e d  certain 
ancient rnanneris~ru. uords and constructions: Cielo's belobed could mention the =\rabic \vorld bemuse she. 
l i L b  (:icercis mother. remenhers old wa>s of talking in her speech. the oFnmncl d e r e n c e  to Shrslim figurn 
r u ~ l  it~stitutions that would hme been r-omnron in a state like Somm Sicii?. 



intertextual reference - aclcnowfedgement of another poetic tradition, a d  a sign of poetic 

influence, more properly speaking - it is expressed implicitly, rather than explicitly. 

In the conclusiou to his brilliant. recent article on the Siculo-Italian poets, Furio 

Brupolo touches on two of the issues raised by those ~oets' work that have troubled 

modern literary historians: the socio-economic position of the Sicilian poets, so different 

from that of the troubadoun and tmuc,+res of the north: and the fact that the Sicilians' 

pwty does not seem to have k e n  sung. The Siculo-Italian poet constituted a "new figure 

of the poet: no longer a poetry professional who lives in the shadow of protectors and 

sponsors. but a cultured dilettante who cultivates literature 'as an evasion of daily 

reality.'"~i Brugnolo identifies in the Sicilians' poetry ''a kind of sovereign distwce from 

one's material. which is not e.&hited, but rather discussed, analyzed, and internally 

del~ated." And he s,~wcuIates that the wittv and pmvocative use of scientific h i p a p  

typical of Giacomo aid certaiu other poets - the technical vocabulary: the tendency to 

dew1ol~ the themes of the love poem "iu an argumentative and dialectical fashion" (3-76) - 

U r t w  out of the dist;uwe lwtwtr11 p e t t y  and " d d v  reality." Brugnolo dulls the Sicilians' 0 

work "poesin di corte . . . ma m u  poesia p p r  la corte" (329). and points out that. because it 

was not performed in court, the musiicd componeut central to trout~adour poetics w a s  

naturally irrelevant to the Sicilians. The troubadour had been a profess-ioi~al artist who 

performed his songs atw~ut love and life for pay before a courtly audiewe. The Sicilian 

poet wmte intellectually playful poems, designed to amuse without music, to be read aloud 

either in company or in solitude. 

Comparison to Arabic poetic practice sheds an intriguing light on these troubling 

aspects of Siculo-Italian poetics - the absence of musical performance, the different socio- 

economic position of the pe t ,  the new pseudo-scientific language 

technique. The typical Arabic poet. unless he is an extraordinarily 

and argumentative 

good poet, is not a 

- - - 

%rugnolo. 3%. The find phme  of the sentrnce is a citation of Folm:r 



"poetv professiond," hut a cdtured man who composes poetry in a more casual way- The 

Siculo-Italian port. too, was not a professional with extraordinary technical abilities, but a 

man of learning who turned out an occasional poem, the fruit of his gened culture rather 

than of a peculiar talent: thus, for instance, during the early thirteenth centuly, mmbers 

of the Sicilian royal family, or gentlemen in the employ of the royal court, wrote poet~y not 

because they were poets, but because they were cultured men with discerning tastes. 

Tmditiotd Arabic poetry, like the innovative Romance vernacular lyrics of the Siculo- 

Itdiau poets. is not sung, but is intended for recitation.% The fact that there is no musical 

accomp;u~imt.nt to dis*ract the audieuce's attention from the play of words encourages the 

Arahic p e t  to work toward a high level of mnceptual, lexical, and prosodic complexity.zT 

This complexity filids e?rprrssion in the integration of various forms of technical 

quinentation or terminology into the poem, as well in schtillating verbal gvmi~astics. 

Giacomtl's conception of the love pcwm as a forum for brilliant verbal play aud for focused 

exa~nhlation of issues of interest to contemporary natural philosophers calls to mind the 

Arahic love poem as much as it does the troubadour love-sung. Indrrd, the repetitiou of 

the word oiso and its comp)unds in Ciacomo's sonnet "Eo viso e so11 diviso da lo viso" 

idiscussed Jlove. pages 135, 140), in which Brugnok) perceives echoes of "certain late 

Antique a i d  medieval Latin formalisxns" (3%). also bears a strong resemldance to a very 

mmrnon Arahic rhetorical figure: t r ~ j s t ,  the use of words derived from the same 

etymological mot in close proximity to each other. 

There is, of course, no proof of direct Arabic iduence on Siculo-Italian poetics, 

and we cannot reasonably expect to find any such proof. The concepts of origins and of 

poetic influence so central to modern literary-historical studies did not hold great interest 

for medieval literary historians. Those writers who speak of litemy lineage - like Dante in 

q h e  nrutcnrkhnh and ajd pwtr?- of id-~ndalcrs MXIS sung: but we have n o  reason to be1im.r that thesr 
.+nclalt~siw poetic foms were h0u-n  in ~icil>-. 
ZiTht.re are. of murse. other F'ton \vhich contribute to the verbal sophistication of Arabic poet? : I 
Iligldigllt tltt* rrl~se~we of  tuusic-al accon~paninle~lt for the s d c -  of cvntpariso~~. 



the DP culgmi c'lqrrmctin; Iike the writers of the Occitan grammars discussed in the 

previous chapter - follow the path established by literaxy tradition, and do not attempt to 

study diverse poetic traditions or to interview poets in order to identify more unexpected 

sources and influences for the developments they discuss. It is also possible that they, like 

Frederick in the "history of Sicily" quoted above (pages 1%-26,148), strive consciously to 

disavow any influence that may make the erotic poets of the new Romance vernacular 

tradition seem cuiturdlv ambiguous or suspect. 

Fiually, however, it seems most likely that, if Arabic poetics had an influence on 

Siculo-Italian poetics, the influence was such that it would not he likely to leave ohvious 

traces. There is no reason to believe that Arabic poetics had any direct, techuical 

influence on Siculo-Italian prosody. or on the Sicili.~ conception of the courtly love 

dmna. The Sicilians inherited a marvellously complete poetic tradition from the 

Ro~llancc. vernacular ports who preceded them. They had 110 need to fun1 to the poetry of 

the Arabs for guidance in terms of technique. imagery, or psychological detail. Rather. 

thrv wrote n 11od~ of lo)v+ric that wah essentially Europeanizing. its conventiondism 

wared to stress the continuity kwhvet.11 Sicily and the European coutiuent. If the Sicilians s 

Iooked to Aml)ic poetn? for inspiration, thev wvodd likely seek sul~tle lm t decisive wavs to 

dis~inguish their Europeanizing poetv from that of the Romance vernacular p e t s  of the 

continent. And the refinements they introduced - the separation of poetry aid music. the 

use of scientific or technical vocabularies, the conception of the poet as a &ed man of 

culture rather than a specialist pssessed of a peculiar and extraordinary genius - could 

well have been inspired, at least in part, through casual conversation with men travelling 

through or resident in Sicily who were familiar with Arabic poetry and able to describe it 

in a common tongue. Such "influence" would not be noted by the poets themselves or 

perceived iry outsiders unless they were, as we modems are, hyperrealist schohrs and 

tireless tawnomis3s. 



Conteml>orary Sicilian cultural history, as well as the poetic project of the Siculo- 

Italiau poets, offem arguments in support of such s-peculation. Arabic culture had been a 

part d court life in Sicily for four centuries preceding the emergence of vernacular Italian 

poetry. During the reign of Frederick 11, litrrnhr re in Arabic seems no longer to have 

been h o ~ w  at the Sicilian court; however, Arabic nrlttrre remained important, and served 

specifically as a touchstone for Latinate cultural development. As Frederick looked to 

Arahic falcouers for guidance in training his birds, as his court translators Michael Scot 

and Theodore of htioch sought Arabic scientific texts that could advance the knowledge 

of the Latin \vest so the poets of Sicily may have looked to Arabic poetics for aid in 

refining the Romance poetic tradition they had inherited. It does not seem likely that any 

of the Sicilian ports knew Arabic: and it is equally unlikely that many of them engaged in 

the diunrr-tal~lr i~antrr and literary rq~erimentalism that would have 1)t.t.o necrssan. in 

order to tmislate Arabic pcwtic notions into a Rornaucr venlacular context. .4 more 

realistic scemrio would place a small group of poets - or possibly Giacomo. the most 

aml)itiouh. most accoinplishrd. and IIIC)S? iiiflumtid among them. alone - at the center of 

this process. The lait)wlrdge that Frederick was a great admirer of Arabic culture might 

have rtlcouraged such a courtier to integrate certain usehl elements frwn Arabic poetics 

into his owmi work. 

The Romantic scholars of the nineteenth century, who wmte groundlmald~~g 

his3;tories of the lyric poetry of the troubadours. the trooc;brc.s, and the "Scuola Sicilians" 

poets. t ~elieved that the fie and mas* genuine expression of the native genius of the 

European nations was to be found in then first vernacular literatures. Indeed, the 

Romance vernacular poetry of the late Middle Ages did contribute to the genesis of a 

sense of national consciousness: the comparative methodology used by Dante in the DP 

crrlgrlri ~ l o c ~ i w t c t i r r  represents one writer's attempt to delineate aud andyze the new 

I)oundarirs generated I y  the new languages and 1itenturt.s (see ahove. pages 93-100). 

Defining our  Romaucr vernacular tradition by coxitras~iiiug it to another is only o m  of the 



comparative gestures used by medieval gmmmarians: when relevant, the Romance 

tradition could also 11e paralleled with the Greek Hebrew, and/or Arabic traditions (see 

above, pages 96-7). 

In Sicily, where the '*vernacular" culture of the court had been cas* in Arabic in the 

recent past, it was necessary both to distinguish the Romance vernacular culture that 

emerged in the early thirteenth century from other Romance haditions of the European 

mainland, and to disiance it from the Siculo-Arabic tradition. The Latinizattion of cultural 

life at the Sicilian court and the deportation of Sicilian Muslims to a ghetto city on the 

d a d  are only hvo Facets of the attempt to contain Arabic culture launched during this 

period. At the same time. the Sicilian court undertook to acquire and utilize elements of 

Arahic culture that were relevant, through translation and communication with Arabic 

scholars. Thus Latin Sicilians strove to distiuguish their culture from the culture of Arabic 

Siciliais. and to distance themselves from A d ~ i c  Sicilians, while still pnsenring arid 

protnoting those com~ertions that were perceived as relevant and desiral~le. 

It is p)ssil~le that the compc~sitioo of poetry for recitation rather than musical 

performance. the conception of poetry as a cultured activity undertaken I)y 1t.n of 

leanling rather t h a  l y  poetry pmfessionds. the use of the lyric love poem as a forurn for 

iuldvsis of scientific or technical problems. represent bornwings from the Arabic poetic 

tradition. It is even possi?de that, though documentation may not appear to support this 

supposition, closer readings of the Sicilians' poetry may allow scholars to formulate 

articulate responses for or against it. In the meantime, recognition of this process of self- 

definition - of the importance of defining one's difference not only From the Romance 

literary traditions evohing in northern Europe, but also from the Arahic literary traditiou, 

more distant in heritage, and closer physically - may help us to produce more nuanced 

readings ofthe Siculo-Italian poets'works. Certainly Giacomo's "manifesto" gains a new 

level of significaice when it is read with an awareness of the evolution in Sicilian r u h r e  

c~.currilig at the time when it was written. "Every delight that is more rare." Giacomo 



writes. "is held to be more precious; even though it is not of more value, it is more pc ious  

than another. For, if it is Oriental. the sapphire is worth that much more, though it has 

less power": the attempt to distance another culture, while maintaining possession of those 

of its attributes that seem to be of peculiar value, sings forth from these lines. 



The 'Arabic theoryn and the poebries of Sicily 

%n che i fonti della uostra eloquem e poesia nati sieno dalle arabiche 
scuole. non che i loro libri sieno stati i modelli a' nostri poeti ed oratori: ma 
il lor esempio di poetare e di scrivere cose piacevoli in lingua nativa e htesa 
da tutti pot2 hrse destare uegli europei il peusiero di coltinre i rnedesimi 
s+-dj.  e di guadagnarsi gii applausi de' lor nazionali collo scuotere la lor0 
hnmagianzione. t. istruire la mente scrive~ldo in un idioma ad rssi 
colmulle- 
Juan Andr6s 
D d  'orighv, & a '  prognJ.vsi, P dello stntc. ntttmlrs d'og~li k t t r m t r ~ m .  vol. 1. p. 
261 

It's uot that the sources of our eloquence aud poetry arose from Arahic 
schools. nor that their hooks were models for our poets atid orators: but 
their e.uamplr of writing poetrv and of writing amusing things in a language 
native to aud understood by a i l  could perhaps have quickened in Europeans 
the thought of cultivating similar studies, and of e&g the applause of 
their countrymen by stirring up the imagination and instructing the mind. 
while writing iu a tongue common to them. 

Xearly everywhere, the great ages of poetry have been. not coincidentally, 
periods of intense translation. With no news from abroad, a culture ends up 
repeating the same things to itself. It needs the foreig not to imitate. but 
to tmsform. 
Eliot Weinherger 
Oritsidr Stories, p. 61 



Sicilian poetry, ss. W-XI11 

During the twelfth and thirteenth centuries Sicilian cultural and civic life 

underwent a radical tmsformatiou. Under Roger 11, Sicilian culture used the Arabic 

language and Anbic  cultural fo rm as vehicles for self-expressioo: Muslim monarchical 

aud govenu-neutal iustitutions were maintained; poets praised the Sicilian monarch in 

A n l ~ i r :  architecture integrated Arabic structural devices and onmments. The Kingdom of 

SiciIv was a Christian state duriug this period, and the N o m  kings clearly did nut 

prceive cultural production in Arabic as a threat to Chris?im heginony in Sicily: rather. 

they promoted Xrahic culture as an appropriate medium for both maintellance aid  

celel~ratioi1 OF their kingdom. During the priod of Frederick 11. ht)wever. Siciliail culture 

went thnmgh a prucess of Lathization. Poets composed hi a Romamr vernacular. aid in 

a R~m~mre venmular stvle. Literary production in Aralric ceased. and Sicili,ui.4ml )s were 

resettled in a ghetto city 011 the I tdim mainland: thus Arahic culture was marghtdized. 

m d  Muslims lwgan to he treated as a disiinct and potentially threatening population. 

I have arped - io this study that Sicilirui culture of the twelfth and thirteenth 

centuries reflected the duality of the Sicilian population: however. the relationship 

t~etwenl the two elements of the duality did not remain stable during this period. If 

Muslirn/Christiau relations during the Norman era could be described as an uneasy truce, 

during the reigu of Frederick I1 that truce came to an end. The polarization of the Sicilian 

poldation had already begun during the years of Xorman rule; Ibn Jubayr provides a 

\alualde witness to the progress of this process. Under Frederick the gap between rulers 

aid ruled widened. While on the one hand Frederick quarantined Sicilian Muslims in 

Lucen. on the other h e  recreated an idealized Muslim presence in his court through 

translation activities and correq~ondence with Muslim scholars. Arabic traditions were 



central to Sicilian cultural formations d u ~ g  the Norman period, and after Sicily had been 

purged of Mudims, the memory of their cdtural influence and of the years of cohabitation 

remained a touchstone for Christian Sicilians. In reflection of the complexity of its 

formation, Sicilian culture retained an element of duplicity, traceable in Giacomo's 

citation of the gems of the Orient in his response to the Romance vernacular lyric love 

tradition, in non-Sicilians' representations of Frederick as an "orientalis*," in Frederick's 

own communications with the Muslim world. 

The Siculo-Italian poets of the thirteenth century defined themselves in opposition 

to the Romance vernacular lyric tradition of the European mainland, writing works that 

were Europeanizing in their conformity to the established conventions of the l@c love 

tradition. aud simultaneously asserting a "Sicilian difference" hy distinguishing themselves 

in certain ways from that tradition. At the same time, Sicilim culture strove to 

ditTere11tiatr itself from the Ard,icMng Siciliw culture of the previous century, and this 

effort is at moments reflected in the works of the Siculo-Italian ports: Giacomo mav at 

one momeut proudh- display his knowledge of natural philosophy his birthright as n 

citi-zrn of a state with a privileged access to the scientific traditions of the Arabic-speaking 

world. md at the next attempt to distance himself from the extravagant treasures of the 

Orient. considered to he "worth that much more, though [they have] less power" (set. 

al~wt.. page IS2 ). 

Thus Ciacomo defines himself, on the one hand, in terms of his relation to Siciliw 

culture - that Christian Sicilian culture that expressed itself using Muslim conventions - 

and, on the other, in relation to the new Romance vernacular poetic culture of the 

European mainland. Although the two cases are not identical, Siculo-Arabic poets had 

used similar strategies to position themselves in relation to the literary traditions of the 

Aral~ic-yeaking world. They had written conventional Arabic poetry, but had asserted a 

"Sicilian difference": they made reference to the affiliation of their homeland with the 

Christian world hy writing in pmise of a Christian ruler, the "Kng of the Caesars" (see 



almve, page 4 1 ), or 1 )y symbolizing its two populations as two loven. The Siculo- Arabic 

poets' works are distinguished from the Sicdo-Italian poets' mainly by the historical 

developments that followed the first flowering of their literary experiments. Had the 

Norman state survived and prospered, had the Arabic language remained central to 

Sicilian cultural e-xpression. the poets of Roger's era might have been remembered as the 

initiators of an im10vative literary movement and, like the rntruxshshnh poets of 

coutemporan al-Andalus. might have had an impact 011 poetic practice in other parts of 

the Arabic-speaking world. Because the output of the Siculo-Arabic poets was so limited 

however. they mus? he seeu (as the\. were by their contemporaries) ac a geographically and 

trmporallv localized literary m o d \ . .  

Both the Siculo-Arabic and the Siculo-Italian poets defined themselves in 

opposition to other tmditions - those that were closer to them culturallv. hut more distant 

phvsically. and those of the other Siciliau population. closer to them physicallv and inorti 

distant cultudlv - st riving to articulate their similarity to and difference from both of 

thew culturd presences. Their stance can i)e seen as a result of Sicily's arnl)ip[uouh 

position durillg this period. Earlier colonhers had treated the islaud as exteusioo of 

various maillland states: the Normans reiuvmted it as a discrete and indepe~ldeot state: 

and in Frederick's era its colulections with mninlald Europe came to be viewed as 

pri~nan~. The pnduction of Sicilian poets of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries reflect 

Sicily's cultural negotiations with the two great colonking powers of the Mediterranean. 

Latinate Christianity and Arabic Islam. 

I began this study by asking how the poets of twelfth and thirteenth century S i c 9  

can contribute to current academic discussions of the "Arabic theory," the notion that 

Arabic poetics iduenced the earliest Romance vernacular poets. As the socio-historical 

situation and the literary project of those poets comes into sharper focus. the inability of 

the "Arahic thconT to account for Sicilian literal). developments iwcomes more apparent. 

Rat her than a reading strategy grounded in a narrowly defiled concept of influence. the 



Sicilian situation calls for a literary-historical formulation able to perceive. evaluate. and 

describe the more complex ways that Werent litemy traditions can r e v n d  to each 

other. Giacomo acknowledges the troubadour tradition by imitating it and by \writing 

against it; he responds to the Arabic cultural presence in Sicily by celebrating it, and by 

distancing himself from it. So too al-A&riibanishI imitates ~ r a b i c  poetic conventions and 

distances himself' from them (and poetic convention, in the person of 'Imiid d-Dfu, 

underscores the distance between al-A-Mbanishi and more traditional Aml~ic poets): he 

respnds to the Christian European cultural presence in Sicily 1~ celelmting it, using a 

radical new fonn to do so: traditional Arabic poetics. 

The literan. concept of influence. understood as simple imitation, does not descrilw 

the relations i)et.twtru Arabic and Italian poetics in Sicily. Sicilian poets wrote to define 

md celelmtr a cultural id en ti^ during a difficult and turl)ulmt period, describing their 

identity as a unique compound of difference (from other poets) and sameness. Bermper  

alpllalwt. before procrediug to discuss our of the traditioos that descend from the 

dphd)et of the Greeks: Raimon Vidd's ibcos tit* tn~hnr twgins by mentioning the poetic 

traditions of the Christians. Jews. aud Saracens, then goes on to discuss the Christials' 

songs (see al~ove. page 97). The poets of Sicilv do not articulate such literal cornparatist 

psbres.  But their poetic project implies a similar awareness of, and investment in, other 

cdtud traditious. 

Eadier, I examined Giacomo's response to the Arabic culture influence in Sicily, 

and al-Atr5l)anishi's response to his unique and difficult position as au Arabic poet writing 

it1 praise of a Christian king. In concluding this skdy it will be useful to approach the 

question of Sicilian poets' conception of their literary identity from another direction: to 

ask whether Siculo-Arabic and Siculo-Italian poets share certain common characteristics. 

in reflection of their common Sicilian patrimony. I discussed above ( see pages 138- 140 1 

Giacomo's fascination with bltroducing a certain kind of technical language into his love 



poems; hen,  I w i l l  return to Giacomo's scientific preoccupations, paralleling one of his 

sonnets with a poem by Ibn m d i s  and with another by CWtien de Troyes, in order to 

explore some of the differences between a Sicilian and a northern European approach to 

the conceptualization of the lyric love drama. Giacorno wrote some two centuries after 

Ibn &mdis ,  aud a century and a hdf later than CWtien. There is no reason to believe 

that he h e w  Ibn &mdk' works: the similarities between the sonnet I will discuss and a 

passage h l n  one of Chretieu's romances, however, suggest that it was at least possible 

that he was familiar with Cluetien's. The surface similarities between Giacomo's sonnet 

and Chr6tirn's minwce. however. must be balanced against the conceptual and sitructurai 

distance twtweeu those two works, on the one hand, and the proximity between Giacomo's 

and I1111 &mdis' fonnulation on the other, in order to produce an accurate and manced 

reading of Giacomo's som~et and his position in relation to literary history. 

I11 the som~rt "Or come pote si grau donna intrare" (discussed above, pages 135. 

140. 1.134 Giacomo e.xploits hvo of the cliches of the lyric love tradition - that the ladv is 

like a light aud that love enters through the ryes - and tmlsforms these ideas iutu an 

iiltripiiig couceit I)\. coml1ining them with reflections on the physiology of perception. 

The soilnet opens by approachiug the physical evocation of the idoved. and the port's 

lament at his possessioii by love. from a physiological peqxctivr: 

Or come pote si gran donna intrare 
per gli occhi mei che si piccioli sone? 

ed. Panvini, 57; w. 1-2 

Xow, how can so great a woman enter 
through m y  eyes, which are so small? 

Giacomo describes the process of falling in love as a scientific paradox: his beloved, 

des~ite her size, manages to enter his heart - though the place where she gains eatlance 

does imt appear - and to dwell there. accompanying him wherever he goes. He resolves 

this physical dilemma i y  means of w optical metaphor: 



ma voglio lei a lumera asornigliare, 
e gli occhi mei a1 vetm ove si pone 

W. 7-8 

but I wish to compare her to a lamp. 
and my eyes to the glass behind which it is placed 

It was. of course. common practice in courtly lyric to compare the beloved to a light. 

Ciacomo's innovation is to proclaim that by comparing her to Light, one can account for 

her physical entrance into his heart: 

lo foco inchius0 poi passa di fore 
lo suo lostrore, sanza fm rottura: 
cosi per gli occhi mi pass'a lo core, 
no la persona, ma la ma figura. 

W. 9-12 

the ellclosed fire then passes without 
its 1)rilliance. without breaking [the glass]: 
so through m y  eyes she passes to my heart - 
not her prson. Iwt her form. 

It is the tlarnr's brilliance. rather than the flame itself, that passes through the glass: so it is 

not the 1)rlo)wd's person hut herfigrr rrr, her "fonn" that enters the port's heart. This 

c o i i c i - t i  of the mechanics of love is made possible l y  Giacomo's sophisticated 

use of optical science. I cited above Giorgio Agaml)eii's discussioil of the concel~tud 

theory of perceptiou put forward by Averroes, known as inircm~issiotc: the idea that visual 

stimuli impose their outlines on the perceiver's eye.' This notion is underscored by the 

poem's closing lines: 

~hovell&e mi voglio d'amore, 
poi port0 insegna di tal criatura. 

W. 13-14 

'1n the discussion that follo~vs. I a m  indebted to Suzanne -4kbari. who read this work in an earlier version 
and p . r  me i ~ n  dual,le d \ i c p  on mediwal t heciries of optics. 



I wish to renew myself with love? 
because I carry the mark of such a creature. 

The noun iuwgnn. used iu verse 14, was charged with courtly meanings. It. and other 

words semantically related to it, like insegmmento or itrseg~mre, were used to describe the 

courtier's education, his training in the ways of chivalric culture: the lady imprints the 

malleable substance of the poet's conscioumess with the stamp of chivalric culture, in 

much the same way that visual stimuli insinuate their images into the eye. according to 

intromission theory 

In this sonnet. Giacomo uses a contemporary theory of vision in order to organize 

his ol)servations on the beloved and on the process of falling in love; he is much less 

concerned with the romantic ramifications of his data thau with studymg them and 

producing a detailed a d  iiitellectuallv responsible schematic of their hnctioning. His 

conceptually vigorous formdatiou of the physical description of the lxloved is c l d v  

designed for a puMc which values intellectu J sophistication. It is this conceptual 

precision that allows him to use the sounet form so effectively as a vehicle tor the compact 

and elegant development of a single conceit. and that makes him an ideal siokesmm for 

the kiugddom hi which he lived. an important center for translation and diffUsiou of 

scientific works from the Greek- and Arahic-speaking world. 

The poem hv Ilm Handis that I have chosen to compare to Giacomo's sounet 

laments the torment of unrequited love. using images of vision to dramatize the i3elovt.d'~ 

power over the lover. The poem is short (it is probably a fragment preserved from a 

longer poem). and I reproduce it in its entirety: 

You tortured me with the two elements: with a flame in my heart and water in rnv 
eye 

You clothed me in sickness. I see that you [too] wear it in [both] eyes 

My body is a phantom that approaches you, seeking what is owed me 

'I ~ c c p t  Pamini's interpretation of w-hat he dTinns are -versi difficili' ( Panvini. LP rinw dPnn SCUOZ(I 
sitilin~tir. G:. Tlw altcrnat i\.e translation ~vould be "I  uish to remember luten. i.e. "I u-ish to clen~onstratc 
r t l  pt i tuclc  to love.* 



And I have been hidden by highifid pain, and so I am safe from the dance of the 
two secret enemies [i.e.. the beloved's eyes] 

But if I am safe from death, it is because he does not know where I am 

Arabic text: Ibn Ham&. Dilwin. 492 (see Appendix p. 186) 

Water and fire, the two opposite elements named in the first verse, are often used in 

Arabic poetry to represent the lover's suffering, and they are often associated with the two 

organs. the eye and the heart. In the second verse, the poet develops the theme of duality 

by poiutiug out that he and his beloved both suffer from the same dict ion.  and by 

locating the symptoms of it in her (two) eyes. The second and third lines introduce 

another s*wdard theme, an image inspired by . a lwic - couvention that is a favorite of Ibn 

Handis. who delights in representing love as a wasting disease that eats away at the lover's - 
flesh uutil uothiug is left of him. This conceit occupies the bal t w o  lines of the poem as 

we have it: the lover has utterlv wasted atvay. but this very fact protects him from the 

destructive gialce of his beloved. who. of course. can't see him either. Even death - the 

culmiliatio~~ of this love that is like consumption - woli't be able to fiud him. 

We know that love coisumrs and that the iwloved's gaze is treacherous: I h  

Halndis has played these cliches out to their logical vanishing point. Along the way he has - 
made fruitful use of a11 Arabic rhetorical figure: ~ihriq. the use of two words of opposite 

~neruii~g in a dugk line. Water and fire iu the opening line. body and phantom in the 

third: these pairings iutroduce a preoccupation with duality. and the poem's careful 

rhwne-scheme re ih rces  the focus on duality. Every other word in a rhynling position - 

the hal word in the first half of the first he, as well as the final words of the second and 

fourth hes:  'utwtmytti. rr&imyni, X-iishibyr~i - have a dual ending: the remaining words 

end in diphthongs that sound the same as the duals, but aren't dual in form. with an 

attached first-person possessive pronoun ( 'n y tr i, rln yrr i, 'nyni). This symmetry seems to 

represent an e&rt on Ibn Hamdfs' part to create a certain rhythm to stress reciprocal 

opposition. to produce a portrait in miniature of an amorous combat scene. 



Ibil ~ a m & ~ s ,  like Giacomo, is concerned above all with isolating and exploiting 

elements from the familiar love-drama; and both poets conceive their descriptions in 

keeping with contemporary theories of vision. Whereas Giacomo describes the imprint 

that the beloved projects into the lover's conscioumess, Ibn ~ a r n & s  focuses on the beam 

which emanates from the beloved's eyes as she looks at the lover. In conceptualizing the 

beloved's gaze Ibn Hand% is drawing on rrtmrnissioti, a theory of perception established 

by Euclid and Ptolemy and developed by d-&& which holds that a beam emits from the 

eye. ei~countrrs an ol~ject, and returns hearing its image to the subject. Theory of vision is 

uot foregn)unded ill his poem, as it is in Giacomo's, but it is crucial to his formulation of 

the agency of the beloved's gaze: we appreciate the withering force of her glance much 

hettrr if we are familiar with a scientific account of vision that theorizes the regular 

elnissioil of I)e.uns from the eye. Like Giaco~no. Ibn &undis  reduces the love-scene to a 

ininimum of acutelv ohsewed details, and exploration of thew details occupies his 

attention. It is. of course. likely that these five verses were the \)e@unin,o of a longer 

c p @ I a  aid that a11 anthologist edited it to its current length. But the d e w .  intricate 

i l e ~ ~ s  of images which the poet creates in the opening lines possesses a conceptual 

cohrreiwr - a vignette of the disappearing lover, implying a certain undentandiug of the 

physiological mechanics of perception - whether these verses were memt to stand on their 

r w n  or were conceived as the iutroduction to a longer disquisition. 

Ilm W d i s  and Giacomo both use optical theory to characteri7.e the operation wd 

the power of love. The similarities between the two poets' approach can be fmmed by 

comparing their treatments to a similar passage in Chrgtien de Troyes's romance Cligh. 

The hero is talking in tones of wonder about the blow that love has dealt him; while 

describing it. he discusses the physical process whereby love enters his heart, in language 

that is remarkably similar to Giacomo's. The passage is far too long to quote in its entirety 

- discussion of vision, the eyes and the gaze, by a somewhat subjective reckoning, occupies 

the poet froin v. 70-2-762 - and this fact dramatizes the first distinction behveeu Chr6tien's 



project and Giacomo's or Ibn &un&': whereas the Sicilian poets are writing lyric poetry 

characterized by minute observation and precise description, the French poet is writing an 

epic, a work driven by narrative and by focus on psychological detail. The size of his 

canvas allows Chreen to be expansive, and imrites his attention to stray. In the lines 

immediately preceding the passage I have bracketed, the lover complains that he has been 

wounded. and he affirms that the agent of his destruction passed through his eye, though it 

shows uo sign of injury. I quote fragments of the argument that follows:' 

li ialz n'a soing de rien antandre 
ne rien ne puet feire a nu1 her, 
mes c'est li mereors au cuer . . . (w. 710-7121 

the eye itself is not concerned with feelings and can do nothing on its own: rather, 
it is the mirror of the heart . . . 

Douc a'est fi cuers el vantre mis 
ausi con la chandoile esprise 
qui d e d m  la lenterne est mise? (w. 716-71s) 

For is the heart in one's l~reast not like the flaming candle within a laitem? 

Ce rneismes sachiez des ialz 
con del voirre et de la Ianterne, 
car es ialz se fiert la luiserne. 
ou li cuers se remire et voit 
l'uevre defors. qurx qu'ele soit . . . (vv. 732-736) 

&low that that eves are like the glass and the lantern. for through the eyes comes 
the light by which the heart sees itself and the outside world, whatever it may be. 

The eve fin2 acts a5 a passive recipient of the dart of Love; then as a mirror of the heart; 

the11 as the glass through which the heart's light shines. This passage is followed by a 

discussiou of the colon that the eye sees. and of the bad effects that deceptive eyes, and 

deceptive companions, can have on the perceiving lover. By reviewing the poet's subjects 

so rapidly I do not do mean to be dismissive, but simply to evoke them in their remarkable 

mlge aid multiplicity. Whereas brevity and precision are of the essence for Ibn Eamdis 

' h e  Frenwll edition I quote is Chr6tien de Tm?. C1igP.v. 25-26. The English translation is from Chrc5titien 
c ic  Tro!.es. Art h ri r i m  f i o t t ~ l t ~ ~ ~ s - .  13 1-32. 



and Giacomo, Chretien aims for, and achieves, expansiveness. And - as is clear even from 

this peremptory discussion - C k t i e n  is not striving br scientific or technical accuracy, 

but for moral realism: the scientific details are employed for variety and vivacity, but do 

not provide a coherent structure for the poet's description. His purpose is to woke the 

emotional upheaval that the lover's heart undergoes, and highlight its moral d c a t i o n s .  

ChrGtien's expansiveness, the vagueness of his scientific terminology, and the 

precision of his moral and psychological vocabulary, provide an evocative contrast to the 

narrow focus, the articulation of poetic and scientific detail, and the comparative lack of 

m o d  or emotional depth in Ciacomo's and Ibn ~arndis '  works. The Sicilian poets were 

able to he more precise in their citation of scientific detail for the simple reason that they 

had access to relevant technical works which were out of reach for Chr6tieu. On the other 

hwd. pamllrls betweell Itm &mdis '  and Giacomo's framing-devices reflect the more 

awkward aspects of the Sicilians' position. caught khveen learned, classical traditions - 

the Latinate culture of the Christian world, the Arabic traditions of the Muslim world - 

and well-rstal~lishrd revolutionary nmvements. represented l y  the troubadour and 

wrm.xshshr& poetry of Meditemlean Europe. Neither writes with the authority of a poet 

secure iu his position as i~movator or traditionalist. secure in his position in a powerful and 

culturally dynamic bgdom. Rather, denied these aesthetic and economic securities, both 

poets respond to their cultural marginalism by developing a mannerist style. They accept 

the conventions of the l o v e - d m  separate its details from the social or religious context 

in which they often are cast, represent them in an exaggerated form, and use them as a 

focus for their own intellectual play. Hyperextension and manipulation of received literar). 

conventions may have constituted, for both of these poets, a response to existence at the 

margins of the lyric culture of the Mediterranean. 

Sicilian poet~y during the twelfth and thirteenth centuries struggled to articulate its 

relation to the poetic traditions of the greater Arabic- and Romance-speaking worlds. 

Poets perceived a strong connection between themselves and literary ancestors in distant 



mainlands; when they engaged in a dialogue with those literary ancestors, however, they 

spoke as Sicilians, and the island's unique cultural histoxy and cultural situation w a s  part of 

what they spoke about. The reading of brief love-lyrics by Giacomo and Ihn &m&s 

above demonstrates the centrality of the Sicilian cultural situation - in particular the 

Sicilian's access to the technical scientific learning of the Arabic-speaking world - to 

Giacomo's conception of his lyric love poetry. A similar parallel reading of works by 

Giacomo and al-Atdl~anishi is more difficult to undertake, for the simple reason that w e  

possess only one poem l ~ y  4-A-&ibanishi. Both Giacomo and al-Akriibanishi were closelv 

associated (like the poets who were their contemporaries) with a strong monarch; both 

wmtr  works that were essentially conservative in style and in content, but embodied 

certain limited hut forceful innovations. The most significant similarity hehveeu their 

works. for our current purposes. is their awareness of and even focus on Sicily's other 

populatioil. Al-AtrAlmnishi addressed his panegyric to a Christian ruler. Giacolno's 

acla~owledgement of Sicily's Muslim past is not so explicit, but if my readings in this studv 

are accurate, he coosidered access to the learning of the Muslim world so important and so 

imprrssiw that he made implicit reference to it a central component of his poetics. 

Arabic and Italiai poets alike were influenced by the uuique cultural cotiditions of 

the Kingdom of Sicily during the twelfth and thirteenth centuries: ly the problematic 

relations between Sicilian men of culture and the estai~lished cultural traditions of the 

greater Arabic-.speaking world and of Latinate Christianity on the one hand, and relations 

between the two Sicilian populations on the other. Siculo-Arabic and Siculo-Italian poets 

did uot iinitate each other simply because they had no reason to. One culture borrows 

from another only what it needs, and the needs of the Sicilian poets were limited indeed. 

Both Arabs and Italians had access to richly developed traditions that gave them the 

vocabulary and the set of themes they required for their purposes, and they manipulated 

those traditioils to express their unique positiou as Sicilian poets. If the Siciliau literary 

record does uot furnish examples of expiicit ArahiclRomance tmmwings, however, it does 



demonstrate the traces of more aggress~e, less transparent forms of cultural contact and 

cdturd interference. 

11 News from abroad 

With the exception of a meager handful of works, the versions of the Siculo-Italian 

poe~ns that we possess all exkt in Tuscan "translation." Preserved in mauuscripts made in 

Tuscany. the Siciliais' poems went through a process of linguistic normalization that 

erased their Sicilian difkenre. Thus, the original version of the lmetic tradition that 

stands at the origins of Italian literature has ileen lost. Or rather. there exist at the origins 

of Italiau literature two originals: the one aggressively Tuscanized. a id  the other "other." a 

record of a language s p k m  in the Kingdom of Sicily some 700 years ago and now almost 

a~t i r rh-  lost. Scholars' attempts to recolistruct the l o w t  tongue serve to further mark off the 

Sicilian litera? traditioo as orhrr. as reading of medieval Siciliacl p r t r v  come to resemble 

phonetic or lexical studies, composed of descriptions of et)?nological difference. rather 

thm proper readings. 

The Tuscanizatioti of Sicilian lyric was not, of course, a politically innocent act. I 

discussed almw (pages 126-131) Dante's marginalization of the poetry of the Sicilians and 

the pseudo-Sicilians, his efforts to contain their activities in the pas? and to assert that a 

new poetry had emerged to challenge the Sicilians' poetic hegemony. The Tuscanization 

of the Sicilian poetic vernacular, and Dante's historical positioning of the Sicilian poets, 

are echoed in the treatment of the Sicilians in the most important manuscript preserving 

the lmetn7 of i t *  origit~i.  the vast Vatican 3793. 

The painstaldilg organization of the poetry included in this manuscript - what 

Rol~erto Antonelli terms "the extraordinary historico-cultud rigor of [its] arrangement1* - 



reveals "a historiographic design" (Antonelk, "Canzoniere Vaticano latino 3793," 30) 

developed along both chronological and geographical axes. The compiler of the 

manuscript d i s ~ p i s h e s  between Sicilians and Siculo-Tuscans, Bolognesi and Pisaus, 

dividiug their works into sections that commence with the earliest Sicilians, those 

associated with the Magna Curia, and culminate with the works of the Florentine poets of 

the late thirteenth and early fourteenth century. Antone& points out the similarities 

between the Vatican manuscript's reading of the Sicilian poets and Dank's treatment of 

them in the Iltn crrlgnri ~ h p m t i n ,  stating that "Dante, in the last analysis, although he 

writes with a very different agenda does not tdxtve differently, wen in a treatise ou 

venlacular eloquence": Dante. too, "will provide a detailed historico-geogmphic scheme" 

for his linguistic analyses (36-7). 

Dmte. like the Vaticau mluscript, distinguishes Italian p e t s  in terms of regional 

di&rrncr and chrouolo@cal order: his project. however, is more eqlicitlv critical than the 

Vaticall manuscript copvist's. his goal to illuminate the strengths and the ~veahesses of the 

dive r;c I taliat vcmaculars. Alltonrlli parallels and distinguishes between Dante's 

approach to the linguisiic details of the works he cites and the Vatican manuscript 

copyist's: "while Dank limits himself to theori7ing his owl 'eloquent ven~acular. ' 

recogtMng it first in others' works. without obviously king a l ~ k  tu impose it on his 

predecessors' actual poetic practice. the Vatican manuscript reduces all the materials 

trai~scrilwd to the Floreutine norm, to the extent possible: this is absolutely normal in 

manuscript practice, but not for this reason less significant as the formal pretext of an 

anthology that iuaugurates a new litermy tradition" (37). 

The Vatican 3793 frankly transforms the language of the Sicilian poets into Tuscan. 

While Dmte does not edit the language of the Sicilian poets he quotes, however, it is 

important to note that his linguistic discussion of them is based on texts that he knew in a 

Tuscanked form. The Tuscanizatiou of the Sicilians' poetic language, as well as their 

historical containment in the Vatican musc r ip t  and in the Dr. crclgnri uloqlcrntirr as a 



preamlde to the works of the Tuscans, represent parallel attempts to sul~ordinate the 

Sicilian poetry to the new Tuscan poetry. Pursuit of the motives behind this manipulation 

of the Sicilian tradition. beyond echoing Antonelli's simple achowledgement that such is 

"absolutely n o d  in manuscript practice," may seem irrelevant at best and naive at wont: 

what may serve literary historians better is intermgation of the lasting results of this 

manipulatiou, once it has been accomplished. 

What is born and knowable about Sicilian lyric - the texts that are preserved im 

the manuscripts and that appear at the beginning of all thorough modem anthologies of 

Itdiail poctq- - is marginalized, while what was lost, the texts actually written by the 

Sicilians. is romticized aud desired. Thus. at the origins of Italian literature there are 

1)ecome our prilnan st)urce for Sicilicm poetrv, has an agenda: he represents Sicilim 

poetnr in order to celelxate its k t u t y .  but also to docunent and to condemn its 

difference. He declares himself, more than once. unwilling to repeat prtry written in 

praise of the infidels, a stance that - like the Vatican manuscript's and Dank's treatment 

of the Sicilians as preamble, like the Tuscanization of the Sicilian tongue - is "absolutely 

ilonnal," lmt which can only frustrate modem literary historians. 

At the origins of Italian literature there are two antagonis-tic originals: the one the 

s(1111r., the other rliffrreiit: the one familiar and accounted for within the structure of 

literar). history, aid the other othur, alien, incommensurate. As there exists, behind the 

fa~niliar Sicilian poems printed in anthologies of Italian literature, au u&own w d  

unknow;ll)le original writteu in a lost Sicilian tongue, so hehind that poem there exists 



another original. upon which it in turn is based: the cultural vitality of early thirteenth- 

century Sicily, on which the Siculo-Italian poets drew in inveuting the Italian love lyric. 

The Siculo-Italian poets' "tm~dations" of Sicilian culture celebrated and preserved that 

culture, but they also (as litemry historians may argue that any artistic representation does) 

compromised that culture, reducing and re-inventing it as they reproduced it. These 

"tmnslatioos" were certainly not intended to be accurate in a twentieth-century sense; they 

were not conceived to be faithful repmductiolls of a valued and valuable original. Rather, 

they recast something of d u e ,  changing those things that needed to be changed in order 

to mC& it comnprrheudble and useful to a new audience. Thus, for instance. the pseudo- 

Arabic inscriptions on the coinage minted during the early years of Frederick's reign ( s e e  

al~wt. .  page 110.1 1 recall to the user's mind the era of Muslim do1nkatio11 in Sicilv. But 

those iuscriptious were not produced for an audience that could undentmd Arabic; they 

were pitched to the Chris3iru1 merchants of the European mainland. who would have 

looked at them and heen reminded that Sicily is the land where east meets west. at least 

em )noinicallv. 

Tuscan mruiuscripts preserve the works of the Siculo-Italian poets. translating them 

into mother tongue in the process. The Siculu-Itdial lyrics themselves celel)rate and 

advertise Sicilia11 cultural vitality, translatiug the splendor of Sicily into the medium of 

courtlv love lyric. 'Iinsd d-D4uis antholog simultaneously records and edits the 

production of the Sicdo- Arabic pe t s .  Al-~kbanishi's memorial to Roger's pleasure 

garden translates it into another medium, exalting it and polemicizing it. These 

"translations" are conceived both to stand in for and to memorialize their "originals": al- 

Aifihanishi's poem, for instance, made the splendor of Roger's garden present even to 

those who were distant from the garden itself; the Tuscan versions of Siculo-Italian pwms 

normalized their language \vhilr recording the poems for posterity. But while the 

"translation" supplants the "original," a memoly of the original is embedded in the text, and 

the knowledge that the original existed is necessary for a proper reading of the translation. 



The pseudo-Arabic inscriptions on Frederick's early coinage would be entirely devoid of 

meaning - their lexical content is nil - if the coins' users did not h o w  that they made 

reference to an earlier era, when Sicilian monarchs produced coins with real Arabic 

hscriptioos. These "transIationsW are monuments to a difficult past, which memorialize 

that past while simultaneously attempting to contain and normalize it. minimizino b its 

ability to threaten the present. 

Juan AndrGs, in the passage that serves as an epigraph to this chapter, asserts that 

Arabic culture did indeed have an influence on European culture during the period when 

the Romance vernacular literatures were emerging. He states. however, that this 

i~lfluence was not the sort that could be tmced by the traditionat literary-historical 

methods used to gauge literary lineage: "It's not that the sources of our eloquence and 

paetly arrw from Arabic schools, nor that their hooks were models for our poets atrd 

orators." Rather. Chrisiim Europeans were inspired by the exarnple set hy Muslim 

Eurolxms "of writing poetry and of writing amusing things in a language native t o  and 

understood 1)y all," and strove to do the same themselves. Again. in the second quotation 

that stands at the head of this chapter. Eliot Weinherger points out that periods of inta~st.  

pwtic activity have often also been periods of intense translation activity. 'With no news 

fmm alwoad." he writes, "a culture ends up repeating the same things to itself. It rids 

the foreign not to imitate, but to tmisform." Most of the "tmslatious" that I have 

discussed iu this essay could not technically be termed tmnslntimu.. They are subs-tantidy 

less sensitive toward their "originals" than the works that we call translations, and change 

those originals radically in the process of transmitting them: they are substantially less 

forthcoming about their agenda, their intentions and motives. In them one culture look9 

to another and responds to what it sees. The Tuscans react to the poety of the Siculo- 

Italians, 'Imgd &Din responds to the poety of the Sicdo-Arabs: in both these cases, the 

anthologis* shares a cultural patrimony with the poets, but perceives certain si@~cant 

differences hetween himself and the poets whose works he manipulates. In the most 



positive. and most aggressive. examples of cultural contact, the contact has a 

transionnative e&t. Thus the Normans based their Sicilian state on a dynamic reading 

of the institutions of Muslim Sicily: the culture and the governmental institutions of 

Muslim Sicilians constituted "news fmm abroad" that the Normans received at a moment 

when they were in need of such stimulus, and could make fruitfui use of it. 

In these "transIations," one culture strives to recreate a work, an institution, a 

cultural practice created by another culture, and recognized to be of value. The Tuscan 

poets acknowledged the importance of the poetic works of the Sicilians, and recorded 

them for their own purposes. The Korman colonizers of Sicily admired the institutioils of 

Muslim Siciliws and adapted them to form the basis of their own Siciliau state. 'I&d al- 

Din i)et.lit.ved that Sicilian poetry had earned inclusion in his anthology, but excised the 

parts of it that he deemed unacceptable. The "translation" is not a mechanical 

reprtductiou of au original, but a reaction to it; it does not s$rive to reproduce faithlly 

the details of the original - or rather if the details are reproduced, that is secondar). to the 

mail1 purpose of the trardation. Tuscau copyis3s needed to record those elements of 

Sicilian poetr). that were of use to contemporary Tuscan poets: and so the lingusitic details. 

md thus much of the melody, dropped away from the Siciliast texts. 

The "tmlslatiotlt' is meant to replace the original for precisely this reason: because 

it is a reaction to a text, an institution, a cultural practice that is of d u e ,  and is conceived 

to lay claim to that object and to naturalize it so that it can be used as the foundation for 

similar, domestic productions. Such "trmlations" may not acknowledge their originals. In 

fact they may be desiGed precisely to overshadow or even disavow their originals. And 

yet the knowledge that the ori@ existed may be necessary for an accurate and 

appropriate reading of the texts. I cited above the example of the pseudo-Arabic 

inscriptions on the coinage of Frederick's reign. A similar gesture can be discerned in the 

references to the gems of the Orient or the scientific learning of the Muslim world, in 

which unfamiliar names for f d i a r  stones and abstruse natural philosophy confer a sense 



of exotic value on poetic works. In all these cases, the reader is intended to recognize the 

source of the work or the object of due, but is not intended to infer that that source 

renders the work itself "Muslim." Rather, the "Muslim" elements incorporated into these 

texts signify to the reader that the work or artifact in question was once possessed by the 

Muslims, but has become Christian: the valuable Oriental sapphire has been superceded; 

Muslims' natural philosophy has been Latinized and Christianized. 'hiid d - D h  

reproduces the Arabic poetry written for the Christian monarchs of Sicily, but takes pains 

to identi@ and contain its difference. The Sicilians once dominated Italian poetry, but 

their works have bee11 reca!? as a footnote to the new poety of the Tuscans. 

Courtlv culture was itself a prestige culture. flaunted by those who were wealthy 

and discerning enough to be able to produce it as a sign of refinement ruld sophisticatiou. 

Arabic culture too. during this period w a s  a culture ofprestige, a "trophy" culture. The 

Muslim scie1trt.s represented a pi~lnacle of learning to which Chris-tian Eurupe aspired. 

Thus it is not remarkal)Ie that the Ara1)ic source of Christian texts be simultauttoush- 

recogubtd and distanced. whether those texts 1)t. scientific tmslations. lyric poems. or 

I rss  literal "texts" like government \)ureaucracies. The assertion that hehind the work there 

stands ;ul . b h c  origiual conferred prestige 011 a scirutific translation, aid so it w a s  Mdly  

prodniinrd I?\; the tmlslator. Sol tcm the dedicatory introduction of a thirteenth-centur). 

romance called Sirlrnrh purports that the text was brought from Tunis and translated iuto 

Latin at Frederick II's request (Haskins, ;254) - a claim that prohbly tells us nothing about 

the true origin of the work or about Frederick's actual communication with Arabic culture. 

but provides insight into the contemporary popular conception of Frederick's role as a 

hinge between Latinate Christianity and the exotic and alluring Muslim world.4 

Frederick's coinage broadcasts the notion that his Sicilian state "translates" the wealth of 

41t is intcrcsting to note. hosvever. that sornc modern scholars have bciieved that t h e  ma\. I c *  some  trutii to 
the tales. L;mglr\. rncntions that Rugiemnr di Pdenno -ma\- have bem the friar sent b\ ~r4er i r .k  I I  to the 
Ling of Tunis to get the Libm di Sidrm" 1471 j. though he does not give a reason for drm-ing this 
r*oll<-Iusiur~. 



the Muslim wodd into a Christian reah,  as Giacomo's poetry "translatesw the riches of 

Islam. both material and intellectual, into a Christian vernacular. And finally the Tuscan 

versions of Siculo-Italian lyric translate the splendor of that tradition into a more familiar, 

less foreign tongue. The reader is meant to recognize these texts as different, yet the 

same; the alien provenance of the works is recognized and valorized, yet contained; the 

work retains the exotic value of another culture, but it is neither wholly orh~r, nor yet 

entirely '*domestic." 

These parallel readings of works that I have metaphorically termed "translations" 

help t o  refine the shifting value of the notion of duality central to Sicilian cultural 

coositructions duriiig the twelfth wd thirteenth centuries. In this study, I have traced the 

evol u t i t  111 of Sicilian duality from a relatively aggressive distinction between self and other 

to a containment and eradication of difference, and a naturalization of the other's culture. 

Indigenous Muslim culture was supported by Christian Siciliau rulers during the Sormai 

era: Christian culture wrrs elicouraged as well, for instance in the production and 

decoration of churches. or hi tmlslation activities; and the two idioms were allowed to 

exis* sidr l y sidr. During Frederick's reign, however, Christian culture i w p  to edge out 

Muslim culture. while striving to preserve and naturalize (or "tmndate" iiito a form that 

could be utilized hy the Christian world) those elemeuts of it that were of value. Iu much 

the same way, northern Italian reactions to the poetic revolution inaugurated by the 

Sicilians I legan with imitation. with "pseudo-Sicilian " poets from the north mimicking the 

Sicilian dialect. and ended with the Tuscan naturalization of Siculo-Italian poetry. 

And these readings of metaphorical "translations,*' finally, serve to illuminate some 

of the points in more traditional literary-historical discussions of influence that need to be 

refmed in order to account for developments in medieval Europe. Though they provide 

the invalualde senrice of identifying moments of cultural contact, the traditional 

philological methodologies are not geared to account for the value of such contacts. This 

does not uecessarily indicate a failing iu those methodologies; they were not designed to 



answer the questions that have arisen only in their wake, as subsequent scholars sift 

through the evidence of contact that the philologists uncovered, and become convinced 

that old historical paradigms must shift in response to that evidence. As earlier scholars 

devised sophisticated and sensitive systems to hack the incidence of cultural bornwings, 

so later generations of scholars must learn to read more accurately the uses that were 

made of those borrowings. 

The Muslim-Christian cohabitation that occurred in Spain and in Sicily had a 

decisive and formative effect on the culture of Christian Europe. And the conditions of 

that cohal)itatioii shified sipificmtly as both Muslims and Christians reacted to each 

other. mid to their own response to the other - as they reacted to their culture's changing 

need for " n e w  from abroad." Sicily, in some ways. anticipated developments on the 

Ilwrian pruhisula: the translation activities at Salerno paked during the twelfth crntur)s5 

w e  hundred vears l d o r r  the heyday of translation at the Christiaa court in Toledo: and 

the Sicilian "rturolquista" antedated the better-known one that drove the Muslims out of 

S p a i ~ ~  The Sonnrul state. of course, represented a first step toward Christian repossessiou 

of Sicilv and southeni Italy. And during the era of Frederick XI the Muslim communities 

of Sicilv were effectively eradicated. The final expulsion of the Muslims from Sicily was 

not accompIished, however, until much later. Lucera remained a Muslim city for the 

remainder of the thirteenth century; it still served as a haven for Manfred, Frederick's soil 

and King of Sicily after his death, who took refuge in the city in 1255 during a struggle 

with the Pope (see Matthew, 366). The city was finally destroyed by Charles I1 of h j o u ,  

who inherited the throne of Sicily, and its Muslim inhabitants Mled or sold into slavery, in 

the year 1300, after almost a century of existence. 

It seems appropriate to close this study by returning to the words of the scholar 

whose pleasing shadow - like the shade of al-A-Mbanishi's palm trees - falls over any 

%n translation activities in Sderno. see Gabricli. -La cultun araba e h scuola medica sdentit;utci.- 



student of Siculo-Muslim history. Michele h m r i ,  discussing the question of Arabic 

influence on Romance vernacular poetics, agrees with the position taken by AIL&& that 

such influence would have been general in scope and would not necessarily have left 

specific traces: 

la moda sola, credo io, delle rplendide corti musulmane della Spagna fece entrare 
ne' caste& cristiani dell'Occidente, insierne con altri qornenti  di lusso. il sollano 
di ascoltare poesie iu lingua volgare del paese: i p m L e  gli onori incoraggiarono i 
poeti nazionah a recitare nelk brigate p ~ c i p e s c h e  i versi che si sentimo per lo 
innanzi negli oscuri crocchi delle cittg e delle campagne; talchc la poesia volgare, 
rneglio che nata. si dee dir emancipata e nobilitata in quel tempo. 

Storin dei mtsrrIrrimi di Sicilia, vol. 111, 915-16 

the manner alone - I believe - of the splendid Muslim courts of Spain camed into 
the Chriszian castles of the West, along with other luxurious notions, the pleasing 
halit of lis3euiug to poetry in the local vernacular tongue: prizes and honors 
encouraged national poets to recite in princely gatherings those verses that one 
heard before in the obscure street-songs of the cities and the country-side: so that 
vernacular poetv. more than born, one should say was m m t c i p n t d  and ~ t l ~ m b l d  
during that period. 

This passap. of course. draws ou the Romantic notion that the first Romance vernacular 

p w t y  was popular hl formation, and arose from the "streets." More important to the 

present discussion, however, is Amari's succinct and complex characterbatioi~ of the 

conditions in which the Romance vernacular traditiotl arose. The example of the Arab, 

the inspiration of a pre-existing popular tradition, and a socio-economic situation which 

eiicouraged formal poetic production and performance converged to form the 

preconditioiis necessary for the emergence of a new litemy tradition. None of these 

elements done were decisive: all were crucial. Also important in Amari's thumbnail 

description of the birth of vernacular poetry is an element of mystery. The "obscure 

street-songs" which stand behind the verses of the courtly poets - like the lacunae 

embraced by the modem Sicilian writer Leonardo Sciascia: Ifeel l i k ~  I I c t z o u ;  the lmd 

meu ill its s i l ~ ~ t c ~ s  (quoted above, page 1) - constitute a central but unrecoverable 

element in the literary history he discusses. Finally. A d ' s  account is illuminated by his 



typical optimism. He does not linger over the murkier details of the question, the h e  

points that are irretrievably lost. Rather, he concludes by evoking those aspects of that 

literary history that invite celebration and - perhaps more importantly for subsequent 

litemy historians - further scholarship and speculation. Rather than born, he states, the 

Romance vernacular tradition was emancipated and ennobled: thus urging literary 

historians to consider the methods by which early Romance poets distinguished their 

poetxy from the diverse traditions from which it was emancipated. and the noble uses they 

made of the elements they acquired from those other traditions. 
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