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ORAL CULTURE, MANUSCRIPT AND PRINT IN EARLY MODERN ITALY

SEMINAR 4
Orality and politics: rhetoric and poetry

Birkbeck, University of London
43 Gordon Square, room 124

Friday 7 March 2014
This is one of a series of ERC-funded events, organized by the Italian Voices project in the University of Leeds, that explore oral culture, in its relation to the written word, in Italy between about 1450 and 1700. This seminar will focus on aspects of orality in the world of politics: performed poetry narrating and commenting on current affairs, traces of the spoken word in political writing, political rhetoric, and public proclamations.
10:00

Coffee/tea

10:20

Welcome and introduction

10:30-12:30
Session 1. Chair: Serena Ferente, King’s College London
Florence Alazard (Université de Tours), Ahimé, ahi, o: Interjections and Orality in Performed Poetry on Current Affairs during the Italian Wars
Luca Degl’Innocenti (University of Leeds), Paladins and Captains: Chivalric Clichés and Political Propaganda in Early Modern Italian War Poems
Jean-Louis Fournel (Université Paris 8), Presenza e funzioni dell’oralità nella scrittura politica di Machiavelli
14:00-16:00
Session 2. Chair: Filippo de Vivo, Birkbeck
Stephen Milner (University of Manchester), Preparing to Speak: Evidence from Florence
Claire Judde de Larivière (Université de Toulouse), La voce del potere pubblico: comandadori e banditori a Venezia e Murano nel Cinquecento
Maartje van Gelder (Universiteit van Amsterdam), Talk of the Town: Political Speeches, Poems, and Slogans during the 1595 Ducal Election in Venice
The seminar is open to all. There is no charge for attendance but space is limited. To reserve a place or for more information, please contact italianvoices@leeds.ac.uk. To find out more about the project, visit http://arts.leeds.ac.uk/italianvoices/.
The final project event will be a seminar on La performance dei testi letterari negli intrattenimenti di società / The performance of literary texts in social entertainments, to be held in the British School at Rome, 27 June 2014.
ABSTRACTS
Florence Alazard: Ahimé, ahi, o: Interjections and Orality in Performed Poetry on Current Affairs during the Italian Wars
In Renaissance political poetry, the need to recall the oral performance on which poems were supposedly based is well known: in the canzoni that they sold in print, the cantastorie of the fifteenth and sixteenth century addressed readers directly and reminded them of the oral origin of the text (their readers are called udienza, they are supposed to ascoltare and they are often taken to task by orders such as sentì! sentì!). But there are many other ways of revealing the multiple exchanges between the written and spoken word in political poetry. During the Italian Wars, a specific poetic genre emerged in order to deal with current affairs: printed poems known as lamenti or pianti appeared as a kind of interface between the written and the oral. In these poems, interjections (non-verbal phrases and onomatopoeia expressing pain and lamentation) assigned the text as a copy of an oral performance, whether or not it was. And so orality became the standard for poetry. Moreover, interjections had another goal, by forcing political texts to deal with emotions: interjections changed political writing by taking into account people’s reaction to these events. This paper will examine the role that interjections played in creating a poetry allegedly founded on oral performance, but it will also introduce a discussion on how they constructed a new narrative.
Luca Degl’Innocenti: Paladins and Captains: Chivalric Clichés and Political Propaganda in Early Modern Italian War Poems
Between the fifteenth and the sixteenth centuries, the wars that plagued the Italian peninsula were narrated to city audiences by many singers of tales who performed their poems in the piazzas and sold them in print. Their texts were very successful and were capable of influencing – and even of creating – public opinion. Their success was due partly to the increased eagerness for news in that dangerous period, and partly to the enjoyable nature of the poems, which usually took the form of the romances of chivalry. Many authors, indeed, composed texts both on legendary medieval wars and on real contemporary ones. Like the former poems, which narrated the battles of the Christians against the Pagans, the latter often openly sided with one of the powers in conflict. They were not meant simply to inform the audience, but also to persuade it, encouraging its identification with the good ‘us’ against the evil ‘them’, thus carrying out a crucial propagandistic function. These poems deployed all the linguistic, stylistic, and structural features developed by the epic tradition of the singers of chivalric tales, to the point that they can share identical formulae and themes. This chapter investigates the relationship between history and literature, chronicle and novel, information and fiction, news-reporting and story-telling in these war poems.
Jean-Louis Fournel: Presenza e funzioni dell’oralità nella scrittura politica di Machiavelli
La scrittura del Machiavelli ha un origine singolare se si ammette che furono gli anni di cancelleria, tra il 1498 e il 1512, ad  essere la palestra di essa. Prima ancora di redigere testi rimasti alla storia come ‘testi d’autore’, la scrittura del Segretario sorge da una pratica funzionale e da scritture d’intervento. Una scrittura che da una parte potrebbe essere considerata come scrittura per eccellenza giacché è l’atto scrittorio che dà ad essa il suo carico di legittimità e la sua giustificazione sociale ma, ad un tempo, si tratta di una scrittura altrettanto strettamente dipendente da conversazioni preliminari. Di questo passo, i testi di cancelleria mescolano una scrittura ‘autorizzata’, ufficiale, che s’impone senza margine di discussione ed un’altra empirica, libera, grazie alla quale il segretario porta un proprio contributo singolare al messaggio trasmesso. Nella lettera dedicatoria del Principe, Machiavelli segnala da un canto di avere imparato quanto sa dall’esperienza delle cose moderne e dalla lettura delle cose antiche e, dall’altra, di non volere usare una lingua fatta di ‘ornamenti estrinseci’. La duplice proposta può anche venire letta alla luce di una necessità avvertita esplicitamente dal Machiavelli e valida per l’insieme della propria scrittura: la rivendicazione di un sapere che articoli fonti scritte e orali in una stessa esperienza politico-storica. La conseguenza è la ricerca di una lingua fondata sull’immediatezza e la naturalità. Il mio intervento tenterà di mostrare quanto emerga di tale proposta nel dispiegamento dei testi machiavelliani, prendendo in esame alcune forme specifiche considerate come possibili spie di tale processo.
Claire Judde de Larivière: La voce del potere pubblico: comandadori e banditori a Venezia e Murano nel Cinquecento

Nella Venezia del Cinquecento, come nelle altre grandi città d’Italia e d’Europa, il comandadore era una figura centrale del sistema di comunicazione politico. Ogni istituzione importante dava ad un ufficiale l’incarico di rendere pubbliche le decisioni prese e di ordinare agli abitanti di presentarsi davanti ai magistrati. Inoltre lo stesso ufficiale era tenuto a partecipare a varie cerimonie ufficiali. Questo paper cerca di considerare le diverse fonti che permettono di studiare l’azione pubblica dei comandadori di Venezia e Murano, insistendo sul contenuto del discorso, lo spazio delle strida, e le modalità della performance dell’ufficiale.

Stephen Milner: Preparing to Speak: Evidence from Florence
In the history of early modern oral culture much is made of the revival of interest in classical rhetorical theory and its relation to the increasing requirement for guidance in public speaking for citizens holding civic offices, undertaking diplomatic roles or participating in deliberative assemblies. The recording of such speech acts is often in the form of brief minutes, sometimes in Latin, on a par with the kind of reportationes found for sermon cycles. In this paper attention will be paid to the process of preparing for participation in such contexts, using evidence drawn from fifteenth-century sources with particular focus on a notebook kept by a major Florentine patrician who is famed as a key sponsor of, and participant in, the new learning which swept through Italy in the early decades of the fifteenth century, Palla Strozzi (1372-1462). Palla was constantly involved in the acquisition, copying, translation and circulation of classical texts, especially those of a rhetorical nature, but less is known about his participation in everyday political deliberation and the exact relation between what scholars have characterized as his humanistic interests and his vernacular oratorical practice. The aim is to reflect on this relationship through an examination of his own practice when preparing to speak in public.
Maartje van Gelder: Talk of the Town: Political Speeches, Poems, and Slogans during the 1595 Ducal Election in Venice
The 1595 ducal election was one of the most difficult and protracted elections in Venetian history, lasting almost four weeks. Only after a record-breaking seventy-one voting rounds did Marino Grimani become doge. During the vacanza ducale, which essentially entailed the shutdown of the entire Venetian government, tensions within the city rose. A worried Signoria, the council that took control after a doge’s death, twice took the extraordinary step of admonishing the electors through an exchange of speeches. Despite Venice’s reputation for stability, the risk of a popular revolt increased with every voting round. A growing number of non-elite Venetians, in fact, demonstrated their support for Grimani outside the Ducal Palace. Initially these protests were oral, but the threat of violence was real. This paper examines the interplay between elite and non-elite political orality during the tense pause of the 1595 ducal vacancy. Using chronicles, official and unofficial accounts of the election, diplomatic correspondences, and avvisi, I will reconstruct the oral dimension of politics in Venice, asking how the speeches by the Signoria, electors, and ducal candidates intersected with the whispers, poems, and pro-Grimani slogans on the streets.

