Midterm Paper: Renaissance Poetry
In the introduction to his book Shipwreck with Spectator, a review of the historical development of the ship and seafaring metaphor in human thought, philosopher Hans Blumenberg writes: “Humans live their lives and build their institutions on dry land. Nevertheless, they seek to grasp the movement of their existence above all through metaphorics of the perilous sea voyage.”[footnoteRef:1] The metaphoric link between man and sea, with its origins in ancient texts and creation narratives from different cultures, tells the story of man’s steadfastness in face of life’s forces and of his struggles with physical and mental shortcomings, threatening experiences, and the transcendental and infinitive. Odysseus, hero of the Homeric epic, for instance, encounters a variety of daunting sea creatures throughout his sea voyage: sirens, the sea monsters Scylla and Charybdis, and Circe, a sea sorceress. His long and tumultuous journey from Troy to Ithaca is constructed as a sequence of obstacles he faces on his way home. As the Homeric epic teaches us, the sea represents the land’s “other” and is a site of temporary, sometimes extended, dwelling which Odysseus must traverse. Throughout his journey, the longing for land, for a safe harbor, beats incessantly in the hero’s soul, and is the destination toward which he strives.  [1:  Blumenburg, Hans. Shipwreck with Spectator: Paradigm of a Metaphor for Existence. Translation: Steven Rendell. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 1997, 7. ] 

	Considering this epic and mythic framework, it is interesting that two Italian Renaissance poets—Francesco Petrarch and Vittoria Colonna—choose to describe a failed sea voyage, or one that does not end at a safe harbor, in their poems. Both poets employ the ship and sea figures in the context of a discourse on love, portraying a sailor-speaker who longs for his lost beloved and who struggles to navigate his ship through the stormy and raging sea of his emotions. The speaker in Petrarch’s poem describes his ship as lost on high seas, rocking in a storm of “sighs, hopes, and desires,” and navigated by an unidentified foe. The speaker associates his being lost at sea with the loss of his beloved, Laura, and at the poem’s end expresses his loss of hope in sailing his ship back to the harbor. The speaker in Colonna’s poem describes her fears and hardships in navigating her ship after death, depicted in aqueous terms, took her lover from her— “extinguished/ The lodestar of my life”—and hid the safe harbor from her sight.
	These poets’ use of sea and ship figures creates an intertextual dialogue not only with the classic Greek myth, but also with the medieval tradition that forges a hermeneutic framework for an ars poetica reading of these figures. In terms of this tradition, the ship is a metaphorical object that represents the poet’s work, which he thrusts upon the sea in the hope that it arrives at a safe harbor. The safe harbor and the prospect of arriving (or not) at it, represent the potential for the poetic work’s reception; for the poem—launched like a ship across the sea—to move from the poet to its readers.	Comment by Elizabeth: You may want to define this term as reflexive or self-reflexive.
	In this paper, I will present a close and comparative reading of Petrarch’s Sonnet 189 from the Il Canzoniere and Colonna’s Sonnet 53 from Rime Amorose and examine not only the way in which both poets employ the sea and ship figures, but also how their deviations from these figures’ traditional and common usages facilitates the construction of the subject-speaker position in their poems. I will demonstrate how this position is founded on the disparity between the rhetoric of helplessness, disorientation, and the perilous sea voyage, and the self’s mental strength and resilience which is circuitously revealed through the poems’ various materials. 	Comment by Elizabeth: Perhaps be more specific: the poems’ rich imagery and shifting semantics (first person, etc.)
	Sea voyaging, as many literary traditions show us, pauses life’s progression and suspends its temporal routine. In both poems, the liminality that characterizes the sea space intersects with representations of time and produces what Bakhtin called the chronotope: the intrinsic connectedness of time and space that forms a system of similar and common representations.[footnoteRef:2] Thus, the representations of time in the poems demonstrate the speakers’ location in a tumultuous sea space, in which man is pushed to the extreme limits of his existence and lingers between life and death. The marking of time “at midnight” in Petrarch’s poem seems therefore like an appropriate representation of the sense of no-place and liminality. This is an intermediate time that separates one day from another and at the same time represents the end of one day and the beginning of a new day. This duality, as I will demonstrate, enables one to read Petrarch’s poem not only as evidence of the lover-speaker’s demise, but also as part of the process of his birth as a poet. In addition to midnight, the poem marks the season— “in winter”—which deepens its dark atmosphere and points to a tension between clock-time, which is linear human time representative of man’s fragile and transient life, and nature’s infinitive cyclicality. However, it is the speaker’s insistence on pointing to precise clock-time, in a space that eschews and deviates from human regulation, which may represent man’s desire to control the sea space by mapping it in terms of physical categories and conventional regulations. Since clock-time largely guarantees the subject’s sense of sequence and continuity, its mentioning in the poem does not correspond with the sense of disintegration and self-annihilation that the speaker expresses in his poem.	Comment by Elizabeth: Consider indicating line number/s when quoting poetry	Comment by Elizabeth: Consider: “expresses in the poem.” Or, “that the poet expresses in his poem” [2:  Bakhtin, Mikhail M. The Dialogic Imagination: Four Essays by Mikhail M. Bakhtin. Translation: Caryl Emerson and Michael Holquist. Austin: University of Texas Press. 1981, 84. ] 

	In Colonna’s poem, the category of time remains more general and therefore heightens the dichotomic tension between human time and natural time, as well as the speaker’s difficulty in quantifying time’s fluidic motion. The descriptions of time in Colonna’s poem oscillate between the momentary and the eternal. The moment (“In one brief moment”) represents the unbearably brief temporariness of human existence in face of death, which is the opposite of the sea’s eternity. Whereas Petrarch represents both time categories successively— “at midnight, in winter”—Colonna separates them: in the octet she describes how “In one brief moment bitter death extinguished / The lodestar of my life,” while in the sestet, she refers to her fear of the voyage “forever in rough waters.” It appears therefore, that unlike Petrarch, who marks the different time forms by means of measurable and identifiable categories, Colonna strives to accentuate and strengthen the unresolvable tension between these time forms that intersects with the conceptual and structural tension characteristic of the relationship between the octet and sestet in the sonnet form. The momentary and the eternal correspond, to a large extent, with the two facets of the traumatic loss she describes: the loss of the beloved occurs in a moment so brief that it cannot be fully impressed upon the subject’s consciousness, whereas life without the love object is described as a melancholic incorporation in the sea’s eternal motion that is detached from the sequence of human life. 
	While in both poems the speaker’s position is similarly constructed and consolidated  through their figurative affinity with the ship lost at sea, their presence in the poetic space and their relationships with the represented world are different. Both speakers declare their sense of kinship with their sea vessels in the poems’ early stages: the Petrarchan speaker begins by stating “My ship is laden with forgetfulness, passes through the harsh sea,” whereas the speaker in Colonna’s poem describes “the waves of life striking my fragile bark.” However, while in Petrarch’s poem this affiliation sets the ground for a metaphorical relationship between the speaker and his ship, in Colonna’s poem it produces linkages between the speaker and her ship that range from the metonymic to literal.[footnoteRef:3] The ship in Petrarch’s poem functions as a means to describe the speaker’s experiences, and the maritime referential field is positioned as a dominant sign system subject to the description of the human condition. In Colonna’s poem, the speaker does not generate elaborate metaphorical affinities between the human and maritime spheres. Indeed, one can draw an analogy between the ship’s voyage and the speaker’s mental journey, however throughout the poem a semantic distinction is maintained, and the speaker is described as separate from, rather than in terms of, her ship: she reports her experiences directly; she states “I feel,” “I have no help,” and “I fear,” and contemplates the possibility of her own, not the ship’s, salvation. This direct self-referencing and the pervasive use of the first-person singular voice generate the intensive and unmediated presence of the speaker who is not reliant on the ship for the expression of her emotions. 	Comment by Elizabeth: Consider omitting	Comment by Elizabeth: Unclear: constitutes? Is employed? 	Comment by Elizabeth: This is unclear. do you mean that this sign system is always employed to communicate a sense of the human state?  [3:  This does not mean that Colonna’s poem lacks metaphorics that connect the sea’s semantic field with the human semantic field (for example: “The waves of life striking my fragile bark”). Still, the analogy generated in the poem between the speaker and the ship is not contingent on this metaphorics. ] 

	Petrarch also employs a first-person speaker, however the dense metaphorical language that the speaker employs mediates his existence and renders him evasive, distanced, and reserved, despite the emotional pathos associated with his devotion. Petrarch’s speaker does not directly confess his feelings and emotions, and the understanding of what occurs in his soul is contingent on the interpretation of descriptions of the ship and its components, and of its interactions with, and movement within, the sea space. The speaker refers to the ship in the third-person, and the distinctive reference to himself, in the first-person “I,” appears first and only in the poem’s final line. Unlike the speaker in Petrarch’s poem, who conveys his feelings, emotions, and thoughts indirectly by attributing them to the ship, the speaker in Colonna’s poem does not require the ship, in its role as a metaphorical object, to convey her emotions, and therefore, invites a more intimate, direct, and overt experience of communication. In so doing, the speaker in Colonna’s poem renders the movement between the human and the maritime lucid, simple, and direct, and to a large extent, neutralizes and renders redundant the metaphorical linkage between them. This separation of the speaker from the ship largely restores Petrarch’s metaphorical use of the ship to its medieval origins in which it did not serve as a metaphor for the poet himself, but rather for his poem—an object which, although under his control and ownership, is separate from him in material terms. 	Comment by Elizabeth: Consider removing; you describe tgus clearly in previous sentences. 	Comment by Elizabeth: Agent? Device?	Comment by Elizabeth: Perhaps: ‘This separation corresponds with the restoring of Petrarch’s metaphorical use....?	Comment by Elizabeth: Recalls? 
	As opposed to Colonna, who refers to the ship as a separate object to which she does not dedicate descriptive volume, the dense metaphorics in Petrarch’s poem generate a sense of realistic fullness and excess in the communication of multiple details about the ship. The ship’s various parts—oars, sail, ropes, helm—are indeed noted in detail, however they are stripped of their actuality and familiar functions by way of personification: “each oar is manned by ready, cruel thought,” the wind of “sighs, hopes, and desires breaks the sail,” and “a mist of disdain wet and loosen the already weary ropes.” As a result, the ship’s material parts are subjugated to the account of the drama in the speaker’s soul; the ship’s body is not equivalent to the speaker’s body, but rather to what occurs in his soul. Contrary to the speaker’s physical, spatial presence in Colonna’s poem (demonstrated in the next paragraph), Petrarch’s depictions of the ship repress the human speaker’s bodily and tangible in favor of the mental dynamics of which the reader becomes aware indirectly: the ship’s ropes are made of “error twisted up with ignorance,” the rowing positions are manned by “cruel thought,” and among the waves “reason and skill” perish. The speaker’s relationships with space in Petrarch’s poem are therefore characteristically narcissistic given that the objects of the maritime descriptions are no other than mirrors reflecting the speaker to himself. These reflections, as demonstrated in “dead among the waves, are reason and skill,” deviate from the ship’s sphere and cast the speaker’s selfness upon the sea’s entire surface, thereby constituting testimony to what may sound like an oceanic experience of the loss of the boundary between the self and the other. 	Comment by Elizabeth: Do you mean 3-dimensional? 	Comment by Elizabeth: Unclear	Comment by Elizabeth: His? 
	The literariness that characterizes Colonna’s poem enables the positioning of the speaker in a more concrete manner in the space represented in the poem. Unlike the speaker in Petrarch’s poem, who is positioned in no-place, between two sea monsters, Charybdis and Scylla, the speaker in Colonna’s poem is situated, as indicated in the sonnet’s first line “Between harsh rocks and violent wind,” between earth and air, between land and sky, and she serves as a partition of sorts between two spheres—the earthly and the ethereal. Even though this spatial location corresponds, to an extent, with the description of Scylla and Charybdis—Scylla is the smooth cliff, while Charybdis is the tempestuous vortex—the poem’s speaker does not represent the space in her poem in the language of the epic and myth. In an event that simulates the world’s creation, which separates land and sea, the speaker positions herself not only in a concrete topographic location, but also emphasizes her liminal position which, to a large extent, is compatible with the nature of the sea-space in which she is located. The speaker’s presence in space is buttressed by her use of deictics, which facilitate her positioning in the framework of the represented world and in relationship with the elements it contains— “shipwreck here between these lofty cliffs.” 	Comment by Elizabeth: Not certain what you mean here: that it is like? Or fitting to? 
	The speaker’s position in both poems is grounded in the gap between the rhetoric they employ and the poetic performance that their presence creates; between the way the speakers present themselves and the way in which the poetic content indirectly discloses other information about the speaking subject. The Petrarchan ship becomes in Colonna’s poem “my fragile bark.” The metonymic linkage between the ship and the speaker points to her choice to describe it as “my fragile bark,” which appears to be a manifestation of the modesty-topos, and expresses the internalization of the necessity to occupy a gendered-female poetic position that presents her as dull, like her ship, a miniature and marginal model of sorts of the Petrarchan ship (and poetry). She even adds that she has “neither wit nor art to steer,” a statement largely reminiscent of Petrarch’s description that “dead among waves are reason and skill.” While in Petrarch’s poem skill and wit find their deaths among the waves, thereby hinting at the possibility that in the past they were an integral part of him and his ship, Colonna’s speaker declares from the start that she possesses neither wit nor art. 
	At the same time, a close reading of Colonna’s poem reveals textual performances that undermine what appears to be the acceptance of the self-effacing female position. The speaker’s performance, by means of employing the first-person singular voice, indicates that she does not repress or minimize her existence and does not locate herself in the margins of the poetic endeavor, but rather positions herself at its center and infuses her personal experiences with significance and validity. Moreover, in Colonna’s poem, the speaker navigates the ship by herself and alone. Even if this navigation becomes problematic and leads her to constant movement between the sea’s currents, she is still the only agent in charge of it. 
Contrary to Colonna’s speaker, in Petrarch’s poem, the speaker describes another agent as responsible for navigating his ship: “and at the / tiller sits my lord, rather my enemy.” The lack of knowledge pertaining to the “lord’s” definitive identity enables the double reading of the sonnet: the word “lord” may be a term of endearment for the beloved, Laura, who navigates the speaker’s emotions and soul. However, at the same time, the lord may be the patron responsible for the poet’s material and economical status. In fact, both Laura and the patron are different forms of inspiration and poetic motivation—one emotional, the other, material—upon which the speaker is dependent, and therefore they both undermine the degree of his independent authority and agency. Thus, the speaker’s relationship with the “lord” is ambivalent: not only does the speaker refer to the lord as an enemy, but the depiction of his thoughts that “seem to scorn the tempest” also indicates the speaker’s sense of antagonism toward both the love tempest he has been thrust into and his beloved (they are both, as mentioned, inspirational sources for his poetic endeavor). In this light, it seems therefore that the struggle in Petrarch’s poem is not only an external struggle between man and sea, but also between the attitudes and representations of the other which are embedded in the depths of his soul and generate in it a rift and internal struggle. 
	In both poems, the speaker’s degree of activity or passivity regarding the ship’s navigation is contingent on the ability to see. Petrarch’s speaker metaphorically describes Laura’s eyes in the image of the two hidden stars. This disappearance can be interpreted not only as the loss of the beloved, but also as the loss of the source of inspiration that is meant to “navigate” his writing. However, the fact that the eyes are the beloved’s eyes, indicates that the potential for sight is the prerogative of the other, and not of the poetic speaker. In addition, the poem contains an indirect reference to eyes and to the possibility of obstructed vision: “a mist of disdain” hints at something that blurs the sense of sight, and the phrase “a rain of weeping” reinforces the sense that water (tears or the sea) function as a type of screen between the eye and the world. Common to these images of vision and eyes is that they remain external, rather than attributed, to the speaker. Therefore, unlike the speaker in Colonna’s poem, who speaks directly of the death that sabotages her vision of the shore (glimpsing, in turn, her direct linkage with the potential for vision), the speaker in Petrarch’s poem is preoccupied mainly with his ability (or lack thereof) to be seen (and not to see), which, to a large degree, constitutes his opportunity to receive recognition and instruction on the part of others. 	Comment by Elizabeth: Veil? Curtain?
	Like in Colonna’s poem, also in Petrarch’s one finds a deceptive duality regarding the subject position and the gap between his descriptions of himself and those implicit in the poem’s content. The fullness of both the represented world and the metaphorics in Petrarch’s poem are intended to illustrate the speaker’s situation—he has lost hope of reaching the harbor, is helpless, and incapable of navigating the stormy and tumultuous sea. However, depictions of loss and lack of orientation, as well as of the multiple dangers lying in wait for his ship, are a means to disguise his “terrestrial point of view,” in other words, the poetic consciousness anchored in certainty, permanence and stability, and not only in the ungraspable fluidity of existence at sea. The speaker in Petrarch’s poem describes the “changeless wind,” “a ready, cruel thought,” and even the ship’s ropes, which, as it turns out, are “already weary” not necessarily due to the sea storm. While these images reflect the speaker’s distress, at the same time they call attention to his ability to see what is occurring and identify that which is permanent and static in the sea space. Thus, they raise the question as to the amount of influence external and environmental factors, which are not under the speaker’s control, have on his ship. 	Comment by Elizabeth: Richness? Detail?
	The textual surface in Petrarch’s poem depicts the sea as a space lacking empathy, law, and memory. At the beginning of the poem, the speaker describes his ship as one “laden with forgetfulness.” This forgetfulness is perhaps a consequence of his difficulty in conjuring a memory of Laura, his dead beloved, in his imagination, or, in terms of an ars poetica reading of the poem, an effect of the speaker’s fear of sinking, together with his work, into oblivion and being erased from the reader’s consciousness. In the framework of an ars poetica reading of the poem, it appears therefore, that this forgetfulness corresponds neither with the intertextual dialogue that Petrarch creates nor with the poem’s material presence which reminds readers of the poet’s existence. By employing the ship and sea metaphors—whose origins are fixed in medieval tradition—to portray his relationships with his work and readers, and by referencing Scylla and Charybdis from the classical Greek myth, the poet situates both speaker and poem in a tapestry of existing poetic affinities and contexts, and, in fact, embeds in the poem an inherent mechanism of cultural memory. Therefore, Petrarch’s poem is not an abandoned and lonely ship in the heart of the sea carrying a cargo of forgetfulness, but rather a stable construct that safeguards historical and cultural memory. 	Comment by Elizabeth: Do you mean the denotative as opposed to the connotative? Or metaphorical? 
	Hence, it seems that Petrarch’s poem presents its readers with an impasse manifested in the speaker’s despair over the possibility of reaching the harbor and ending his long and arduous voyage on a tempestuous and cruel sea. Whether reaching the harbor functions as a metaphor for his reception as a poet and as the moment in which his poetry  is met by his readers or constitutes a point of departure that rescues the speaker from the emotional vortex induced by the separation from his beloved, the speaker’s loss of hope in ending his difficult journey condemns him to incurable pain and suffering. Interestingly, however, the poem’s last line, which states the speaker’s inability to reach the port of destination, is also that in which the speaker is presented in first-person singular: “so that I begin to despair of the port.” Unlike Colonna’s poem in which the concluding sestet conceals her physical presence—an outstanding phenomenon considering the prevalence of the first-person singular voice in the octet—Petrarch ends his poem where the “I” begins. In other words, while Colonna’s poem ends with what might be understood as the loss and disappearance of the self, a testimony of sorts to the experience of burial in death and the sense of loss, Petrarch’s speaker succeeds for the first time to distinguish and isolate a clear and distinctive “I” at the end of the poem. This appearance of the “I” renders the ars poetica reading of Petrarch’s poem even more complex because what could have been interpreted as poetic failure or a disconnection of poet-addresser from reader-addressee concurrently becomes the moment of the birth of the self and the beginning of a sea journey to the formation of “I-the poet.” If the sources of inspiration for his poem and the content it contains are comprised of a desperate movement in a threatening and stormy sea of unfulfilled love, then his poetry is indeed contingent on not reaching a harbor that offers stable, earthly existence. Thus, the absence of the possibility of reaching the coveted land is, to a large extent, the prerequisite for his poetic creativity, while the sea space, like a womb-like incubator, constitutes a fertile terrain for his birth as a poet. 	Comment by Elizabeth: Poem?	Comment by Elizabeth: Unique?	Comment by Elizabeth: Do you mean “assimilation”?	Comment by Elizabeth: Poetry?
[bookmark: _GoBack]	In her poem, Colonna too describes her becoming a poet against the background of existing cultural and poetic tradition. As a woman-writer, Colonna conducts a complex dialogue with Petrarch’s poetic use of the ship and sea metaphor and with the tradition of representations based on the sea myth’s heroic tale, which is fundamentally masculine. As previously demonstrated, the principle strategy underlying Colonna’s exceptional “linking up” with this intertextual network of maritime heroic stories is contingent on abstraction, the elimination of the metaphorical overload from signs such as the sea and ship, and on the literality that accentuates the speaker’s human-bodily experience. The intertextual dialogue that Colonna creates does indeed negate the conventional masculine experience of the sea voyage, but at the same time it enables her to signal her belonging to the cultural tradition from which she is excluded as a woman. To express her ambivalence toward the common literary paradigm, Colonna employs litotes—the affirmation and rendering present of the object, situation, or feeling in terms of its overt negation and denial. The speaker in Colonna’s poem announces: “now ever more I fear / Not the sweet singing of the cruel sirens / Nor shipwreck here between these lofty cliffs / Nor sinking helplessly in shifting sands.” The repetitive negation in this part of the poem points to Colonna’s willingness to appropriate the sea metaphor in a manner that deviates from the common masculine heroic tale and use it to describe her personal experience, which does not easily accommodate the mythic pathos on which the heroic stories rest. By way of this explicit and overt negation, the speaker indeed announces to her readers her intention to disappoint their cultural expectations, however, at the same time she does not completely nullify the narrative possibilities entailed in these expectations, but rather renders them present dialectically. This negation is presented therefore, not as a fait accompli or a culturally determined gendered choice, but rather a product of the poetic subject’s conscious and autonomous decision. In this context, it is interesting to note that the presentation of different narrative possibilities which she negates, in fact draws her closer to the epic tradition: in the Homeric story, Circe explains to Odysseus, who is making his way to Ithaca, that he will have to choose between passing through Scylla and Charybdis or over the Shifting Rocks (Planctai). Therefore, when Colonna refers to the nymphs and “shifting sands,” albeit by negating them, she is signaling her affinity with past tradition and the fact that it involves an act of conscious choice. However, unlike Odysseus and Petrarch, who chose to pass through Scylla and Charybdis on their sea voyages, Colonna is not interested in choosing any one of the existing options (although the option of choice as a thematic issue generates another affinity with the existing culture). In this light, it appears that the use of litotes marks the speaker’s ironic and subversive position in which she does not exclude herself from the region of its figurative world and which is based on a masculine narrative but operates alternatively within its domain. In so doing, Colonna prevents a one-dimensional reading of her relationship with the tradition in the framework of which, and against which, she writes. In her poem, Colonna constructs a multiplicity of voices that demonstrates that existing possibilities are not negated, but rather rendered a basis for the alternative use of mythic and epic materials.	Comment by Elizabeth: And Petrarch’s speaker?
	To summarize, against the background of a similar description of a tumultuous journey on a sea of loss, love, and death, the comparison between the poems instructs us as to how the use of figurative language constructs the speakers’ and various poetic personae’s positions. Petrarch’s emotionally intense metaphorics generates a false impression of emotional display but leaves him distanced and hidden. Colonna’s literalization, on the other hand, presents a speaker who reveals her emotions and creates a tangible linkage to the space. In both poems one finds that man’s helpless and hopeless position in face of natural forces is but one, inexhaustible facet of the poetic persona constructed from within them. The different poetic materials, and the system of intertextual affinities developed within them, render the difficult and cruel sea journey a vital stage in the development of the poetic persona with a distinctive voice. Under the text’s watery surface, which encodes the experience of the loss of the beloved, the speaker emerges not only as a sailor struggling to navigate his ship, but also as a poet who inventively and securely navigates his poem through the currents and waves of the enduring literary tradition.  
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