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BOOK REVIEWS

Ilaria Natali, Reading the Inferno. James Joyce’s Notazioni on Dante’s
Divine Comedy (Rome, Bulzoni, 2020, pp. 190, € 13)

Joyce’s well-known fascination for Dante and the central role played by
the great maestro in the development of his own themes and techniques
have never ceased to attract the attention of readers and scholars trying to
highlight structural, thematic and intertextual relationships between their
impressive oeuvres. Ilaria Natali’s compelling book adds a new and quite
singular perspective to this critical panorama, offering an accurate genetic
analysis of the manuscripts that Joyce compiled in his student days and
preserved for the rest of his life, containing transcriptions, glosses and
translations of the first twenty-five Cantos of the Inferno.

The first chapter is particularly exhaustive in emphasising the
central aspects of Dante’s reception in the nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries as refracted through the lens of Joyce’s writings, which demon-
strates his own familiarity with coeval studies about Dante’s alleged
sources as well as the transcultural dimension acquired by the Comedy
through reference to multiple legends. Natali’s insightful analysis shows
that Joyce caught various facets of the nineteenth century critical dis-
course on the Florentine, generally characterised — after declining for-
tunes — by an unprecedented appreciation. Particularly interesting to
Joyce was the patriotic image of Dante as the father of the Italian lan-
guage and literature — something which clearly allowed some parallels
with the Irish nationalistic pride, based on the Celtic revival — or his be-
ing considered a paradigm of exile, an aspect which of course had for
Joyce strong personal resonances. Moreover, the author effectively
demonstrates that exactly as Joyce frequently modeled himself on either
Dante or the wandering protagonist of his Commedia, his fictional char-
acters often oscillate between identification with the Florentine and pa-
rodic imitation of him.

Chapter two is devoted to a detailed analysis of some of Joyce’s
sources for the Notazioni, especially Niccolo Giosafatte Biagioli’s (1818)
and Eugenio Camerini’s (1873) commentary and edition of the Comedy.
With commendable effort, Natali first identifies these sources by consult-
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ing no less than fifteen editions of the Inferno, and then relates them to
three different stages, or shifts, in Joyce’s note-taking method. Later on in
the chapter, the author also succeeds in demonstrating how the Notazioni,
mirroring Joyce’s mature compositional process based on endless accu-
mulation of material, became themselves valuable sources for his own
later production, especially as far as the attack on the Jesuits’ modes of
thought is concerned.

Chapter three examines Joyce’s note-taking and revision meth-
ods, based on adding entries, correcting misspellings and other transcrip-
tion errors, or lemmatising terms. Natali finds these strategies interesting
per se, but also as evidence of Joyce’s command of the Italian language,
his relying on the aforementioned sources, or his conceiving the annota-
tions as a work in progress which protracted in time. Particularly interest-
ing is the fact that in these manuscripts, though compiled in his youth,
Joyce already starts converting the Inferno to his own purposes by play-
ing with language, creating chains of words, or translating them on his
own instead of relying on English editions available at his time. Natali
rightly defines the Notazioni “a language workshop” (84) anticipating
Joyce’s mature multilingual extravaganza, and where the author explores
both sound and rhetorical devices which he would largely employ in his
later writings.

Finally, in chapter four Natali finds a thematic thread in the man-
uscripts, that is the attention Joyce pays to Dante’s rhymes, rhythm and
meter in an “aural exploration” (92) that certainly influenced the creative
re-employment of the Comedy in his later works. The book closes with an
extremely rich appendix where Natali — showing her expertise in genetic
criticism and laying the ground for further research — offers an in-depth
critical commentary on selected entries from the Notazioni, providing ev-
idence and details concerning the sources employed, highlighting the
emergence of note-taking patterns and identifying possible relationships
with Joyce’s later works.

Reading the Inferno is undoubtedly a fine example of scrupulous
scholarship, giving insight into authentic material which has unfortunate-
ly received scant critical attention so far. Though committed to shedding
light upon a neglected subject by offering incredibly specialised
knowledge, the book provides nonetheless an analysis that is by no means
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intended as definitive. Raising engaging issues and proposing stimulating
interpretations, it will surely meet ample scholarly interest.

Annalisa Federici
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