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As far as we know, there is no record of the love story of Francesca da Rimini before Dante's account in Canto V of the Inferno. His portrait of her emerges in astonishingly few verses and, in its passion and pathos, emulates and rivals Virgil's portrayal of Dido. Francesca tells us nothing of her life in the first part of her monologue, apart from her place of birth, which she identifies with elegant periphrasis. Instead, she sums up in retrospect the genesis, consummation and fatal consequences of the love she shared with her inseparable companion in Hell, whom she does not name. Her celebrated apostrophe to love, the unforgettable anaphora on "Amore," is at once succinct and profound, a rhetorical representation in miniature of consciousness and interiority without precedent in the Middle Ages. We shall see that part of it is ultimately derived from Plato's Phaedrus, yet it anticipates the "subjectivity" we associate with the modern novel.

In three anaphoric terzine, Francesca describes love and its effects, not abstractly, as had other poets and especially Guido Cavalcanti in his abstruse canzone, Donna me prega, but existentially, relating how she and her lover fell prey to that passion and so were led to their death. This first half of her meditation ends with a prophetic imprecation consigning their killer to the circle of Cain. The name of the original fratricide identifies the killer as her lover's brother. When the opening lines of the next canto refer to the couple as in-laws we have all we need to know about Francesca's marriage, adultery and death.

After a pause and the pilgrim's compassionate plea that she explain how she succumbed to her dubious desires, she resumes her monologue in a different key, narrative rather than analytic, to describe the "first root" of their love. They were reading together of Lancelot, seized by love. Here too, she provides no external detail, describing only their solitude, their glances and their embarrassment. She relates only one event: the notorious "kiss.” This second half of her monologue is of the same length as the first, but contradicts it in one important respect. In the first, love was described as spontaneous combustion, "kindled quickly in a gentle heart," which would mitigate the lovers' culpability. In the second part, she describes the occasion of their sin and the mediation of the book by which they were seduced. Like the first half, this part too ends with a curse: She first cursed the fratricide for their death and now the book for their damnation. The two parts of Francesca's monologue are like what came to be the juxtaposition of the illusion of love with the stark reality of its consequences.

Francesca was an historical personage, the aunt of Guido Novello, Dante's host in Ravenna. The details of her life were probably well known to the poet and his sympathetic portrait of her has often been taken as his tribute to the generosity of his friend. Nevertheless, he gives us few of those details. He does not say that she was duped into her marriage, nor does he suggest that her sin was a singular tragic encounter, rather than the habitual conduct that would merit damnation. When Francesca says that she and her lover were led by love to a single death, it is unlikely that this means the simultaneous death at the hands of love's assassin. The text alludes to her murder only obliquely and to its perpetrator never by name. We are familiar with what are supposed to be the exterior circumstances of her story, some of them wildly improbable, from glosses on the text written by Boccaccio, who forged them into a coherent plot in what might be called the medieval "romance" of Francesca. 

We owe to the commentary of that master story-teller: a fraudulent marriage, true lovers caught in flagrante by a predictably ugly and deformed husband, Paolo's attempted escape, the swashbuckling climax in which the lovers are killed by a sword-thrust meant for Paolo, but skewering the interposed Francesca instead. A second thrust then reaches its mark, killing her hapless lover. The next day they were buried together in the same tomb.

The account of a botched attack by Francesca's husband probably reflects Boccaccio's desperate attempt to translate Dante's verse literally, which the commentator construes to mean that her husband first killed her by accident, since he truly loved her, and then his original target. With that, Boccaccio turns Dante's tremendous figure into lurid literality. We shall see, however, that all such fearsome loves, in pursuit of the absolute, result in a single death.

With Boccaccio's pop version of the tale, Francesca and Paolo attained their legendary status. As Virgil transformed Dido, the founder and sober Queen of Carthage, into a tragic and lovesick heroine, so Dante gave to an historical personage the consciousness and voice of love's secular martyr. It remained for Boccaccio, however, to turn her into the heroine of medieval romance and, eventually, of nineteenth century melodrama. Boccaccio's story became something of a "penny-dreadful," the Victorian version of pulp fiction, having little to do with Dante's text. In illustrations of the critical moment, the jealousy-crazed husband was depicted as interrupting their first embrace, the open book lying face-down at Francesca's feet, like a grotesque parody of the Annunciation. The sword drawn as the couple embrace hints at double vendetta: to kill them before they have time to repent, so as to send them directly to Hell. The scene is pruriently fascinating, but theologically absurd. In Dante's system, first-time offenders are sentenced to Purgatory. Hell is reserved for obdurate sinners, whose sin is grievous, habitual and premeditated. Even then, forgiveness is only a gasp away.

The phenomenon of mimetic desire is at the center of the work of René Girard, one of the most powerful theorists of culture of our time. Perhaps because his early work on the novel has been overshadowed by his profound influence in anthropology, social studies and comparative religion, few students of Dante seem to know his essay of fifty years ago, dedicated to the canto of Francesca. In the briefest of terms, his point was that the desiring subject imagines, as does Francesca, that desire springs spontaneously from within, while the truth that is revealed by Dante and the greatest of novelists, is that desire is always triangular, "mediated" by the desires of the other—in this case, as in the case of Don Quixote, by a book. In a few mordent pages, Girard debunked the romantic reading of Francesca's story, showing that it was simply a repetition of her own initial mystification. When Girard wrote, the best-selling love story of the time was entitled By Love Possessed; Girard's title was polemic, summing up the delusion propagated by all such "romance" stories: "By Literature Possessed." His point was that desire is essentially imitative, searching for a model, and that literature provides it with an imaginary map. Dante's text was not complicit in "romantic" deception. On the contrary, Francesca's last words exposed the roman as a panderer and seducer, leading the lovers to their destruction. Her story anticipated those of Chaucer, Shakespeare and Cervantes in the genre of the "anti-roman."5
Nevertheless, Boccaccio's "romance" of Francesca had its effect on learned as well as popular speculation about her character. So real did she appear to Dante's readers that even serious critics debated her moral qualities, her relative guilt or innocence, as though she were a "personality," rather than simply a character in the infernal drama. The debates have been so vigorous that a distinguished scholar, in his survey of the bibliography, classified the critics as "hawks" or "doves," according to whether they disputed her human weakness or the justice of her condemnation.6 Yet, her guilt is undeniable; it is axiomatic in Dante's moral system. To dispute that would be to call all of Hell into question.

