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The Matter of Motherhood in Dante's Paradiso
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Humanities 348

This lecture will explore how soon after his ascent with Beatrice into 
the Empyrean, Dante-pilgrim finds himself in the in the center of a 
celestial rose, reeling beneath the newly unmasked souls seated on 
its petals. Shortly thereafter, St. Bernard provides him with a visual 
tour of the elect, bidding him to focus on one face in particular:  

“Look now at the face that most resembles 
Christ, for its brightness alone can enable you
to see Christ.” (Par. 32.85-87)

This detail is occasionally noted by modern commentators as 
striking, beautiful, even stunning, but hardly unexpected. Whom else 
should the son of a single human parent resemble? What may strike 
modern readers as a banality appears to have caused discomfort 
among Dante’s early commentators. Beginning with Jacopo della 
Lana, the verse was carefully qualified to attenuate the prospect of 
any physical affinity. Why this resistance to the resemblance of 
Christ to His only human parent? 

Christiana Purdy Moudarres is Assistant Professor of Italian Language and 
Literature at Yale University. Her research interests include Dante, the 
intersection of medieval science and religion, and gender studies. She has 
published articles on natural philosophy and theology in the Divine Comedy 
and has edited three volumes on medieval and early modern literature. She is 
currently completing her first book, A Sacred Banquet: Medicine and Theology 
in Dante’s Commedia, under review with University of Notre Dame Press.

Please RSVP on our website!
              Note: All public lectures are subject to change. 
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