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“H ORROR...IS THE SINEWS OF THE FABLE":
GIRALDI CINTHIO 'S WORKS
AND ELIZABETHAN TRAGEDY

Mariangela EMPERA

The paper examines the theoretical writings of G. B. Giraldi Cinthio and his most famous play, Orbecche (1541)
in the light of Italian Senecanism. Cinthio’s account of the first performance of his tragedy shows that he was
aware of the necessity of winning over the audience by catering to its tastes. He also saw the futility of strict,
unthinking adherence to the rules supposedly laid down by Aristotle. The paper argues that his stage-oriented
approach to theatrical writing and his exploration of the dramatic function of horror show that he has more in
common with the Elizabethans than with his countrymen. A comparison of key moments in Orbecche with
scenes from Elizabethan plays (The Tragedie of Tancred and Gismund, Gorboduc, 2 Henry vi, Titus
Andronicus) highlights similarities in the treatment of their common Senecan sources which are unexpected in
1540s Italy. Orbecche and the theoretical debate that it triggered in Italy contributed to shaping continental
playwrighting in the second half of the 16" century. The process of cross-fertilization between the works of
European dramatists and those of their Elizabethan counterparts is well worth further study. Within this
framework, Giraldi certainly deserves more attention than he has commanded until now.

Les ceuvres de Giraldi Cinthio et la tragédie élisabéthaine Cette communication examine les écrits
théoriques de G. B. Giraldi Cinthio et sa piece la plus célebre, Orbecche (1541), a la lumiére du
« sénéquisme » italien. Le récit que Cinthio fait de la premiére représentation de sa tragédie montre qu'il était
conscient de la nécessité de séduire le public en satisfaisant ses godits. Il voyait également la futilité d'un
respect strict et irréfléchi aux regles fixées par Aristote. L'article soutient que I'intérét de Cinthio pour la scéne
dans son écriture dramatique et son exploration de la fonction dramatique de I'horreur montrent qu'il a plus en
commun avec les Elisabéthains qu'avec ses compatriotes. Une comparaison entre les moments clefs dans
Orbecche et les scenes des piéces élisabéthaines (The Tragedie of Tancred and Gismund, Gorboduc,
2 Henry vi, Titus Andronicus) fait ressortir des similitudes dans le traitement de leurs sources sénéquiennes
communes qui sont inattendues dans ['ltalie des années 1540. Orbecche et le débat théorique que la piece
suscita en ltalie contribuérent & fagonner I'écriture dramatique de la seconde moitié du xve siécle. Le
processus d'influence croisée entre les ceuvres des dramaturges européens et de celles de leurs homologues
élisabéthains appelle d'autres études. Dans ce cadre, Giraldi mérite certainement plus d'attention qu’il n’en
regut jusqu'ici.

ith a few notable exceptions, the dreary panorafmgadan

16th century tragedy is littee with plays that are not

readable, let alone stageable. Comedy really faaetbt
better than tragedy in the insoustaatmosphere of the pre-Counter-
reformation days. As is often thesm® the amount of critical thought
focusing on the genre was in inverse proportionthe amount of
quality playwriting. The fact that tnsame people were usually engaged
in both activities (theorizing abothow plays should be written and
writing them) did not help. The rediscovery of Ansle’'s Poetics,a
need to offer adequate exegeses of its most obspassages, a
yearning to return to the classics, unencumberebdifiersome reality
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and contemporary themes, a growing familiarity witthe works of
Seneca — all this contributed to shifting the irtgr of many Italian
scholars from comedy to traged@ne of these was Giovan Battista
Giraldi Cinthiol He was very learned, capable of formulating a drama
theory well ahead of his time and putting it to thest on a live
audience.

Among Shakespeareans, his greatest claim to fantetstwo of
hisnovelleprovided sources fobthelloandMeasure for Measuredut
he was also exceptional for writing “tragedie adi¢éine” which predate
Guarini’s tragicomedy. He contributed to the debanethe exegesis of
Aristotle’s writings, most importantly with hi®iscorso intorno al
comporre delle comedie e delle tragediiscourse on the
Composition of Tragedies and Comedjépublished in 1554. When
discussing tragedy, h&raws most of his examples from one of his own
plays, Orbecche(1541), which is worth pasing over because it was
such a startling departure from ttteeatrical practice of his day.

At a time when plays were seldom reprinted and lyastaged
more than once, if at alDrbecchewent through at least ten editions
and was repeatedly performed in and outside Ferfevan as far away
as Paris, where it was seen by the King). It wadevitly attacked by
Italian scholars and passionately defended by utthar, in a verse
address “To the Reader” appended to the printeticedof the play. To
do so in the cultural climate of the 1540s, Giralhd to walk an
intellectual tightrope. While constalgtreferring to Aristotle, he was
forced to proclaim the superiority of Seneca oves Greek tragedians.
After all, he needed Seneca’s authprto justify the morbid tones of
the Messenger’s speech, the scattered body pamsyhite-heat anger
that allows a daughter to hack rhé&ather to death without losing
audience sympathy. One of his most ingenious madatpns of

lGiraldi was born in 1504 in Ferrara, an aristodram an influential local family. With
typical Renaissance versatility, he practiseédicine, held the Chair of Rhetoric at the
University, as well as the high-powered positionsetretary to Duke Hercules This at a
time when the Este court was dominated by the gutrig presence of the Duchess, Renée
de Valois, whose protestant entourage was to causk severe friction between the Duke
and the Pope. After his patron’s death, Girdédi Ferrara for the Uiversity of Mondovi.
There, he published a collection mévelle theHecatommithi(1565), which was translated
into French by Gabriel Chappuis in 1583-84. Giraliid in Ferrara in 1573. For his life and
times, see Louis Berté de BesaucdleB. Giraldi (Geneva: Slatkine Reprints, 1969 [1920])
and P. R. HorneThe Tragedies of Giambattista Cinthio Giral@xford: Oxford UP, 1962).
2. B. Giraldi Cinzio, Scritti critici. Ed. Camillo Guerrieri Crocetti (Milan: Marzorati,
1972), 171-224. All translations from this editiane mine.
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Aristotle is his translation of “fobds Not fear or terror, but almost
always horror. And the Chair of Rhetoric at the brbity of Ferrara
knew his Greek. He mistranslatethrough necessity: the Senecan
horrors his predecessors (e.g. Tnissiand Rucellai ) had slipped into
their tragedies to give a sliglitissonto their readers were now offered
to the morbid curiosity of a live audience as thiematic moments of
the play. As Daniel Javitch has convincingly argu¢ke Discorso
‘recommends all the non-Aristotelieand comedic features of Giraldi's
own tragic composition. [..] By praging a set of thematic and formal
norms apparently derived from Aristotle’s theorydafrom Seneca’s
tragedies but actually a codificati of his own procedures, Giraldi
manages to place his modern practice in a ‘candniealition.”

Both Orbeccheand Giraldi's theoretidawritings were widely
read in Europe (Sidney, for one, was certainly flianiwith his theories
on romance). What is particularlyteresting for Shakespeareans is the
way his works and those of his fellow Italian playghts contributed to
creating the cultural climate thatciéitated the development of English
tragedy. After all, as Gordon Braden reminds usut¥ of what we call
Renaissance Senecanism is really Italian Senecanidhtus
Andronicusis more like a play of Giraldi’s or Dolce’s thanpday of
Seneca? In transferring some elements of Seneca’s drama ohé
Italian stage, Giraldi came up thi solutions that would later be
embraced by the Elizabethans. For all his learnechrmmentary on
Aristotle, the thought comes to mirttat had he been born across the
Channel, he would have enthusiastically embraced &reglish
disregard of Continental rules. As for his scalepoforities between
page and stage, one needs only refer to his 1543lepHe is indeed
quite accommodating in view ofuture performances. The king’s
counsellor’'s speeches are deemed tong? By all means, cut them.
The author will not complain. Puristssist that the tragedy should be
performed without intermezzi? Let's try it. The aadce does not
appreciate the change and wants pomp and entertaibhback? | told
you so! Back to the original format! It is the kired pragmatism that
would have been quite at home on the South Bank&omparison of

3 Daniel Javitch, “Self-Justifying Norms in the GenfTheories of Italian Renaissance
Poets,"Philological Quarterly67 (1988), 203.

4 Gordon BradenRenaissance Tragedy and the Senecan Tradition: Andeivilege
(New Haven: Yale UP, 1985), 118.



238 MARIANGELA TEMPERA

key moments inOrbecchewith similar scenes from Elizabethan plays
will highlight similarities in the treatment of tirecommon Senecan
source which are unexpected in aralian academic writing in the
1540s. | will not, however, make any claims for alit influence,
because they would be unsubstatdéh Unlike his follower Ludovico
Dolce, Giraldi did not leave any identifiable trafirough Elizabethan
play texts.

The plot ofOrbecchéis taken from one of Giraldi's novelle. The
play owes as much to Senec@ikyestess to Boccaccio’s Tancredi and
Ghismonda story, and is shot thrdugith references to Machiavelli's
writing. It was first performed in @aldi's house in the presence of the
Duke and several courtiers. With the exceptionhd Messenger, the
actors were gentlemen of the Este entourage. Suchoraplete
homogeneity between actors, playwright and audieisceot usually
conducive to great theatrical evenings. And yetcoading to the
author, admittedly a biased source, emotions ray kégh, with tears
and fainting fits among spectators.

The prologue represents a fascinating example ofttoengage
the audience in the play. First of all, the speakails the spectators to
their seats by exhorting them to leave, lest thbpwdd be overly
distressed by the terrible events they are abouwitoess. Then, he
acknowledges that they come from the real worldFefrara. He could
hardly do otherwise, given the presence of the Dakd the need to
pay homage to his city and rule. Bgquently repeating “here”, he also
draws discrete attention to the palazzo of the @iréamily, whose
proud owner also just happens to be both the plajwrand host. At
this point, he calls on the spectatdoth to become conscious of the
magic of theatre and yield to it. Afew lines ofse serve to whisk them
from their familiar surroundings into the exotic Midinhabited by the
characters of the play. The motionsis fast that they may believe they
have hardly moved, and yet Giraldi can assure thleat they are not
far from their destination. To aaudience well accustomed to public
recitations of Ariosto’s cantos, this suspensiordsbelief would have
been no harder than for the Londoners of Shakesstdenry v.

The first scene is devoted to an apparition of Neimevho
summons the Furies to help her destroy Sulmone@rixecche. They

5G. B. Giraldi Cinzio, “Orbecche” imeatro del Cinquecented. Renzo Cremante (Milan-
Bari: Riccardo Ricciardi Editore, 1988), vol.287-448. All quotations are from this edition.
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arrive in full mythological gear, comete with flaming torches, perhaps
from under the stage. It is, as Marzia Pieri notashallet number
typical of the intermezzi, which becomes so populaat it will be
repeatedly imitated on the ltalian stafgé full description can be
found in accounts of later plays. The ballet istqusimilar to thedumb
show in Activ of Norton and Sackville'sorboduc,which introduces
“three furies ...clad in black garments sprinkledhwblood and flames,
their bodies girt with snakes, their heads spredth werpents instead
of hair, the one bearing in her haadsnake, the other a whip, and the
third a burning firebrand.””

In Giraldi's tragedy, Nemesiss followed by the shadow of
Selina, who informs us that she hesme to witness the ruin of her
husband King Sulmone, and their daughter Orbecul, as a child
unwittingly told her father about Sal’s affair with her son. The king
murdered the guilty couple. From Selina we learatt®rbecche has
secretly married Oronte, and has haw children by him. Outraged by
her behaviour, her father will kill Orde and the children, only to be in
turn killed by his daughter, who Withen commit suicide. Selina’s
speech leaves us in no doubts about future evami thus we are free
to concentrate on how things happen.

Audience response is Giraldi's northern star. Arhte tonly
experience of audience responseltaiian dramatist could have had in
his time came from seeing comedibeing performed. The structure
(prologue, act division) abandons the classic tdyg®rmat to follow
the Terentian tradition. Having a woman in lovetdke character of
the tragedy also flouts orthodoxy and helps esshbtiontinuity with
the world of comedy. From the world of Ariosto’'sagt come the
servants. Like any wronged fathef comedy, Sulmone finds out about
his daughter’s betrayal from a “Giglietta camerierg@he maid who
betrays her mistress’s secret liveshalf a verse of the King's tale and
then is heard of no more, and with her there goeg ehance of
livening up the tragic stagewith unguarded comments from
downstairs. The King's accomplicesamule and Alloche, again names
that evoke the world of comedy, are the predecessbthe countless

6 Marzia Pieri, “Mettere in scena la tragedia. Le yealel Giraldi.”Schifanoial2 (1991),
136.

7 Thomas Norton and Thomas Sackville, “GorboducMinor Elizabethan Tragediesd.
T. W. Craik (London: J.M. Dent, 1974), 34.
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amoral assassins who help their masters alongahd to hell on the
English stage. A playwright as intested in verisimilitude as Giraldi
should not have allowed them to spea the same register as the king,
but such a departure from the c@mtions of written tragedies would
have been unthinkable, and besidesgisters have never mixed easily
in Italian.

Barring the redoubtable Giglietta and the revengezed Selina,
women fare better imOrbecchethan in most contemporary works.
Giraldi does not believe in portraying tragic heres as incapable of
lofty thoughts. In his opinion, it is yet anotherripciple that
commentators wrongly attribute to Aristotle. In tipeesence of the
formidable ladies of the Este court, he would indideave been very
unwise to follow it. Thus, Orbecche, her nurse, ah@& Chorus of
Persian women are on a par with Oronte and Maledthe learned
adviser) when it comes to transforming their disgéntosententiae.
This does not make for livelier dialogues, but éed make the female
parts as demanding as the male.

But Orbecchés claim to international fame is mainly due to the
author’s handling of Senecan horror. Despite hiwverence for
Aristotle, it is quite clear to readeiof both the play and the theoretical
writings that Giraldi was more interested in thdeef the horrific
elements had on the spectators watching the plag ttn any lasting
influence of the theatrical experience on theiresv Modelling his
Messenger’s tale ohyestesvas quite advantageous for Giraldi. First
of all, he could count on audiea recognition. Familiar with
declamations of Seneca’s tragedigélse courtiers and academics that
crowded Giraldi's house knew what to expect as sasithe Messenger
started bewailing his own unfortate fate. Many among them would
also have recognised Sebastiano da Montefalcosthreactor who had
arrived in Ferrara just to deliver this bravurageeHaving no doubts
as to what the Messenger was about to say, thelg amncentrate on
how he said it. Secondly, the classical precedenvided Giraldi with a
superb blueprint for the organization and phrasinfg tlois all-
important scene, which would otheisg have tested his talent for
writing verse beyond its limit.

Unlike Seneca’s, this Messengertleere to act and not recite his
monologue. Giraldi tentatively included into the epk the kind of
implicit stage directions that Shakespeare would s effectively fifty
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years later. The Messenger is in tedrs,is pale and sad, his tale is told
in a trembling voice, etc. In the theatre of thennhithe spectators can
visualise every detail of the acts of brutal violertbat have just taken
place. With the freedom offered byamarrative, Giraldcreates a lively
dialogue between Sulmone and histirh. Having chopped off Oronte’s
hands, Sulmone “prese in man le mani, / Le pors®rante, lui
dicendo: Questo / E’lo scettro eht'offro.” [took the hands in hand,
offered them to Oronte and said This is the sceptrat | promised
you.’ (393)]. He then turns the prdihero into a quivering supplicant
by bringing in the two sons who are destined to llédore him. The
tyrant’s sarcasm and the victim’s ptiag for his children’s lives are all
the more effective for being interspedswith detailed descriptions of
limb chopping and blood flowing. Oronte’s head ahands and his
children corpses, with the knivesilsstuck into them (bad mistake!)
are then tastefully arranged on silver platterpessents for Orbecche.
Little by little, what could never be portrayed dhe Italian stage
becomes very real. At the end of the tale, speltixbbby Montefalco’s
voice, the spectators’ response goes beyond horwr reach
maraviglia, wonder. “Messer Giulio, | still have in my eydsetwonder
| saw in the gentlefolks who watctiehim and listened to him as he
portrayed the messenger in Mybecche | feel as if the earth is still
trembling under my feet, as | thoughfelt it tremble at the time, when
his portrayal of that messenger inspired such homoeveryone that
because of the horror and the pity provoked in #dwoalls of the
spectators all remained as if stunnedigcorsqg 220). And the effect
is the result of both watching thetac’s body on stage and listening to
his voice,i.e. a truly theatrical experience, something thatao of
reading the same scene aloud alone back home cssibhpduplicate.
Giraldi trusts his classical nd@l completely. His messenger
takes no part in the action. He bears witness aositp himself in a
sort of no man’s land between the stage and thddwdre characters
inhabit when they leave it. In his exchanges witie tChorus he
reiterates that more is to come, that the womenSw$a, and the
spectators, should brace themselves for horror$ éra worse than
death. He brings no proof that hiosy is true, but familiarity with the
conventions of classical tragedy ensures that thidience will trust his
tale completely. Paradoxically, aeater involvement of the messenger
into the action does not necessarily enhance hibktyalbo scare the
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spectators with a woeful tale. IThe Tragedie of Tancred and
Gismund(1591-92), the role of the Secan messenger is fulfilled by
Renugio, a captain in Tancred’s guard whom we hseen escorting
characters around the court in previous scenesnfbems the Chorus
that he should have taken part Guiszard’s assassination, but took
pity on the Count and merely wated on as the servants strangled
him. Having devoted some thirty lines to his owniags and words, he
then proceeds with a tale which is modelled Tdnyestesas closely as
Giraldi's and, again, culminates not with the deaththe victim but
with the ripping out of his heart, eoutrage “that hath the tyrant king /
Withouten ruth commaunded vs to déednely to please his wrathfull
heart withal.2 Like the hands in Giraldi's tragedy, here too, thady
part that is going to play a role in the rest oéthlay resurfaces in
several contexts in the language of the messerggrwords are not
deemed sufficient. The messenger enters carryitdoady cup, and
the Chorus focuses the spectators’ attention orbyit specifically
requesting to know its contents. Instead of ansmgriRanugio
launches into his tale. But the sp&trs know, and their attention is
hopelessly dividedbetween the words of the messenger and the prop.
is one case when engaging both the ear and this égses effective than
engaging only the ear. When Ranugio shows the ctndéthe cup, the
Chorus is horrified, but the spectasohave simply been in the know
too long.

The shocking novelty ddrbeccheon the Italian stage is kept for
Act v. Unlike Seneca, Giraldi does not let the actiohnmdnate in the
messenger’s tale. If the spectators have listerexé@fally, they know
that there is a lot more to come the way of cruel, unnatural acts.
What they are not prepared for is the level ofismalGiraldi is going to
introduce. The author distancesttsgelf from his totally uncanonical
handling of the discovery scene by letting Sulmota&e over its
staging. When Alloche brings him the black-veiledver platters,
Sulmone’s main concern is with displaying them he best advantage.
Why? Because the audience must have as good a ofethem as
Orbecche. With the help of his aenglice, turned into a willing stage-
hand, the props are moved around:

8The Tragedie of Tancred and Gismuyretl. W. W. Greg, The Malone Society Reprints.
(Oxford: OUP, 191}, I. 1533-35.

t
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AL. Ove volete chiio mi ponga i piati?
Qui forse?

SUL. No, ponliun po’piu discosti
Da questo palco.

AL. Qui?

SUL. Si: ma con ch'occhio

Pensitu che vedra la figlia questo
Dono che far le voglio?

[AL. Where do you want me to place the platters?&iiperhaps?
SUL. No, put them further away from this platforiL. Here? SUL.
Yes. But how do you think my daughter will lookmat present?410)]

And Alloche confirms the King's hope that the sighitl be worse than
a dagger through the heart for Ocbhe. Sulmone’s concern for his
daughter’s reaction echoes the author’s for theiemak’s. It is a
situation that frequently recurs in horror movies know something
the protagonist is unaware of. Wedwm what's behind the closed door
or inside the gift-wrapped parcalVhen the unwitting hero or, more
frequently, heroine opens it we are ready to close eyes (or keep
them wide open, depending on otastes) and Giraldi exploits such
suspense to the full. Talmucheeturns from Orbecche’s chamber
announcing her arrival. The King stages the nexnsc “SL. Or
ritiriansi un po’ tutti da canto, / Ch'al suo primapparir qui non ne
scorga.” [®L. Let's move aside, so that she won't see us asestters.
(410)]° With the departure of the King and of his accorgdi, the
stage remains empty except for the ominous propew Hong?
Probably for as long as Orbecche and the Nurse,avealue to occupy
it next, feel the tension held. When they come tiney keep to a
different area of stage and go tlhugh some 230 lines of foreboding
andsententi@. And they never so much as acknowledge the phkatte
Then Sulmone enters and orders everybody away lseche
wants to talk to his daughter. Heutats her with hopes of forgiveness
and then: “8L. Or leva quel zendado et ivi sotto / Vedrai la mia
allegrezza e 1 tuo contento.” {&. Now remove that veil, and under it
you'll find my joy, your content.(417)]. She hesitates, and then
complies. Sulmone watches her, but Giraldi watchles audience.
Gasps, sobs and tears galore. Onecsptor faints, another is overcome
by emotion. In recording the episode for posteiityhis Discorsq

9 For the staging of this scene, see NacBavarese, “Per un‘analisi scenica @lbecchedi
Giambattista Giraldi Cinthio.Biblioteca teatrale2 (1971), 152.
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Giraldi furnishes further details. THast casualty of the platters was
Giulio Ponzoni's fiancée. He was the addressee efdiscorsoand the
interpreter of OronteShe responded, says Giraldi, “as if she had seen
[him] dead.” (198). Given the national reputatiohF@rrarese artisans
for producing superb theatrical gos, the lady my be excused on
biographical grounds. But, he addsumphantly, the other casualty
was a young foreign gentleman, M,Hlistressed by the situation and
by the ability of Orbecche’s interpreter to perfodespair. We should
not hold Giraldi’s self-congratulatory prose agaihgn. After all, four
hundred years later the Royal Shakespeare Compauydwpromote
Olivier's Titus Andronicuspretty much in the same vein (how many
spectators fainted, how many threw up in the ajstds.). Giraldi's
recollections of the most exciting evening of hife hre carefully coated
in Aristotelian terms, but his heartdtearly elsewhere. He is interested
in the here and now of theatrical pemihance. Although he is careful to
constantly couple it with “compassi”, one look at his distraught
audience tells him that “horror [..] is the sinews$ ihe fable.”
(Discorsq 212). Forget catharsis, he wartb scare his audience on the
spot.

Why do the sophisticated Ferrarese courtiers finfdva stage
props so frightening? It is not as if they had rreseen dismembered
bodies on stage before. After athe lives of the saints offered an
unrivalled collection of horrors, which the Sacreafpresentazioni
vividly dramatized. But the torn-off imbs of theisss, their mangled
internal organs, their eyes, hands, heads offered ptatters in
countless images have already undergone a metamsiphinto
something rich and strange by the time they arelstéd in front of
devout spectators. They are the stuff relics aralenan. Because of
their de-sacralisation, of their reduction to mémdy parts, Oronte’s
remains become an object of horror. As Corinne Ilsutates:

Pour imposer le mal dans toute satéréalité brutale, pour quil suscite
des sensations fortes, il faut quil y ait altépatidu corps de la victime,
que celle-ci soit défigurée, amputée, que le sanlg,getc. Bref, Giraldi

considére, a juste titre, que le spectacle du nedtrpas la mort mais
Ihorreur 10

And fainting is an appropriate respmmwhen face téace with horror.

10 Corinne LucasbDe I'horreur au ‘lieto fine”(Rome: Bonacci, 1984), 90.
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If Oronte’s remains are a suitable vehicle for loorithe corpses
of the children should trigger oppassion. The punishment meted out
on their father is not, after al§o cruel and unusual by Renaissance
standards. And yet, at the climax of the play, there practically
ignored, their bodies reduced to mere sheathegherall-important
knives. Still stuck in their bodies, repeatedlyer@ed to in the dialogue,
they become the focus of the spectators’ attentwamle shocked
Orbecche, rants at her father. For him the tragedyer. She can now
make peace with him and remarry with his appro&e does not
agree. He invites her back into tip@alace and sets off. She replies:
“ORB. ...guari/ Non andra, traditor, che la vendettf@ak0 io stessa de
lavuta ingiuria, / Se non mi vengon men questiebl” [ORrB. Traitor,
it will not be long before | have my own vendetta fine outrage |
suffered — if these knives do not fail me. (420}28nd she does the
deed. Where are they at this point? According tayorrison, “The
first blow of the dagger is prably delivered in the portico* The rest
of the action undoubtedly takes place just beyolnel ¢pen portals of
the palace. From the portal an attendant gives usuaning
commentary, validated anmade more dramatic by Sulmone’s cries for
help.

Once the deed is done, Orbecche comes down staggrnggher
father’'s head, his hands and a len{presumably on another platter).
Like a crazed Salomé, she now cradles her husbédredid, and talks to
it, bewaliling its inability to reply. Shakespearédlwo one up on this
shocking scene ir2 Henryvi (1592). After Suffolk’s execution at the
hands of the pirates, we are told that his body el sent back to the
king, a piece of information that does not quitepare us for the stage
direction that precedes the next court scdhreter the King [reading]

a supplication, and the Queen witBuffolk's head, the Duke of
Buckingham, and the Lord Say [with othéfsWhile the King and his
courtiers get on with the affairs of state, Margasadles the gruesome
remains of her lover, plans her revenge, and finaties out: “Here
may his head lie on my throbbing breast: / But wdkethe body that |

11Mary Morrison, The Tragedies of G. B.Giraldi Cinthi(Lewston: Edwin Mellen Press,
1997), 71.

12 william ShakespeareThe Second Part of King Henxy, ed. Michael Hattaway.
(Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1993y,iv.0sd.
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should embrace?"\.iv.5-6). Even more poignantly, Orbecche misses
her husband’s voice more than his body.

She shows Oronte her father'satkand hands to get approval
for her act of perfect retributiorRequested to frighten and move to
tears his audience while juggling two sets of headsl hands,
Flaminio, the gentleman who so convincingly playiéa role of the
heroine, would have fully sympathized with the bayaa who had to
follow Titus Andronicus’ weirdescommand: “Come, brother, take a
head, / And in this hand the otherlMibear./ And, Lavinia, thou shalt
be employed: / Bear thou my hand, sweet wench, éeimthy teetht.
The Elizabethans knew that laughter needs not undes tragedy, but
not the Italians. No acknowledgement of the grotesqapects of the
tableau could possibly be allowed to enter the language tloé
character, and through it the mind of the audien@rbecche
completes her lamentations oveer husband and her children. The
Chorus rushes forth because she looks suicidabrBethey can reach
her, she stabs herself in full view of the audierie equivocation, this
time. No starting of a violent actioon the threshold of the palace then
decorously completing it indooré&nother flaunting of the rules? Yes
and no, replies Giraldi to his critiegith his usual cleverness. Aristotle
is not really categorical on this pdinonly a small number of classical
tragedies have survived, so we cahkoow for sure what the Greeks
did; Plutarch approves of death astage provided it is tastefully and
convincingly portrayed and his authority should rgaa lot of weight.
Once again, for Giraldi, the bottorm# is stagecraft. Portraying death
on stage is difficult, he impliesiou need good playwrights and good
actors. If you haven't got them, foggit. To make disregard for this
particular rule worthwhile, you have to succeed conpletely, that
“although the deaths are pretended, they appedraed those who do
not know how to achieve this, shidunot blame those who do know.”
(Discorsq 187). Quite clearly, he places himself among thase do
know. And his first audience’s respse to his heroine’s death would
appear to prove him right.

Giraldi's Orbecche is not a forgotten masterpiece. The
characters show little or no develment over the five acts. They are
trapped in their roles (the crudhther, the wise statesman, the

B william Shakespeardiitus Andronicused. Jonathan Bate, coll. The Arden Shakespeare
(London: Routledge, 1995),.i.280-83.
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oppressed daughter, the loyal nurse, etc.). Thdogia is often
wooden, encumbered by far too mapkilosophical digressions. The
rhythm of the verse is monotonous, at times exatiegly so. It would
be very difficult to isolate a singlenemorable line. And yet, the play is
well worth rediscovering, especiallp combination with the author’s
theoretical writings. Under the orthodox surfades fFerrarese scholar
had planted the seeds of a revolutionary, stagenteid approach to
the writing of modern tragedies. As early as 15M&, had seen the
futility of strict, unthinking adherence to the esl supposedly laid
down by Aristotle. He had seen the necessity ofning over the
audience by capturing its interest acatering to its tastes. In Italy, the
seeds did not take, and Giraldilanovative tragedy did not steer
playwrighting in a new direction. HoweverQrbecche and the
theoretical debate that it had triggel in Italy contributed to shaping
continental playwrighting in the second half of th&" century. The
process of cross-fertilization between the works tbé European
dramatists (who are almost completely forgottenyl ahose of their
dazzling Elizabethan counterparts (who still attragstvaudiences) is
well worth further study. Within tis framework, Giraldi certainly
deserves more attention than he has commandednowil
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