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ABSTRACT

This analysis of the enigmatic figure of Matelda, guardian of the Terrestrial Paradise in Dante's Purgatorio, 
considers both the unresolved question of Matelda's historical identity, in particular whether Dante is 
alluding to the historical personage, Countess Matilda of Tuscany (1046-1115), and the numerous critical 
glosses that have emerged over the years, whereby Matelda has been interpreted as a symbolic figure, for 
example, as the biblical typology of the active/contemplative life, as the representation of human wisdom, or 
in a variety of other symbolic guises. 

Whilst alluding to recognisable idyllic poetic images, such as thedonna angelicata of the vernacular 
tradition, Dante's conceptualisation of Matelda is nevertheless aligned to the pilgrim-poet's own 
development in via of a redemptive poetics in which the writer articulates an urgent message of reform, at 
both the secular and ecclesiastical levels. The linking of Matelda with the notion of the loss of the 
prelapsarian state of humankind's innocence and her supervision of the penitential cleansing rites performed 
on Dante-protagonist, in anticipation of his ascent to Paradise in the company of Beatrice, represent crucial 
moments in Dante's mapping out of prudential history for his readers and his call for a recovery of Christian 
values. 

 

Dante's portrayal of the figure of Matelda in the Terrestrial Paradise has been variously interpreted as an image of primeval innocence, 
as the donna angelicata of the stilnovistic tradition, as the biblical typology of the active/contemplative life or as a representation of 
human wisdom. [1] However, any attempt to address the question of Matelda's historical identity is fraught with difficulty since no 
scholar who has entered the minefield of debate on this elusive figure has, to date, provided an indisputable and convincing solution to 
the mystery of her true identity. Arguably, the matter may be left in suspense with no ill effect on the character who appears in Dante's 
poem. Nevertheless, with a number of hypotheses in circulation, not to mention earnest acrosticisms and anagrams of her name as 
possible fonts of truth, [2] modern-day Dante scholars entering the critical fray cannot ignore the plethora of Mateldas that emerges 
from the centuries of dedicated scholarship. These dramatis personae include the celebrated Matilda, Countess of Canossa known 
as Countess Matilda of Tuscany (1046-1115), the visionary Saxon nuns Matilda (or Mechtildis) of Hackenborn (d. 1298) and 
Matilda of Magdeburg (1207-1282), Saint Matilda (c. 895-968), mother of Emperor Otto I, [3] one of the cast of unnamed women 
who feature in Dante's Vita nuova, from the screen lady to Giovanna, and further suggestions that have surfaced over the years, for 
example, that Matelda is Dante's wife, Gemma Donati, Dante's mother, donna Bella, Beatrice's sister, Vanna, Mary Magdalen, or the 
figure of Rahab. [4]

            On the whole, the early commentators, who were keen to show an unbroken pattern in Dante's selection of real-life 
personages, supported the theory that Dante was alluding to the wealthy and influential Countess Matilda of Tuscany (1046-1115), 
daughter of Beatrice of Lorraine.  Countess Matilda's generosity to the Papal cause at the time of Pope Gregory VII is well-
remembered and her endowment of vast tracts of land to the Papacy during a time of tension with the Empire enhanced immeasurably 
its power and prestige. She was a major figure in papal and imperial politics for decades; an authoritative player in the Imperial-Papal 
struggle that culminated in Emperor Henry IV's submission to Pope Gregory VII in 1077. Through her inheritance, the Countess 
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acquired large holdings in Tuscany, Liguria, Lombardy, Modena and Ferrara, all of which she donated to the Holy See before her 
death. Twice-married but with no issue, Countess Matilda was known for her sharp intellect, strength of character and ability to wield 
considerable power and influence, thus maintaining a political role as an ally to the papacy without relinquishing her autonomy.  

            In echoing the name of Countess Matilda, could Dante be suggesting the authority of an influential political figure? One might 
argue that the choice of a strongly partisan historical figure such as Countess Matilda contrasts with Dante's universal political 
theorising since the Countess' bequests of territory could be compared to the damaging effects of the Donation of Constantine and the 
notion of the acquisition of temporalities in the Church: "quella dote / che da te prese il primo ricco patre!" (Inf. XIX, 116-117). [5] 
However, according to Joan Ferrante, Countess Matilda acted in good faith: "Leaving her lands to the church was a mistake, but well-
intentioned, like Constantine's Donation, which was far more harmful but does not deny him heaven". [6] At the same time Countess 
Matilda's presence in the garden could be interpreted as an idealized example of a political leader who cooperates with but also 
maintains her independence from Christ's Vicar such that she is not subservient to the Church's dominion and earthly regnum.

            In the early part of last century, a variety of critical opinion supported the view that Matelda was based on the historical 
"Signora di Canossa" as Alfonso Bertoldi terms her, [7] while Bruno Nardi asserts that the unwillingness of some modern-day critics 
to endorse Countess Matilda as a candidate for identification as the figure in the garden is related to the discovery of later historical 
evidence supporting her allegiance to the Pope. [8] John Scott observes: "By introducing the Pilgrim to the triumphal procession, and 
to Beatrice, Matelda offers him a vision of the right relationship between the active life and the Church on earth". [9] Matelda in Eden 
could thus be an idealised historical personage with links to a reform papacy. [10] Mindful of such possibilities, Dante's creation of a 
character drawn from the formidable personal attributes of the Countess Matilda would serve as a worthy corollary to Beatrice, while 
signalling that Dante's transitional experience in Purgatory is closely linked to his awareness of the political exigencies of his society. 
Textually, however, an incontrovertible link between Matelda and a well-known historical character, or the soul of a person with 
whom Dante was acquainted, remains elusive. [11]

            Pitted against the bevy of Mateldas advanced by commentators is the school of critical thought that maintains that Matelda is a 
symbolic figure only. Here, too, the theory may be further divided into three basic points of view:

1. Matelda is linked to Leah in Purgatorio XXVII (who symbolizes the active life);
2. Matelda represents the purifying rites that Dante and all the souls in Purgatory must undergo;
3. Matelda acts as an interim guide and authority between Virgil's relinquishing of the task and Beatrice's assumption of it. 

Linked to the symbolic model is the proposal that Matelda is the personification of (i) Philosophy, that is, the Donna gentile of 
Dante's imaginative faculty; [12] (ii) the wisdom of the Old Testament (Ecclesiasticus 24:5-42 and Proverbs 8:22-31); (iii) human 
wisdom that recognizes the Christian God - an intermediary position between Virgil's pagan wisdom and Beatrice's divinely-infused 
wisdom; [13] (iv) an original state of human innocence, or lastly (v) original justice, whereby she is linked to the figure of the star-
maiden Astraea (Monarchia I, xi, 1). The latter theory, advanced by Charles Singleton, asserted that Matelda figured "that perfection 
of human nature which man enjoyed in Eden before his fall". [14]

            In contrast to other figures in the Purgatorio, no biographical information on Matelda is provided during her encounter with 
Dante. Indeed, the Poet does not name Matelda until well after her first encounter with him in the garden and then in an informal way 
only, by means of Beatrice, "Priega / Matelda che 'l ti dica" (Purg. XXXIII, 118-119). Nonetheless, the solitary "bella donna" has a 
strong impact on Dante; visually and aurally, by means of her dance-like movement and song; through her demeanour that embodies 
the purity of the prelapsarian Edenic state while, at the same time, imparting knowledge that is universal and timeless, a divinely-
bestowed wisdom of the ages and, lastly, through the carrying out of her official duties in preparing Dante for the final stages of his 
journey through the purgatorial realm in order that he may ascend with Beatrice to Paradise.  

            The figure of Matelda first appears to the Pilgrim in the guise of a beautiful young woman who sings to herself while picking 
wondrous flowers along the banks of the river Lethe in the Terrestrial Paradise (Purg. XXVIII, 37-42). A short while later, Dante 
makes an analogy between the young woman and Proserpina (Persephone), daughter of Earth, who was snatched by Hades to 
become his bride in the Underworld (Metamorphoses V, 391-394). Proserpina (or Ver) symbolizes the coming of Spring (Purg. 
XXVIII, 49-51). Matelda's luminous gaze is subsequently compared to the goddess Venus, who falls under the spell of Adonis' 
beauty after she is pierced accidentally with one of Cupid's darts (Purg. XXVIII, 64-66). Dante, in wanting to reach the side of the 
river where Matelda has been gathering fioretti, states that his desire to be with Matelda is comparable to that of the tragic Leander 
impatient to join his beloved Hero awaiting him on the opposite bank of the Hellespont (70-75). Although the Wayfarer demonstrates 
his eagerness to partake of the wonders abounding in the garden, his desire must be curbed until he has been fully prepared and 



instructed by the lady.

            In Purgatorio XXVIII, Matelda's lucid explanation of the natural and divine forces at work in the garden ("che puote 
disnebbiar vostro intelletto", 81), is preceded by a classical analogy with Persephone, not imagined in her adult role as Queen of the 
Underworld ("regina de l'etterno pianto", Inf. IX, 44), but pictured in the last moments of her girlhood innocence just prior to her 
kidnapping and forced descent to Avernus.  Thus Matelda evokes the notion of primordial innocence: the young maiden Persephone 
in the act of gathering springtime flowers. Matelda's expository monologue then concludes with the corollary that the divina foresta 
was perhaps the source of inspiration for the poets of antiquity when they imagined a Golden Age of primeval innocence:

Quelli ch'anticamente poetaro
l'et  de l'oro e suo stato felice, 
forse in Parnaso esto loco sognaro.
Qui fu innocente l'umana radice;
qui primavera sempre e ogne frutto;
nettare  questo di che ciascun dice". 

(Purg. XXVIII, 139-144)

The description contains echoes of Ovid's lyric evocation of the Golden Age in the first book of Metamorphoses:

The earth itself, without compulsion, untouched by the hoe, unfurrowed by any share, produced all things spontaneously 
[...] It was a season of everlasting spring, when peaceful zephyrs, with their warm breath, caressed the flowers that 
sprang up without having been planted. (101-103; 106-109) [15]

The smiling response of Virgil and Statius to the notion of a pagan prefiguration of humankind's state of happiness and earthly 
perfection in Eden closely follows the announcement in Purgatorio XXVII of Dante's liberation from sin ("libero, dritto e sano  tuo 
arbitrio", 140). In recalling the Golden Age of humanity and the wisdom of the ancients, Matelda is preparing the Pilgrim-poet for his 
own experience of inner joy and divine revelation as one who recognizes that while the prelapsarian state of innocence is lost to 
humankind forever, nevertheless, Dante, after witnessing the mystical Procession and its revelations concerning the parlous state of 
affairs between Church and State, will relay a message of hope and reform to the living.

            In the opening lines of the subsequent canto, Matelda is linked to the pastorella theme of Dante's contemporaries, the donna 
innamorata, and thence to an image from classical times of nymphs roaming freely through woodlands:

Cantando come donna innamorata,
contin  col fin di sue parole: 
'Beati quorum tecta sunt peccata!'.
E come ninfe che si givan sole
per le salvatiche ombre, dis ando 
qual di veder, qual di fuggir lo sole,
allor si mosse contra 'l fiume, andando
su per la riva; e io pari di lei,

(Purg. XXIX, 1-8)

The opening image recalls the words of Cavalcanti's "cantava come fosse 'nnamorata" (vs. 7) in the poem In un boschetto trova' 
pasturella. [16] In his conceptualization of Matelda and her role, Dante suggests, in the one episode, mythological and literary 
antecedents, the themes of Parnassus and the Golden Age of poetry with an allusion to well-known classical lovers and elements 
borrowed from a familiar contemporary genre and location, the topos of the "locus amoenus". The bella donna of Dante's imagination 
emanates an air of both innocence and authority and fulfils a specific divinely-appointed task since she is invested with superior 
intellectual capabilities and a mature knowledge of the phenomena in the Earthly Paradise ("purgher  la nebbia che ti fiede", XXVIII, 
90). It will be Matelda's task to clarify Dante's doubts regarding the origin of the rivers and the movement of the wind in the 
marvellous garden atop the mountain which, as Statius has informed him previously, is not affected by atmospheric phenomena (Purg. 
XXI, 43-54). Moreover she will instruct Dante and lead him to the candelabra (a source of light during the allegorical procession), 
clarify his mental confusion, soothe him with her song and lead him to where he will drink of the divine waters that flow in the garden. 
[17] In this respect her duties and function go beyond the possible range of responsibilities that an ordinary purgatorial soul could be 
expected to perform and she carries out the important baptismal-like renewal of Dante (and the silent Statius) in the waters of Euno  
(Purg. XXXIII, 142-145).
            In the fragrant garden filled with bird-song, Matelda's smiling demeanour and radiant expression are a source of delight to 



Dante, an unexpected gift of loveliness "di levar gli occhi suoi mi fece dono" (XXVIII, 63), and although she features in six cantos, 
remaining in the Pilgrim's company, her physiognomy is never described in detail. This is because Matelda's desirable presence, while 
suggestive of a spectrum of recognisable, idyllic poetic images of the female form, combines a natural human form with a divine and 
incorruptible nature. Matelda appears self-contained and self-reliant in all her actions as she sings to herself and is immersed in 
gathering flowers from the garden. Furthermore, she refers to her own inward delight by mentioning the Old Testament psalm 
Delectasti (XXVIII, 80-81), and her actions and ministering to the Pilgrim can be seen as anticipating Beatrice's task and her initiation 
of Dante to the delights of Paradise. Thus the figure of Matelda combines an independent spirit and edifying influence with an open 
expression of divinely-infused joy. 

            Dante's Matelda has textual links to both the classical Persephone (renewal and new life) [18] and to the Biblical idea of a 
figura or an event that prepares one for the fulfilment of another event, since her appearance in the poem is preceded by the 
prophetic dream of Leah, and her active presence has been interpreted as a fulfilment of that dream (Purg. XXVII, 100-108). The 
Old Testament linking of the two sisters Leah and Rachel, symbols of the active and contemplative life, has its counterpart in the New 
Testament with the sisters Martha and Mary. [19] In the midst of gathering flowers, both Matelda (as an active presence) and Leah 
(in oneiric guise) appear to Dante bathed in the warmth of Venus' pre-dawn rays. Whilst it is evident from the text that Matelda's 
appearance is linked to the idea of the active life, she is also engaged in enlightening and supervising the Pilgrim at an intellectual level 
and, as such, her significance should not be reduced to that of simple handmaiden to Beatrice. [20] While the four maidens from the 
allegorical procession are defined as ancelle to Beatrice, Matelda is perceived as a guardian in the Terrestrial Paradise and is a 
character in her own right who exhibits personality traits that are not impoverished in the wake of Beatrice's solemn arrival and the 
evident seniority of her role. Beatrice is on friendly terms with Matelda but does not treat her as inferior or subservient. Similarly, the 
textual link with Leah/Rachel (and by analogy Martha/Mary) adds a further dimension only to Matelda's characterization, but does not 
provide a definitive gloss on the significance of this animated poetic creation whose sublime inner radiance reflects her love of "lo 
sommo Ben" (XXVIII, 91).

            While her physical beauty suggests traditional poetic models that Dante transcends in his quest for l'alta matera and she 
inspires comparisons with classical figures, Matelda retains a distinct personality and demeanour, combining natural virtue and beauty 
with the dignity of her station as a guardian appointed by God, but who is not, however, a member of the angelic caste. If, as Bosco 
and Reggio assert, Matelda is "un'idea figurata", [21] she is so within the context of a redemptive Christian poetics, since her 
characterization explores the range from the idyllic and pastoral with stilnovistic overtones, to biblical and mythological references, to 
the revelatory and deeply personal. 

            Matelda's soothing presence has a restorative, strengthening effect on the Pilgrim who has been cleansed in the searing wall of 
fire and whose growing desire to ascend to God gathers momentum with every passing hour (Purg. XXVII, 121-123). Much of 
Dante's release from the weaknesses of the will has been supervised by Virgil, but now his own natural intelligence is once more 
potent and ready to face new challenges. "Voi siete nuovi", states Matelda  (XXVIII, 76), as she provides the ministering influence to 
oversee the restoration of Dante's intellect within the confines of her otherworldly precinct. Thus Matelda's genesis as a poetic image is 
linked to the unique moment of the poet-protagonist's development in via, and to his final goal of being united with Beatrice. Her 
multi-form image is textual evidence of Dante's poetic self-mastery on the eve of Virgil's departure and Beatrice's arrival, when he has 
left behind the company of pagan poets and seeks confirmation of his autonomy as a Christian poet. The image of Matelda pertains to 
Dante's own representation of the course of eternal history; a movement from pagan symbols to Christian symbols. [22] Thus the 
important penitential cleansing rites performed on Dante in the flowing waters of Eden and overseen by Matelda take place in order 
that he be freed from the memory of sin (Lethe) and restored to wholeness of being by the memory of virtue (Euno ) in anticipation 
of the paradisiacal "etterna fontana" in Heaven (Par. XXXI, 93). 

            By means of  the figure of Matelda, Dante presents a poetic image whose textual significance provides a vital link in Dante's 
poetic mapping out of redemptive history and his place in the poetic triumvirate comprising Virgil (whose poetry explores the pre-
Christian value of pietas), Statius (representing the early Christian era of conversion to the faith and the impact of this on individual 
lives) and himself as protagonist (representing the medieval Christian era in urgent need of a recovery of values and a return to the true 
mission of the early Church). In the role and image of Matelda Dante surpasses both the poetic representations of classical goddesses, 
heroines and nymphs desired by deities or heroes, and the idealised donna angelicata lauded by the vernacular poets. Just as 
Beatrice's role is central to Dante's articulation of a vernacular salvific poetics, Matelda's supervision of Dante's final rite of 
purification, before his ascent to the heavenly order, attests to her importance in a crucial phase of his spiritual development and 
reforming mission. 
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