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The relationship between emotion and language, understood as verbal 
communication, is both crucial and problematic for historians of emotions. Crucial 
because written language is for historians the main gateway into past emotions, 
although by all means not the only one available; problematic because language not 
only expresses or reflects emotion, but provokes, shapes, simulates and dissimulates 
it.1 Indeed a precise awareness of the power of language over the emotions is the 
very foundation of the art of rhetoric in the West.2 Charles Darwin, however, looked 
not to verbal communication but to facial expressions to find what he called “the 
language of the emotions”.3 Throughout his The Expression of emotions of 1872 he 
attempted to find “the innate and universal” signs, common to man and animals,4 
that could function as guides to the expression of emotion as opposed to language, 
which he considered an “artificial”, learned habit. The conventional nature of 
language and its cultural specificity, indeed, appear to many the ultimate opaque 
barrier to the historical study of emotions, especially if one understands the latter, 
commonsensically, as bodily, universal and non-rational.5  

Yet, anthropologists first and historians more recently have resorted to the 
collection of emotion-words as a privileged tool to describe in a holistic way the 
emotional categories of the communities they studied6. The historian of medieval 
linguistics Irène Rosier has written interestingly on the way medieval grammarians 
conceived of interjections in speech7. Metaphors, it has been noted, are often used 
to verbalise emotion 8 . It is also increasingly accepted that the process of 
understanding metaphors interacts with emotional experience.9 Far from being mere 
rhetorical embellishment, metaphor is now recognised as playing a fundamental 
cognitive role. Two linguists, Lakoff and Johnson, advanced the theory in a book of 

1 See W. M. Reddy, The Navigation of Feeling. A Framework for the History of Emotions, New 
York, 2001, particularly Part I, ch. 3. 

2 It is of course in the Rhetoric, not in the writings on ethics or physics, that Aristotle 
develops his most sustained theory of emotions, and from a reappraisal of Aristotle’s Rhetoric stems 
much of the recent ethical and philosophical reflection on emotion: see several chapters in Essays 
on Aristotle’s Rhetoric, ed. by A. Oksenberg Rorty, Berkeley and Los Angeles 1996. 

3 C. Darwin, The Expression of Emotion in Man and Animals, London 1872, p. 367; on the 
prosecution of Darwin’s approach to the study of emotions see Darwin and Facial Expression: A 
century of research in review, ed. by P. Ekman, New York 1973. 

4 Darwin, The Expression of Emotion, p. 50. 
5 For a skeptical take on the study of emotions in medieval texts, see S. White, The politics of 

anger, in Anger’s Past. The Social Uses of an Emotion in the Middle Ages, ed. by B. Rosenwein, Ithaca 
1998, pp. 127-152; a summary of the debate among medievalists in S. Ferente, “Storici ed 
emozioni”, Storica, 43-44-45 (2009), pp. 371-392. 

6  See the work of anthropologist C. Lutz, “The domain of emotion-words in Ifaluk”, 
American Ethnologist, 9 (1982), 113-128. Barbara Rosenwein, Emotional Communities in the Early Middle 
Ages, Ithaca 2006. 

7 I. Rosier-Catach, “Discussions médiévales sur l’expression des affects”, in Le sujet des 
émotions au Moyen Âge, ed. by D. Bouquet and P. Nagy, Paris 2009, pp. 201-223. 

8 G. Lakoff, Women, Fire and Dangerous things. What Categories Reveal about the Mind, Chicago 
1987; Z. Kövecses, Metaphors and Emotion. Language, Culture and the Body in Human Feeling, Cambridge 
2002. 

9 D. Sabatinelli, P. J. Lang, M. M. Bradley, T. Flaisch, “The Neural Basis of Narrative 
Imagery: Emotion and Action”, in Understanding Emotions, ed. by S. Anders, G. Ende, M. Junghofer, 
J. Kissler, and D. Wildgruber, Amsterdam 2006, pp. 93-104. 

 

                                                        



 

1980, that basic metaphors, often derived from bodily experience, are deeply 
ingrained in all languages (for example ‘anger is hot’ and ‘anger is like a fluid’).10 
Students of communication theory have suggested that metaphorical language is, 
under certain conditions, more persuasive than literal language. 11 Metaphors are 
certainly ubiquitous; linguists have estimated that there are on average 5 metaphors 
every 100 words in ordinary language; 12  indeed they appear so frequently that 
speakers lose awareness of the metaphorical nature of utterances such as such as ‘to 
spend time’ or ‘your argument is shaky’ (the conceptual metaphors here being, for 
example, ‘time is money’ and ‘theories are buildings’). 

Metaphors can be a promising focus for the historical study of emotion if 
(although to my knowledge this hypothesis lacks the support of explicit neurological 
data at the moment13) a successful metaphor – that is, one that is understood and 
accepted – is capable of transferring emotional associations from its base to its 
target, this being part of its cognitive potential. The metaphor ‘time is money’, for 
example, which is one of those Lakoff and Johnson indicate as common conceptual 
metaphors (certainly in English), would not only provide a framework for 
understanding the abstract concept of time, but also project over the notion of time 
feelings connected with money or goods – for example, the desire to accumulate, the 
pleasure of spending or the anxiety about wasting. 

Such a property of metaphor would be particularly important in political 
language, which deals in abstract notions, such as ‘freedom’, ‘obedience’, or ‘the 
state’, with the aim of inspiring or justifying action, and therefore requires the 
stirring of sufficiently powerful emotions. Ordinary political language is the site 
where various technical ‘expert’ languages converge, but also the site of shifting 
meanings, misunderstandings, slogans and labels. Studying metaphors in the political 
languages of the past presents obvious challenges but may well carry advantages vis-
à-vis similar analyses conducted on contemporary political communication. 14  
Successful political metaphors would therefore be one of the ties, perhaps the most 
important one, that bind together learned traditions of political thought with the 
understanding of politics available to the wider circles of society involved in politics, 
including, in certain contexts, those low on the social hierarchy or in principle 
excluded from the domain of politics. Late medieval Italy is always a privileged 
context for the analysis of political languages, because of the variety of constitutional 
forms that existed within an interconnected and intercommunicating political 
system, and because of the relative centrality of wide and literate urban audiences in 
political communication. A single source, an anonymous lamento, or poetic 
complaint, produced in Genoa at the end of May 1473 and originally exposed in a 

10 G. Lakoff - M. Johnson, Metaphors We Live By, Chicago and London 1980. 
11 P. Sopory - J. Price Dillard, “The persuasive effects of metaphor. A meta-analysis”, 

Human Communication Research, 28 (2002), pp. 382-419.  
12 H. R. Pollio - M. K. Smith, M. R. Pollio, “Figurative language and cognitive psychology”, 

Lang. Cogn. Process, 5 (1990), pp. 141-167. 
13 But see the experimental results in V. Bambini, C. Gentili - E. Ricciardi - P. M. Bertinetto 

- P. Pietrini, “Decomposing metaphor processing at the cognitive and neural level through 
functional magnetic resonance imaging”, Brain Research Bulletin, 86 (2011), pp. 203-216. 

14 A diachronic approach to metaphor has generally failed to interest linguists, but see C. 
Gevaert, “The ANGER IS HEAT Question: Detecting Cultural Influence on the 
Conceptualization of Anger through Diachronic Corpus Analysis”, in Perspectives on Variation: 
Sociolinguistic, Historical, Comparative, ed. by N. Delbecque, J. van der Auwera, and D. Geeraerts, 
Berlin and New York 2005, pp. 195-208. An entirely different tradition, which is enjoying its own 
revival, is represented by the work of Hans Blumenberg, whose concept of ‘absolute metaphors’ 
goes back to the 1960s and stems from his reading of Husserl: Paradigms for a Metaphorology, Ithaca 
and New York, 2010. 

 

                                                        



 

public place as a cartello or a poster, can illustrate the potential of a study of emotion 
that adopts metaphor as its unit of analysis.15 

 
A Genoese lamento 

 
+ yhs 

 
Oyme che dogia lo mio chore sente 

ché non ti posso a mia voglia parlare; 
se tu sapessi la doglia che sento 
te veneria pietà de mei martiri. 
Io sono la tua Zenoa sagurata, 

o Illustrissimo signore, che sono tanto 
disconsolata, per la tua falsa suspicione. 

A te mi sono data per sposa e non per sclava, 
e tu mi voi sforsare cum soldati e fortilese, 
e me le voi far pagare cum tante rigidesse. 

O perché non mi atendi li pati che ay promisso, 
dolce Signore e charo mio sposo! 

Ché sono disperata de tanta destrucione, 
che pare che vogli fare sansa iusta caxone. 

Malediti sien queloro chi cossì ti consiliano! 
Che ti prometto tosto se ne venderà vendeta 
crudele e sufficiente, per esempio d’ogniuno. 

O chari mei figioli, citadini d’ogni sorte, 
vogliate essere uniti in queste male sorte, 

e humilmenti pregare lo nostro padre signore, 
che non voglia seguire questa mala opinione; 

peroché altramenti dispersi resteressi, 
sensa conforto né bona cossa alchuna, 

e io resteria vidua et orfana derelita. 
Et sempre a Dio vendeta demanderia 

de voi, e d’ogni persona chi ne fosse caxone. 
E per certo yo ne seria exaudyta, 

ché sempre l’ò provato 
in lo tempo passato, 

che chi mi vole disfare 
non pò ben capitare. 

 
O tu che lezi nota ben tuto che ti bis[ogna] 

 
 

+yhs 
 

What a pain, alas, my heart feels 
for I cannot speak to you as I wish; 

if you knew the pain I feel 
you would take pity of my torments. 

I am your wretched Genoa, 
most illustrious lord, who am so 

disconsolate at your wrong mistrust. 

15 The document is in Archivio di Stato di Milano, Sforzesco 449, attached to the letter of 
Giovanfrancesco Pallavicino to Galeazzo Maria Sforza, Genoa, 31 May 1473. It was published, 
together with other texts, by A. Neri, “Poesie Storiche Genovesi”, Atti della Società Ligure di Storia 
Patria, 13 (1877-1884), pp. 55-96 (the poem is on pp. 75-76). It is written on a rectangular piece of 
paper measuring roughly 33x13 cm; there are three horizontal folding lines and four traces of a 
seal; the script is regular and legible, larger than average. The copy sent by governor Pallavicino to 
Milan may well be the very piece of paper found near the gate of the city. Another copy was sent 
to a Lombard merchant residing in Genoa, Biagio de’ Gradi. 

 

                                                        



 

To you I gave myself as a wife, not a slave, 
and you want to force me with soldiers and fortresses, 

and so harshly make me pay for those. 
Oh why don’t you keep the pacts you swore to me, 

sweet lord and dear husband of mine! 
I am desperate at such ruin, 

which you want to bring upon me for no just cause. 
Damned be those who advise you so! 

I promise you that soon revenge will be taken, 
cruel and sufficient, as an example to all. 

O my dear children, citizens of every order, 
be willing to stay united in this ill hap, 
and humbly pray our father and lord, 

that he refuse to heed  this evil opinion; 
or else you will be left scattered, 

with no help and no valuable thing left, 
and I will be left a widow and an orphan derelict. 

Forever I would beg God for revenge 
of you and anyone who is the cause of this. 

And I will have satisfaction, be assured, 
since I have showed it to be right 

many a time in the past 
that he who wants to slight me 

comes to a bad end fast. 
 

You who read this take good note of everything you ne[ed] 
 

 
It is possible to describe the immediate historical context of this text in great 

detail. Genoa, one of the earliest cities in Italy to organise its government as a 
commune, by 1473 was subject to the lordship of the duke of Milan Galeazzo Maria 
Sforza. It was a peculiar type of lordship. The Genoese continued to elect most of 
the officials and the supreme magistrates, who ruled the city and its subject territory 
and communities together with a governor sent from Milan; the Genoese House of 
San Giorgio was fully independent and had control over Genoese finances, the very 
substantial public debt, and Genoese colonies in the Mediterranean and the Black 
Sea. The powers, prerogatives and compensation of Genoa’s Milanese lords were 
recorded in pacts of submission, subscribed by Genoese representatives and by the 
lords. Starting in 1471, Galeazzo Maria Sforza was becoming unpopular in Genoa: 
during his first visit to the city he locked himself in the fortress of Castelletto as if 
under threat, he then ordered new works to the fortifications, and, last but not least, 
was requesting 10000 ducats in excess of the annual fee established in the pacts. 
These are the events that the poem alludes to. The poem itself was found “close to 
the Gate of the Vacca, near the [fortification’s] building site”, was brought to the 
then governor of Genoa Giovanfrancesco Pallavicino, who attached it to his letter to 
the duke of Milan of 31 May 1473.16 The governor’s letter, like many that preceded 
and would follow, reported on the discomfort and malcontent of the Genoese 
citizens vis-à-vis Galeazzo Maria Sforza’s initiatives.17 

The interest of such a text lies less in its limited literary quality than in its 
evident purpose as a tool of political communication addressing a wide public. Its 
anonymous author employs one basic conceptual metaphor, ‘government is 
marriage’, with further metaphorical extensions and powerful emotional 

16 Neri, “Poesie storiche”. 
17 Archivio di Stato di Milano, Sforzesco, 449, Giovanfrancesco Pallavicino to Galeazzo Maria 

Sforza, Genoa, 31 May 1473. 

 

                                                        



 

implications. In the poem the relationship between Genoa and Galeazzo Maria, to 
whom the poem is initially addressed, is likened to that of a wife to her husband. I 
will break down the analysis into three distinct levels – three because such a structure 
is convenient, and not because I postulate that the levels of meaning and function 
are truly and essentially three. Level One of the analysis will be the deep cognitive 
level. Level Two, in the ‘government is marriage’ metaphor, will be the level of 
discursive traditions, including traditions of political thought. Level Three, finally, 
would be that of the specific intention of this author at this point in time, his or her 
use of the metaphor (the author is likely to be a man, but the poem is anonymous). 
The three levels are distinct for heuristic purposes but not separate; the cognitive 
process is always one and of necessity different levels of understanding coexist and 
feed into one another. 

 
Level Three: the Author’s Intention 
Level Three is where the specific agency of this author is situated, an 

individual writing in 1473 Genoa – this is the level of the specific political message 
the author was intending to send by using this metaphor in a poem destined to be 
read or heard by ordinary citizens gathering near one of the main gates of the city.  
The political arrangement in Genoa was the product of a century and a half during 
which the Genoese (or those Genoese that mattered) had experimented with 
voluntary subjection to foreign lords for more or less long periods, oscillating 
between Anjou-French royal candates and, in the fifteenth century, the Visconti and 
Sforza dukes of Milan.18 The pacts of submission, signed by representatives of the 
people and other officials of Genoa, played an absolutely crucial role in the 
relationship and in the very definition of the state of subjection. This is why our 
author must have thought that the marriage metaphor was particularly adequate: like 
a fifteenth-century Genoese marriage, the one between Genoa and the Sforza was 
primarily the outcome a pact, an alliance, a contract, which implied a certain level of 
asymmetry, but was entered into voluntarily, and therefore presupposed free 
consent.19 Galeazzo Maria Sforza was the only foreign lord of Genoa who inherited 
the dominium from his father and mother, rather than accepting the ‘donation’, or 
dedizione, himself from the Genoese; the Genoese had insisted that he personally 
renew the pacts of submission when he took control of Milan, but clearly the two 
parties did not understand each other well (as it must have been fairly common, one 
imagines, also in real marriages). 

The relationship between Genoa and its foreign lords was a political 
relationship in need of a definition, particularly in a context of growing 
dissatisfaction, malcontent, and some very political anger mounting. The Genoese 
liked to think of their polity as a self-governing community, but clearly this author 
judged that they could not, or should not, use the common word for a self-
governing republic in Italy at the time, libertas, as in the Liberty of Genoa, because 

18  On fourteenth-century episodes of Anjou lordships over Genoa see D. Abulafia, 
“Genova Angioina, 1318-35: gli inizi della Signoria di Roberto re di Napoli”, in Storia dei Genovesi, 
vol. XII, Genova 1996, 1-22. On the 1396 ‘dedition’ to Charles VI of France see, E. Jarry, Les 
origines de la domination française à Gênes (1392-1402), Paris 1896. On the Visconti lordship see R. 
Musso, “Le istituzioni ducali dello ‘Stato di Genova’ durante la signoria di Filippo Maria Visconti 
(1421-1435)”, in L’età dei Visconti. Il dominio di Milano fra XIII e XV secolo, ed. by L. Chiappa Mauri, 
L. De Angelis Cappabianca, and P. Mainoni, Milano 1993, pp. 65-111.  

19 An overview of the origins of the canonistic concept of marriage as based on consent is 
in J. Brundage, Law, Sex and Christian Society in Medieval Europe, Chicago 1987. 

 

                                                        



 

they were subject to a lord.20 The Sforza lordship over Genoa was a contractual 
form of lordship, hardly an uncommon constitutional arrangement, but lacking a 
fitting theoretical categorization. It wasn’t kingship and it wasn’t a signoria, since the 
Genoese retained a great deal of political autonomy by electing their governing 
representatives and managing autonomously their own finances. The author’s 
suggestion was that the marriage metaphor could offer that definition, in a 
potentially emotional way.  

The marriage metaphor had no explicit role in the rebellions against Galeazzo 
Maria that did follow, three and four years later. One can easily find, however, in the 
correspondence between Genoa and Milan, language that reflects ideals of a good 
marital relationship, the Genoese promising loyalty, constance, devotion (fedeltà, 
costanza, devozione) and requesting that Galeazzo hold the city dear in return (tenerla 
cara), offering and demanding love, even “ardent love”. 21  This language is very 
compatible with an idea of the relationship between the lord and the city as akin to a 
marriage, but marriage itself is not a frequent explicit metaphor in the 
correspondence, and one has therefore to acknowledge that the author of this poem, 
as well as probably a longer one which had circulated ten years earlier,22 was indeed 
trying to make a point, offering marriage as a way of imagining and understanding, 
both rationally and emotionally, the peculiar constitutional situation of the city.  

 
Level Two: Discursive Traditions 
Level Two of the ‘government is marriage’ metaphor is the level of discursive 

traditions. This conceptual metaphor is part of a long-term Mediterranean and 
European tradition with religious and philosophical strands. The book of Hosea in 
the Bible is all one extensive marriage metaphor, where the prophet and his wife 
Gomer represent God and Israel, their marriage being the first covenant. The main 
theme of the book is the unfaithfulness of the wife, which stands for the tendency of 
Israelites to adore pagan gods. The Book of Hosea, together with especially the Song 
of Songs, inspired a long commentary tradition, both Jewish and Christian, which 
created a thick layer of theological and moral meaning associated with the marriage 
metaphor.23 A different and textually unrelated use of the metaphor is, however, in 
Aristotle’s Politics, book I, 12, where the relationship of the wife and the husband is 
likened to that of the ruler and the ruled in a ‘political’ or constitutional regime. For 
Aristotle, three principal forms of rule have their analogy in relationships within the 
family. If the relationship between master and slave is the model of despotic 
regimes,  

 
“A husband and father [...] rules over wife and children, both free, but the rule differs, 
the rule over his children being a royal, over his wife a constitutional [politikwς] rule. 
For although there may be exceptions to the order of nature, the male is by nature fitter 
for command than the female [...]. But in most constitutional states the citizens rule and 
are ruled by turns, for the idea of a constitutional state implies that the natures of the 
citizens are equal, and do not differ at all. Nevertheless, when one rules and the other is 

20 On the ambiguity of Genoese libertas under the French king see S. Ferente, “Guelphs! 
Factions, liberty and sovereignty: inquiries about the Quattrocento”, History of political thought, 28 
(2007), pp. 571-598. 

21 See Ferente, Gli ultimi guelfi. 
22 See Neri, “Poesie storiche”. 
23  On Hosea see A. Wünsche, Der Prophet Hosea übersetz un erklärt, Leipzig 1868; on 

commentaries on the Song of Songs, which have attracted a vast modern scholarship, see A. 
Matter, The Voice of My Beloved: the Song of Songs in Western Medieval Christianity, Philadelphia 1990 and 
A. Astell, The Song of Songs in the Middle Ages, Ithaca 1995. 

 

                                                        



 

ruled we endeavour to create a difference of outward forms and names and titles of 
respect [...]. The relation of the male to the female is always of this kind”.24 

 
Aristotle is here positing that the rule over the wife is similar to the rule over 

citizens, in that they are both types of rule over free people. Whereas government in 
a politia, or a republic, creates temporary hierarchies between the rulers and the ruled, 
in the household that hierarchy is permanent (although, as he says, there may be 
exceptions to the order of nature). The paternal rule over children is not the same as 
the marital rule over women, since children are free but undeveloped human beings, 
while women are both free and perfect, at least inasmuch they express the design of 
nature, if not in comparison with the perfection of the male. This particular aspect 
of Aristotle’s theory of social/political relationships has received little attention, in 
part, to be sure, because of its ambiguity, which Aristotle’s medieval commentators 
inherited. A specifically Christian tradition intensively exploited the marriage 
metaphor to define the relationship of the usband/Christ with the bride/Church; 
this metaphor became particularly pervasive during the eleventh-century Reform, 
incorporating the connotations of both the biblical and the Greaco-Roman 
traditions.25  Since the Church bride of Christ was also a freeborn woman, her status 
was opposed to that of the ancilla, or servant/slave, and this opposition became one 
of the representations of the libertas Ecclesiae.  

The contrast between wife and slave, which plays such a prominent role in the 
Genoese poem, is the subject of very early papal pronouncements on the nature of 
marriage, most importantly the reply offered by pope Leo I to one of the questions 
raised by a bishop, Rusticus of Narbonne: “Not every woman joined with a man is 
the wife of the man...Indeed one thing is a wife, another a concubine, as one thing is 
a slave (ancilla) and another is a freeborn woman (libera)”.26 Leo referred to Roman 
Law generally, but illustrated his pronouncement, via Paul, with the biblical story of 
Abraham’s wife Sarah and his concubine and servant Hagar in Genesis, xxi, 10.27 

This polarity between wife and slave or ancilla, the wife representing freedom 
existed therefore in canon law, where it served the ecclesiastical insistence on the 
consent of both spouses as the foundation of the marriage pact, and through canon 
law had concrete consequences on women’s and men’s lives. An Aristotelian thinker 
such as Thomas Aquinas was acting under the impulse of both traditions, 
Aristotelian and Christian, when he tried to describe the specific nature of the 
equality existing between spouses in marriage, generated primarily by the conjugal 
debt – or the reciprocal duty to have sex –, this equality being the foundation of 
Aquinas’ timid understanding of marriage as a form of friendship, and not only a 
union for the purpose of procreation.28 The equality that existed between spouses 

24 Aristotle, The Politics and the Constitution of Athens, ed. by S. Everson, pp. 26-27.  
25 G. Tellenbach, Church, state and Christian society at the time of the investiture contest, London 

1948, particularly pp. 126-149. 
26 “Non omnis mulier iuncta viro uxor est viri, quia nec omnis filius haeres est patris. 

Nuptiarum atque fœdera inter ingenuos sunt legitima et inter æquales; multo prius hoc ipsum 
Domino constituente quam initium Romani iuris existeret. Itaque aliud est uxor, aliud concubina; 
sicut aliud ancilla, aliud libera”: S. Leonis Magni Opera Omnia, in Patrologia Latina, ed. by J.-P. Migne, 
vol. 54, Paris 1846, Ep. CLXVII, col. 1204. 

27 “Propter quod etiam Apostolus ad mandifestandam harum personarum discretionem, 
testimonium ponit ex Genesi, ubi dicitur Abrahæ: Ejice ancillam et filium eius: non enim hæres erit filius 
ancillæ cum filio meo Isaac” (Galat. iv, 30; Gen. xxi, 10): S. Leonis Magni Opera Omnia, col. 1204. 

28  See C. McClusky, “An Unequal Relationship between Equals: Thomas Aquinas on 
Marriage”, History of Philosophy Quarterly, 24 (2007), pp. 1-18. On Canon Law see C. J. Read, Power 
over the Body, Equality in the Family. Rights and Domestic Relations in Medieval Canon Law, Grand Rapids 
2004. 

 

                                                        



 

was clearly different from that existing between two male friends, in that it 
presupposed the natural inferiority of woman and at the same time her ‘perfection’ 
for the purpose given to her by God/nature.  

What is interesting in the wife/slave dualism from a perspective of political 
theory is that it constitutes an alternative to the tradition of equating marriage itself 
to slavery for women – a strong tradition particularly in early modern contract 
theory and later in feminist thought.29 Nineteenth-century English and American 
feminist writers would liken the condition of the wife to that of the slave (and not, 
for example, to that of the paid servant) because her labour within the household is 
not remunerated, because of the husband’s duty to feed, clothe and provide for her, 
because the wife is excluded from the civic arena but linked to it through marriage, 
and because of the life-long duration of the marriage bond. To the same Level Two 
of the analysis belong also the literary traditions and formal contraints of the poetic 
genre the author adopted, that of lamenti, as well as more generally the traditions and 
practices of poetry destined for mnemonic recitation in the vernacular. 30  The 
conventions of the genre lamenti, itself very old, both crystallise and rely on the 
rhetorical and emotional power of the act of complaining, publicly, about a disgrace 
or injustice; it seems significant that in late medieval Italy lamenti were almost 
exclusively reserved for dramatic political events, such as the conquests of cities or 
the assassinations of princes.31 

 
Level One: Cognitive Resonances 
Level One, finally, is the deep cognitive level. At Level One, the metaphor 

works because marriage was a fairly common experience in late medieval Genoa as 
in the rest of Europe at that time. Most adults were married. Most people, therefore, 
had, we can imply, practical and intimate experience of marriage: life together, sex, 
economic solidarity, respectability, adulthood, perhaps quarrels, annoyance, violence, 
love, companionship. Most potential readers or listeners of the poem could easily 
and subconsciously project all that they knew and felt personally about marriage onto 
the metaphorical target, that is the relationship between their city, Genoa, and 
Galeazzo Maria Sforza. The paradox, of course, is that the experience of marriage 
was strongly gendered and men even more than women were the author’s expected 
audience. In the poem, Genoa is a woman, lamenting, wretched and disconsolate, 
that her husband unjustly mistrusts her (“per la tua falsa suspicione”), forces himself 
on her (“e tu mi voi sforsare cum soldati e fortilese”), and makes her pay (“e me le 
voi far pagare cum tante rigidesse”). This treatment demeans Genoa’s status as a 
wife, and with it the legitimacy of her marital relationship with Galeazzo Maria 
Sforza, as the most significant verse (in fact, one of the few felicitous) in the poem, 
asserts: “A te mi sono data per sposa non per sclava”.  

Genoa is a wife but she is being treated as a slave. This extension of the 
metaphor ‘government is marriage’ relies on another basic metaphor, perhaps the 
most popular political metaphor of all in this period: the community is a body – a 

29 See C. Pateman, The Sexual Contract, Stanford 1988, particularly pp. 116-153. 
30 See in particular A. D’Ancona, La poesia popolare: Studi, Livorno 1906; F. Novati, Poesia 

politica popolare dei secoli XV e XVI, Ancona 1885; F. Flamini, La lirica toscana del rinascimento anteriore 
ai tempi del Magnifico, Florence 1977; G. R. Cardona, “Culture dell’oralità e culture della scrittura”, in 
Letteratura italiana, II, Produzione e consumo, ed. by A. Asor Rosa, Turin 1983, pp. 25-101; L. Martines, 
Strong Words: Writing and Social Strain in the Italian Renaissance, Baltimore 2001; M. Rispocher - Rosa 
Salzberg, “Street Singers in Italian Renaissance Urban Culture and Communication”, Cultural and 
Social History, 9 (2012), pp. 9-26. 

31 On lamenti in Italy see A. Medin, Lamenti del sec. XIV, Florence 1883; A. Medin - L. Frati, 
Lamenti storici dei secoli XIV, XV, XVI, 3 voll., Bologna 1887.  

 

                                                        



 

woman’s body in this, and many other cases.32 The metaphor must have resonated 
with fifteenth-century Genoese at a deeper emotional level because Genoa was one 
of those cities in late medieval Europe where domestic slavery was widespread, 
where many households, not only the richest, would have one or more female 
slaves.33 A slave woman was of course a commodity, her master bought and sold 
her, lent her and her milk for money to others, beat her and sexually exploited her if 
he wished, as it was in his right to do. In a household dominated by a 
husband/master the relationship between his wife, free servants and slave servants 
could be an explosive cause of tension, particularly since the sexual subjection of 
these women to the same man had the endless potential of bringing confusion into 
the female hierarchy within and without the home. 34  It was very important, 
therefore, for men but especially for women, to oppose the status of a wife to that of 
a slave. In fact, the very same expression Genoa uses in this poem could be used by 
a real wife against a real husband in a real early sixteenth-century Venetian divorce 
case, where Geronima, wife of the artisan Zuane Varoter, said before the Giudici del 
Procurator, on 19 May 1553, that:  
 

“Debito et officio de christiano, de buon marito, che teme Iddio et l’honor suo, 
magnifici Signori Iudici de Procurator, essendo cum la moglie una istessa persona, non 
li manchar de cosa alcuna necessaria et tratarla come moglie et non come schiava [emphasis 
mine] [...]”.35 

 
before accusing her husband of beating her savagely and preventing her from 

seeing her father and mother. A good Christian and a good husband has the duty, 
since he is one flesh (Geronima says “one person”) with his wife, to make sure that 
she has all that is necessary for life, and treat her as a wife, not as a slave. The 
contrast between marriage and slavery is seldom as explicit as in this example but 
underpins implicitly most of the late medieval and early modern Italian separation 
cases that historians of marriage have gathered in several decades of research. 36  
Canon Law contemplated several grounds for separation a mensa et thoro (from table 
and bed), including adultery, but the two that take prominence in late medieval 

32 See A. Demandt, Metaphern für Geschichte: Sprachbilder und Gleichnisse im historisch-politische 
Denken, Munich 1978, pp. 17-123. On the possible ‘deep’ neurological anchoring of the body 
metaphor see D. L. Smail - A. Shyrok, Body, in Deep History. The Architecture of Past and Present, ed. by 
D. L. Smail and A. Shyrock, Berkeley and Los Angeles 2011, pp. 55-76. 

33  A fairly recent overview of female domestic slavery is in Ch. Cluse, “Femmes en 
esclavage: quelques remarques sur l’Italie du Nord (XIVe–Xve siècles)”, in Medieval Mediterranean 
Slavery: Comparative Studies on Slavery and the Slave Trade in Muslim, Christian, and Jewish Societies (8th–
15th Centuries), http://med-slavery.uni-trier.de:9080/minev/MedSlavery/publications/Femmes.pdf, 
2008. On Genoa in particular see the resources gathered by Cristoph Cluse on the same website: 
http://med-slavery.uni-trier.de/minev/MedSlavery/sources/selected-documents-from-genoese-
archives/ 

34 The classic study is I. Origo, “The Domestic Enemy: The Eastern Slaves in Tuscany in 
the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Centuries”, Speculum, 30 (1955), pp. 321-366. On domestic servants in 
Tuscany see C. Klapisch-Zuber, “Female Celibacy and Service in Florence in the fifteenth 
century”, in Women, Family and Ritual in Renaissance Italy, Chicago 1985, pp. 165-177. 

35  A. Rigo, “Interventi dello stato veneziano nei casi di separazione: i Giudici del 
Procurator”, in Coniugi nemici. La separazione in Italia dal XII al XVIII secolo, Bologna 2000, pp. 519-
536. 

36 The four volumes issued from a large collaborative project on ecclesiastical archives in 
late medieval and early modern Italy, all co-edited by Diego Quaglioni and Silvana Seidel Menchi, 
are Coniugi nemici. La separazione in Italia dal XII al XVIII secolo, Bologna 2000; Matrimoni in dubbio. 
Unioni controverse e nozze clandestine in Italia dal XIV al XVIII secolo, Bologna 2002; Trasgressioni. 
Seduzione, concubinato, adulterio, bigamia (secoli XIV-XVIII), Bologna 2004; I tribunali del matrimonio 
(secoli XV-XVIII), Bologna 2006. 

 

                                                        



 

courts as well as juridical literature, beginning in the thirteenth century, are the 
refusal of the husband to feed, clothe and generally keep his wife according to her 
station, and saevitia, unrestrained violence. It seems clear that, despite the dominant 
legal and cultural discourse on the power and even duty of husbands to correct their 
wives with violence, some women found extreme violence unacceptable in a 
marriage, often left their husbands, and occasionally sued them or defended 
themselves in court. The boundaries of legitimate violence within marriage were the 
object of a conflict to which women participated actively and, in rare cases, 
victoriously.37  

The historiography on domestic violence in court records of this period in 
Italy and in Europe has produced a general picture of which two aspects are of 
interest here: 1) the courts only rarely granted the request of separation even when 
they accepted as truthful the accusations of mistreatment, preferring instead to refer 
the plaintiffs to forms of private composition and 2) the dowry system in use in Italy 
should invite us to read some of these cases as reflecting a complex dynamic 
involving not only the interests of the two spouses but also those of their respective 
natal families. A husband who treats a wife like a slave gives her cause to seek a 
separation and this in turn brings shame, vergogna, onto their families and indeed the 
whole community. Failed marriages were eminently capable of engendering private 
conflicts between families and parentele – occasionally long-lasting conflicts where the 
failure of the marriage became the narrative origin and justification of factional 
identities.38 

Genoa is in this poem clearly offended in her honour by Galeazzo’s behaviour 
and therefore promises revenge on the evil counsellors of her husband (“Malediti 
sien queloro chi cossì ti consiliano!/ Che ti prometto tosto se ne venderà vendeta/ 
crudele e sufficiente, per esempio d’ogniuno”). Then, suddenly moving her attention 
from her husband to her children, she pleads with them directly: “O chari mei figioli, 
citadini d’ogni sorte,/ vogliate essere uniti in queste male sorte”. This is a further 
extension of the ‘government is marriage’ metaphor, in which the Genoese citizens 
(“of every sort”, that is, ‘of every party’) become the children of the couple Genoa-
Galeazzo. This extension relies on another popular conceptual metaphor (and 
political principle): ‘the ruler is a father’.  

Genoa in the poem is not asking her children to turn directly against their 
father, but against his evil counsellors instead, and warns them that should the 
offences continue, should the citizens fail to unite, they will be left scattered, helpless 
and penniless, and she will remain a widow (and an orphan): “peroché altramenti 
dispersi resteressi,/ sensa conforto né bona cossa alchuna,/e io resteria vidua et 
orfana derelita”. As a mother and a slighted woman she then threatens rather 
ominously her own children and all those who want to ruin her: “Et sempre a Dio 
vendeta demanderia/de voi, e d’ogni persona chi ne fosse caxone”. If they won’t 
protect her (by being united in resisting their father’s ill intentions), God will. A 
sequence of shorter verses increases the tempo of the poem in the finale: “E per 
certo yo ne seria exaudyta,/ ché sempre l’ò provato/ in lo tempo passato,/ che chi 
mi vole disfare/non pò ben capitare”. 

37 For a rare case of a wife’s judicial victory see S. Chojnacki, “Il divorzio di Cateruzza: 
rappresentazione femminile ed esito processuale (Venezia 1465)”, in Coniugi nemici, pp. 371-416. 

38 See T. Dean, “Marriage and mutilation. Vendetta in late medieval Italy”, Past and Present, 
157 (1997), pp. 3-36. On the Buondelmonti-Amidei failed marriage and the mythic origins of the 
Guelph and Ghibelline parties in Florence see E. Faini, “Il convito del 1216. La vendetta all’origine 
del fazionalismo fiorentino”, Annali di storia di Firenze, 1 (2006), pp. 9-36. 

 

                                                        



 

The ‘city as a mother’ extension of the metaphor makes explicit the immediate, 
urgent purpose of the author: the spurring of political action. The metaphor was 
designed to resonate with the emotions of guilt, honor and revenge for abuses of 
kinswomen, so central in late medieval masculinity. In a society where the sexual 
purity of women’s bodies (and Genoa is here a mother) is the repository of men’s 
feelings of self-worth, this is a powerful emotional association if you want men, 
perhaps especially young men, to take action.  

 
Successful and unsuccessful metaphors 
The Genoese lamento adopts a woman’s voice to speak primarily to men; it 

offers a framework for identification and, the author hoped, action – a procedure 
profoundly connected with deep-seated features of masculinity, as its enduring 
appeal suggests. 39  In so doing, the metaphor also reveals intimate emotional 
expectations of what relationships between wives and husbands, mothers and 
children are like or should be like. Metaphors, even good metaphors, do not always 
produce the intended effects, however. In Genoa’s case, in fact, when open rebellion 
did explode in 1476 and 1477, the marriage metaphor was notably absent from 
ordinary political language: much more prominent was a republican language of 
political brotherhood, libertas and patria. Despite their contractual relationship with 
the Sforza lord, and perhaps because they had an idea of what it meant to be a wife 
and did not like it, the marriage metaphor, and its implicit promise of reconciliation 
between husband and wife, failed to persuade the Genoese. In this sense, it is 
possible to recognise the individuality of the author’s attempt to provide a cognitive 
and emotional political tool precisely because it failed, despite both its long 
theologico/philosophical tradition and its cognitive potential. 

Ultimately the agency and intention of writers, the long-term discursive 
traditions and the deeper cognitive associations all contribute to the same act of 
understanding and being moved. If metaphor is the unit of analysis, and if basic 
metaphors are an essential part of both cognitive and emotional processes, then it is 
possible to articulate the historical analysis of emotion in language – which can be 
easily extended to encompass other forms of symbolic communication such as ritual 
or images – in a way that brings together several levels of meaning and several 
pertinent historical contexts.  

 
 

39  On the political fortune of the metaphor of the slighted woman during the Italian 
Risorgimento see A. M. Banti, La nazione del Risorgimento. Parentela, santità e onore alle origini dell’Italia 
unita, Turin 2000. 

 

                                                        


