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Italian Professor Secures Grants for Travel 
to Florentine Libraries with Early Editions

Why did the Italian poet Boccaccio disguise himself as a different author and write an interpretive commentary on his own work? How did early manuscript and print editions treat the commentary? These are among the questions Assistant Professor of Italian Roberta Ricci aims to address in several important Florentine libraries where she will examine early copies of an epic poem written early in Boccaccio's career, including one in the poet's own hand. Grants from the National Endowment for the Humanities and the Renaissance Society of America will fund the research and travel. 

Part of a larger book project dealing with several authors' commentaries on their own work, Ricci's research on Boccaccio focuses on the Teseida Di Nozze D'Emilia of about 1340. The poem, written in the Tuscan vernacular, has traditionally been published with a set of 1,250 erudite glosses that were written in Latin; it was not until 1929 that a scholar identified the commentary as Boccaccio's own work. 

"Critics over the centuries have debated the problematic relationship between Boccaccio's early production in vernacular and his later production in Latin," Ricci says, but she argues that the scholarly glosses, with their thorough understanding of classical antecedents and their relation to the text of the poem, demonstrate "the continuity we can now see between this early epic poem and Boccaccio's subsequent turn to compose erudite texts in Latin." 

Ricci sees Boccaccio's glosses — and his presentation of the commentator as a literary persona distinct from the poet — were a device Boccaccio used to enhance the stature of the poem by placing it within the classical tradition. Although the Teseida is dedicated to a woman named Fiammetta, described as the poet's beloved, Ricci proposes that the glosses are written for "for a male scholarly public from whom the author desires an official acknowledgement as the medieval 'auctoritas' in vernacular poetry" Fiammetta, she argues, "is not a textual interpreter who reads beyond the letter of the poetry, but rather a literary pretext, for the commentary confirms the need to justify and legitimize the exceptionality of the use of the vernacular within the bounds of classical literary culture." 

While in Florence, Ricci will also devote some time to the understudied history of the authorial glosses, determining how they were treated by copyists and printers who produced editions of the book in the century or so after it was written. A philological analysis of the Latin will allow her to weigh in on a scholarly debate about whether Boccaccio modeled the glosses on a scholar's annotation of a classical epic. 

This Spring Ricci has been invited to give a talk at the University of Pisa. Titled "Fabulosum velamentum in un'autoesegesi ai margini: Teseida di nozze d'Emilia," the lecture constitutes the first chapter of her book dedicated to autoexegesis in early modern Italian literature. Ricci says: "The idea of reflecting upon one's own art is probably as old as literature itself. Yet, little critical scholarship explores the development of Medieval and Renaissance authorial self-commentaries and the theoretical implications of different morphologies adopted. I take a different approach in my research: I assume that we as readers should consider self-reflections as pragmatic and functional criteria for studying a text, even though crucial questions about the degree of reliability of self-commentaries remain open. I contend that comments and addenda written by authors present an ulterior literary dimension to the complexity of the text: one that itself demands interpretation."

 

Archaeology Ph.D. Student Catherine Person Wins Fulbright
to Study in Athens

Catherine Person, a doctoral candidate in classical and Near Eastern archaeology, is one of three people worldwide who have won a 2007-08 Fulbright grant to fund a full year at the American School of Classical Studies in Athens. The American School, established in 1881, offers advanced graduate students "an intensive survey of the art, archaeology, history, and topography of Greece, from antiquity to the present."

Bryn Mawr has a strong relationship with the American School, Person says, so she has been able to talk to several of her fellow graduate students who have completed its prestigious program. Three Bryn Mawr graduate students are currently enrolled in the program, and Person's fellow archaeology graduate student Andrea Guzzetti will undertake the program in Person's cohort next year.

"The program involves a lot of travel; we'll visit most of the major archaeological sites in Greece and then give presentations on them, and in the final stage, there is an opportunity to attend a field school in Corinth or to do independent research," she says. "It can be pretty rigorous, but everyone I've talked to says that it's a wonderful experience, just invaluable in understanding the classical world."

Person's fascination with the Romans and the classical past began in childhood and hasn't abated since. As an undergraduate at the College of the Holy Cross in Worcester, Mass., she majored in classics, and she spent half her junior year abroad in Athens and the other half in Rome. 

During her first year as a graduate student at Bryn Mawr, Person picked up some tricks of the archaeological trade at a field school operated by the University of North Carolina-Chapel Hill at Donaratico, Tuscany. She has since assisted at Professor of Latin Darby Scott's excavations at the Atrium Vestae in the Roman Forum. 

Person has experience working with objects long out of the ground, too. As a National Endowment for the Humanities Curatorial Intern, she curated an exhibition of objects drawn from the College's Richard C. Bull Collection, a varied assortment of artifacts that presented unusual challenges because of their lack of archaeological context (the donor bought the objects from antiquities dealers over the course of several decades). She is enthusiastic about the College's art and archaeology collections.

"The collections are such a great resource, for undergraduates as well as graduate students. Seniors who work for the collections have the chance to curate exhibitions, either in the display cases or online. There aren't many places that offer that kind of opportunity."

Person's academic apprenticeship has also embraced the practical realities of bringing colleagues together for scholarly exchange: she served on the committee that supervised the biennial graduate-student symposium hosted by students in the Graduate Group in Archaeology, Classics and History of Art. She's even had a taste of the ubiquitous academic committee work as the archaeology representative to the Graduate Student Association for the past two years.

Person is especially interested in Roman archaeology in the Greek world. She hopes that her year in Greece will help her identify and refine a dissertation topic in that area. 

"I have a file on my computer of ideas for dissertation topics, and it's two pages long," she says wryly. "Right now, my topic depends on the day of the week or where the moon is in the sky. But I hope that looking at some of the sites and doing some intensive study there will help me define a problem that hasn't been solved."

Fulbright Winner Indira Neill: An Eye on Culture

Indira Neill, a double major in history of art and German, has an interesting hypothesis about why she will be especially effective as a Fulbright English Teaching Assistant in Bremen, Germany, next year. She's perfect for the job, she says, because she doesn't have a natural talent for languages. Of the 10 AP tests she took during her senior year in high school, German was the only one for which she prepared but did not earn a high enough score to get a Bryn Mawr credit. 

"Learning languages is a challenge for me," she explains, "so I'm very conscious of strategies that help. I've always relied on the enthusiasm and skill of language teachers to get me through. I know what it's like to struggle with a foreign language, and I know what it takes to overcome the difficulty and reach the point of enjoying the material."

Neill took her first German course at Bryn Mawr to fulfill a requirement, but she found the coursework so interesting that she signed up for another. German courses continued to appeal to her until she realized that she had already accumulated enough credits to constitute a minor, and she decided that the German department could be her second academic home.

Neill's job as a Fulbright teaching assistant will extend beyond language teaching; she will also be expected to introduce German students to American culture. As a student of art history with a particular interest in film and new media, Neill has an unusually acute critical perspective on the topic. 

Her senior thesis in history of art deals with two film representations of the Leopold and Loeb murder case: Alfred Hitchcock's Rope of 1948 and Tom Kalin's Swoon, released in 1993. Leopold and Loeb admitted to killing a 14-year-old boy in 1924 simply because they believed their superior intellects would enable them to commit the perfect crime and escape detection.

"In Rope, the motive for the crime seems inadequate," Neill says, "and the criminals' identity becomes the substitute or equivalent of the motive. Leopold and Loeb were both Jewish and homosexual, and the public associated those characteristics with the murder. Hitchcock reinforces that association by making the viewers look for clues that reveal their Jewishness and homosexuality, putting them under cultural surveillance in a context where the viewer expects to look for clues about the crime. 

"Kalin, on the other hand, is much more explicit about their homosexuality, but he disrupts the association of identity with motive by ‘queering' a lot of other figures in the film — introducing characters whose racial identity makes their presence in the roles they're assigned conspicuously anachronistic, for example." 

After she has completed her Fulbright year, she plans to enter a graduate program in either film and media studies or cultural studies.

"The kind of work I'm interested in doing is interdisciplinary," she says. "I could approach it from several directions." 

Neill is fascinated by the interaction between spectatorship and new media.

"My generation is the first that grew up knowing how to use computers. I want to look at how that affects film spectatorship. Is computer access to independent film, for instance, encouraging people around the world to watch films made in their own countries, or will Hollywood and Bollywood film maintain the kind of dominance that they have now?

"I'm also interested in the cultural specificity of violence — what kinds of representations of violence are acceptable or standard in one cultural setting as opposed to another. And I'm interested in video games, because they are cultural products that are from their inception intended to be circulated internationally."

Neill is a prime example of the computer-literate generation to which she belongs. At eight years old, she helped her mother create a PowerPoint presentation for a scholarly conference, for which she was credited at the lecture. 

"A bunch of the people at the conference started joking with my mom about using child labor," she recalls.

Her facility with computers led to a job at the help desk in Bryn Mawr's Guild Computing Center, which in turn shaped a Bryn Mawr-funded summer internship at the Chicago History Museum.

The museum, whose visitors are drawn largely from Chicago city schools, was developing interactive gallery stations called activity carts. 

"I applied for an internship writing tour scripts, but when they saw how much experience I had with computers, they put those skills to work. I spent some time processing data about visitors so that it could be used in reports and grant applications, and I spent some time with the education department, working on the activity carts. We brought school groups in to test the activities, and it was fascinating to see which activities flew and which were ignored."

As for a career, Neill says that the choice between museum work and teaching is a difficult one. A year of language teaching in Germany might help her decide.

 







