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A Classicising Friar in Dante’s Florence: 
Servasanto da Faenza, Dante and the 
Ethics of Friendship*
Nicolò Maldina

The aim of this essay is rather limited, and perhaps the title may look 
ambitious when compared to its actual content. I shall not offer here a 
comprehensive discussion of the role of classical antiquity in shaping 
religious culture in Dante’s Italy, nor shall I presume definitively to 
solve any of the many problems related to the topic. On this occasion 
I shall not even try to sketch a well-rounded profile of the classicis-
ing friar mentioned in the title. Hence the subtitle: I propose to limit 
myself to posing a few still unaddressed questions on the reception 
of classical culture in Dante’s intellectual context. I shall do so by 
discussing a sermon preached on an unknown occasion (presumably 
in Florence during the last decades of the thirteenth century) by the 
Franciscan Servasanto da Faenza and later collected in the so-called 
De proprio sanctorum collection of his sermons, with a specific focus 
on the use made by the preacher of classical sources.1 Only towards 
the end of this brief discussion shall I touch on the importance to our 
understanding of Dante’s poetry of such a religious reading of classi-
cal culture.

The definition ‘classicizing friar’ comes from Beryl Smalley’s 
pioneering study on English Friars and Antiquity. The term ‘points to 
fondness for classical literature, history and myth’ displayed in ser-
mons, preaching aids and biblical commentaries written by a group of 
early fourteenth-century English friars centred mostly in Oxford and 
Cambridge ‘without suggesting that the group played any special part in 
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the rise of humanism’,2 insofar as they do not aim to produce a scholarly 
type of classicism but rather to use classical sources ‘for the furtherance 
of the Gospel through the art of preaching’.3 To the best of my knowl-
edge, to date only a few attempts have been undertaken to investigate 
the presence of a similar attitude in late medieval Italy. This, even though 
Billanovich’s seminal studies on Italian pre-humanism have long since 
established that an English friar was active as commentator of classical 
texts (including Seneca, Boethius and Livy) in central Italy, most notably 
between Pisa and Florence at the end of the thirteenth and the begin-
ning of the fourteenth centuries: the Dominican Nicholas Trevet.4 In 
what follows I shall argue that Servasanto can also be listed among these 
Italian classicising friars, in light of the high number of quotations and 
references to classical literature and culture in his surviving sermons. My 
discussion will focus on his role as mediator of classical texts to Dante’s 
intellectual context.

Among Servasanto’s many sermons rich in quotations from classi-
cal authorities, one worthy of special consideration is the first of two on 
St Bartholomew. It is based on a verse from the Gospel of Luke, ‘Amice, 
ascende superius’ [Friend, go up higher],5 and it develops an articulated 
discourse on friendship that aims to comment on this biblical authority 
by means of constant references to Cicero’s De amicitia. Although no such 
use of the De amicitia can be found in standard exegesis on the Gospel of 
Luke,6 the use of references to Cicero’s treatise to comment on that verse 
is not peculiar to Servasanto’s sermon. It can also be found in other ser-
mons from the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries.7 However, references 
to the same verse in late medieval preaching often occur in support of dis-
courses on knowledge. Sermons based on Luke 14. 10 are thus peculiar 
to university preaching. Here the focus is less on the first word (amice) 
than on the last two (ascende superius), so as to support a line of reason-
ing intended to celebrate study as true friendship to knowledge, i.e., the 
only activity that can elevate men on earth.8 By contrast, Servasanto’s 
sermon does offer a slightly different interpretation of the second half 
of the biblical verse, by reading (as we shall see towards the end of this 
essay) the adverb superius in a moral sense. This consists in a demon-
stration that Bartholomew was a good friend of Christ (‘verus ergo ami-
cus Bartholomeus fuit, quando Christo non diviti, sed summe pauperi 
se conjunxit’ [Bartholomew was in fact a good friend, when he joined 
Christ not for riches but for great poverty]).9 Such a reading is based on 
an articulated set of references to the notion of friendship as developed 
by classical, rather than biblical,10 authorities and including, in addition 
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to the aforementioned De amicitia, Valerius Maximus, Seneca, Boethius 
and Macrobius.11

Surprisingly enough, no extant manuscript of any of the classical 
authorities quoted by Servasanto can be found in the ancient catalogue 
of the library of Santa Croce.12 Nonetheless, excerpts from the majority of 
them (Valerius Maximus, Macrobius and Seneca) are present in a manu-
script now held in Florence’s Biblioteca Medicea Laurenziana, MS Plut. 6 
sin. 10, which had been housed in the Franciscan convent since the late 
thirteenth century.13 A closer look into this collection of notabilia is essen-
tial to a better understanding of Servasanto’s reading of classical culture 
in this sermon. Let us, for instance, consider an exemplum concerning 
Alexander the Great that Servasanto intended using to demonstrate that 
good friends are as united as if they were one, as well as to exhort his 
listeners to be good friends to each other, given that even pagans could 
be champions of friendship:14

Nam, postquam Alexander, 
rex Macedonum, regem 
Darius devicisset et regnum 
Persarum suo dominio sub-
jugasset, et ad quemdam 
locum, ubi erat mater Darii, 
devenisset, illa quemdam 
militem videns, quem prop-
ter elegantiam formae, et 
magnitudinem personae 
Alexandrum esse credidit, 
ipsum tanquam regem 
salutavit. Cumque audi-
ret, quo ille quem salutav-
erat, rex non esset, timens, 
verba querebat, quibus se 
excusaret. Cui rex: Nihil 
est, quod in hac re debeas 
formidare: quia et hic 
Alexander est, et ego sum id 
quod ipse est.15

Quod ita esse rex Alexander 
sensit. Darei castris, in quibus 
omnes necessarii eius erant, 
potitus Hephaestione gratis-
simo sibi latus suum tegente ad 
eos adloquendos uenit. Cuius 
aduentu mater Darei recreata 
humi prostratum caput erexit 
Hephaestionemque, quia et 
statura et forma praestabat, 
more Persarum adulata tam-
quam Alexandrum salutauit. 
Admonita deinde erroris per 
summam trepidationem excu-
sationis uerba quaerebat. Cui 
Alexander ‘nihil est’ inquit 
‘quod hoc nomine confundaris: 
nam et hic Alexander est’.16
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[In fact, after Alexander, 
king of the Macedonians, 
defeated King Darius and 
conquered the Persian king-
dom, and came to a certain 
place where Darius’s mother 
was, she, seeing a certain 
soldier and believing he 
was Alexander because of 
his graceful and magnifi-
cent appearance, welcomed 
him as the king. When she 
realised that he whom she 
welcomed was not the king, 
full of fear she asked to be 
excused. The king said to her: 
There is nothing to be afraid 
of, because he is Alexander 
too and I myself am what he 
himself is.]

[King Alexander realised that 
this was the case. He cap-
tured the camp of Darius, 
and with his favourite friend 
Hephaestion by his side, he 
came to speak to the relatives 
of Darius, who were all in the 
camp. The mother of Darius 
was cheered by his arrival and 
lifted up her head from the 
ground where she had lain 
prostrated. Since Hephaestion 
was more impressive in height 
and appearance, she bowed 
down before him in the Persian 
way, greeting him as if he were 
Alexander. When her mistake 
was pointed out, she was abso-
lutely terrified and tried to find 
words with which to excuse 
herself. But Alexander said to 
her, ‘There is no need to get 
upset just because of a name: 
he is Alexander too’.]

Here is Servasanto’s exemplum (on the left) alongside its most probable 
source (on the right): an anecdote narrated in Valerius Maximus’s Facta 
et dicta memorabilia. Although the exemplum is quite clearly a rewording 
of this text, Servasanto does not mention the name of the soldier mis-
taken for Alexander, who in the ancient versions of the anecdote is always 
named as Hephaestion; instead he narrates the story as if it occurred sim-
ply to ‘quemdam militem’ [a certain soldier]. Apart from this difference, 
which is indeed a major one, the exemplum shows strong links with the 
Facta et dicta: the most notable similarity is not the wording of the sen-
tence attributed to Alexander (‘hic Alexander est’ [Alexander is here as 
well]), which may well come from any of the other ancient versions of the 
story,17 but the simple fact that both Servasanto and Valerius Maximus 
link the anecdote to the theme of friendship: the first by narrating it in 
a sermon on friendship and the second by including it in his collection’s 
section on friendship. Whereas the other accounts put their stress on the 
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magnanimity of Alexander himself, these both focus on the fact that such 
magnanimity is a clear sign of his close friendship with Hephaestion.

Servasanto’s use of Valerius Maximus as a source for exempla from 
ancient history is not surprising, considering that such use is constant 
in his sermons.18 What is surprising is that this specific exemplum is not 
at all common in late medieval preaching: to the best of my knowledge 
the story is not included in any existing medieval sermon or collection of 
exempla. Yet the substitution of a character as essential as Hephaestion 
seems to point out that Servasanto is not copying the story directly from 
Valerius’s text. To date, I have not found any medieval version of the 
anecdote that fails to mention Hephaestion.

However, some observations on Servasanto as reader of the Facta 
et dicta become possible by considering the list of notabilia from Valerius 
Maximus’s texts present in the aforementioned manuscript from the 
library of Santa Croce. This list is alphabetical, and tends to group the 
exempla according to their relevance to the development of different 
moral themes. Under the letter ‘a’, the anonymous compiler also lists 
some passages from the Facta et dicta on friendship, introduced by the 
title ‘De amicitia l. iiii c. vii’, written in red characters.19 The title echoes 
precisely the chapter on friendship of the Facta et dicta (Book IV, chapter 
7), and is followed by a list of exempla. Here is the list, transcribed in 
bullet points and contrasted with the actual table of contents of Valerius’s 
text (in square brackets):

1. Comendatio amicitiae
2. Gracco et Blosio 				    [4.7.1]
3. Pomponio et Lectorio amicis G(aii) Gracci	 [4.7.2]
4. Lucio Regio et Scipione 			   [4.7.3]
5. Volupnio et Lucullo 			   [4.7.4]
6. Lucio Petronio et Celio 			   [4.7.5]
7. Terentio Servo et Decimo Bruto 		  [4.7.6]
8. Decimo Lelio cum Agrippa 		  [4.7.7]
9. Damone et Phytia 				   [4.7.ext. 1]

10. Amicitie effectibus magnis et plenis
11. Alexander et Ephestione 			   [4.7.ext. 2]
12. Pompeio et Valerio
13. Felicitate quo invidiam patiam

[1. Commendation of friendship; 2. On Gracchus and Blosius; 3. On 
Pomponius and Lectorius, friends of Gaius Gracchus; 4. On Lucius 
Regius and Scipio; 5. On Volupnius and Lucullus; 6. On Lucius 
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Petronius and Celius; 7. On Terentius Servus and Decimus Brutus; 
8. On Decimus Laelius with Agrippa; 9. On Damon and Pythias; 10. 
On the great and copious effects of friendship; 11. On Alexander 
and Hephaestion; 12. On Pompey and Valerius; 13. On felicity from 
enduring envy]

The list of notabilia follows the sequence of exempla in Valerius’s text 
quite closely, as they are listed in the same order. Moreover, the first of 
the notabilia (comendatio amicitiae) probably refers to the introduction 
of this section of exempla in the Facta et dicta (4. 7. Intr.), so that the first 
item on the list also reflects a passage in the classical source. The text 
which the list refers to, however, must have been slightly different from 
the modern standard edition, as it seems to contain three extra chapters: 
two on friendship itself (numbers 10 and 13 on the list), plus one extra 
exemplum (Pompeio et Valerio). Besides this difference, significant as it is, 
what matters most is that the list of notabilia testifies to the circulation in 
late thirteenth-century Florence of the anecdote on Alexander and Hep-
haestion as a good example relating to friendship.

The manuscript does not offer any suggestion that would explain why 
Servasanto fails to mention Hephaestion. However, its importance must not 
be underestimated, as it appears to be one of the most rich and complete 
collections of classical excerpta and authorities available at the library of 
Santa Croce during Servasanto’s stay in that convent.20 In this regard it is 
important to consider that the manuscript contains numerous quotes and 
exempla on friendship derived from ancient philosophers and writers. For 
instance, on the very first page there is a discussion of friendship drawn from 
Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics, which focuses on the distinction between 
true and false friendship (ff.1r–2v).21 The presence of such a discussion tes-
tifies to the circulation of this theme in the Florentine environment, and of a 
distinction between different types of friendship that offers Servasanto the 
argument with which to begin his sermon by distinguishing between selfish 
and unselfish friendship (as we shall see later on).

This latter discussion is far less articulated than the Aristotelian one, 
but it is still significant that it reflects the same interests shown by the 
anonymous compiler of these notabilia. However, Servasanto does not 
follow the Aristotelian theory of friendship, and tends rather to ground 
his argument on the authority of Seneca’s Epistulae ad Lucilium, which are 
quoted twice in the sermon.22 This is a rather unusual choice. However, 
it makes complete sense once we take into account that the Florentine 
manuscript also contains an anthology of passages from Seneca’s works, 
mostly from the Espistulae themselves. These are transcribed according 
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to their relevance to different themes, among which there is also a com-
prehensive series of passages on friendship. It is thus quite clear that 
in the intellectual environment of Santa Croce, Seneca was also per-
ceived as an authority de amicitia: this makes Servasanto’s choice more 
understandable.

His first quotation from Seneca’s letters appears in support of the 
discussion of the long-standing tòpos of unselfish friendship, and reads 
as follows:

Seneca: Ergo amicum quaero cui serviam, pro quo mori valeam, 
non a quo munera ulla recipiam. Nam qui in amicitia non amici, 
sed sua commoda pensat, non bene cogitat, quia sicut coepit, sic 
desinet, et cum amicum viderit afflictum, discedet.23

[Seneca: therefore, I seek a friend to serve, for whom it is worth 
dying, not from whom to receive any reward. In fact, anyone who, 
being a friend, cares not about his friend but about his own conven-
ience, does not reflect properly, because as it began so it will end, 
and when he sees his friend suffering he will leave.]

What is to be stressed about this quote is, first and foremost, its origi-
nality. During the thirteenth century Seneca was used as an authority 
on friendship, albeit a minor one, also in other texts related to preach-
ing (most notably in Peraldus’s Summa), but with reference to different 
passages from the Senecan corpus, from both the De beneficiis and the 
Epistulae ad Lucilium.24 However, while Peraldus follows his sources 
quite closely, Servasanto’s quote does not appear in any work by Seneca, 
even though its content seems to echo a paragraph of a letter entirely 
devoted to the theme of friendship (‘In quid amicum paras? Ut habeam 
pro quo mori possim, ut habeam quem in exilium sequar, cuius me morti 
et opponam et impendam’ [For what purpose, then, do I make a man 
my friend? In order to have someone for whom I may die, whom I may 
follow into exile, against whose death I may stake my own life, and the 
pledge, too]).25 This letter is transcribed among other Senecan passages 
de amicitia in the Florentine manuscript: ‘Amici paro ut habeam pro quo 
mori possim, ut habeam quem in exilium sequar, cui me morti opponam 
et impendam’ [I make friends so as to have someone for whom I may die, 
to have someone to follow into exile, for whose death I may stake my own 
life, and the pledge, too].26

What I am suggesting is not necessarily that Servasanto is here 
putting into his own words a sentence that he found in this collection 
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of notabilia. Besides the fact that there is no positive evidence that 
Servasanto knew and used this manuscript, it might well be the case 
that the sentence worded as in his sermon also circulated in another, still 
unknown, florilegium.27 Still, it is worth observing that the rewording of 
Seneca’s passage (most notably its beginning: ‘In quid amicum paras?’) 
is similar both in Servasanto’s sermon (‘Ergo amicum quaero’) and in 
the Florentine collection (‘Amici paro’): the latter uses the same verb as 
Seneca (paro), but in a sentence syntactically closer rather to Servasanto 
than to Seneca (i.e., not phrased as a rhetorical question, but as a simple 
affirmation, ‘verb + direct object’). However, what I want to stress is that 
the manuscript Plut. 6 sin. 10 must have conveyed into the Florentine 
cultural context themes, authorities and exempla that at a first sight seem 
peculiar to Servasanto’s preaching style.

Whether or not this manuscript was a point of reference for 
Servasanto in terms of classical authors and motifs, the sermon on St 
Bartholomew, as mentioned, is an articulated discourse on friendship 
based on classical authorities. It is worth now moving on to consider the 
nature of such a discourse itself – or, to put it more precisely, to consider the 
ethics of friendship displayed in this sermon. Servasanto takes his starting 
point from a double reference to Cicero and Valerius Maximus, to make a 
point that echoes quite precisely the first observation made by Peraldus in 
his summa’s chapter on friendship: ‘Unde concludit Tullius, quod omnibus 
rebus humanis est amicitia praeponenda’ [Therefore Cicero concludes 
that friendship is to be preferred above all human things].28

Such a statement leads into a very traditional distinction between 
true and false friendship, and to the following, equally conventional, 
statement: ‘Non est enim credendus amicus, qui beneficiis cessantibus, 
amicitia divideretur, eo quod tales omnes amici fortunae sunt, non perso-
nae’ [In fact, he should not be considered a friend who, once the advan-
tages cease, breaks friendship, for these are friends to fortune not to the 
person].29 The notion of amici fortunae is a long-standing tòpos, present 
in many ancient and medieval texts including Ovid’s Tristia (‘Vix duo 
tresve homini […] superestis amici, | cetera fortunae, non mea, turba 
fuit’ [Barely you two or three of so many friends are left me: the rest were 
Fortune’s crew, not mine]) and Brunetto Latini’s Favolello (‘ch’amico 
di ventura | come rota si gira’ [because a friend of fortune turns like a 
wheel]).30 One might also add to the list Boncompagno da Signa’s chap-
ter De amico fortune, in his treatise on friendship31 – as well as words from 
Dante himself, who at the beginning of the Commedia makes Beatrice 
define his relationship with her as follows: ‘“l’amico mio, e non de la ven-
tura”’ [‘My friend, not the friend of fortune’] (Inf., II. 61).32
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This line of the poem has been read most often with reference 
to the just-mentioned passages from Ovid and Brunetto, as well as 
to a few lines from Abelard’s commentary to St Paul’s Letter to the 
Romans: ‘tale profecto homines, fortunae potius dicendi sunt amici 
quam hominis’ [certainly men of this sort are to be defined friends of 
fortune rather than of men].33 However, although these texts (espe-
cially the Tristia) clearly use the same wording as Dante, none of them 
offers a solid reference to the real sense of Dante’s verse. Beatrice is 
celebrating a true friendship. By contrast Ovid laments the lack of 
true friends and Brunetto describes a false friend, while Abelard uses 
the iunctura to distinguish between those who love God unselfishly 
and those who do so because of their desire to be saved in the after-
life.34 This latter use of the amici fortunae motif is particularly close to 
that of Servasanto: he celebrates St Bartholomew as a good friend of 
Christ, so as to exhort his audience to cultivate good friendship with 
God in order to be saved in the afterlife. Both texts present the same 
idea, but Servasanto’s sermon also helps to locate this form of dis-
course in Dante’s Florence. This latter circumstance is essential, espe-
cially when we try to read Dante’s verse in light of the theology of 
friendship displayed in a text not so widely circulated and well known 
as Aberlard’s commentary.35

Moreover, a closer look at other Florentine developments of this 
idea might help to shed some further light on the verse on friendship 
in Inferno II. Scholarship tends to offer two different interpretations of 
Beatrice’s definition. The first dates back to Jacopo della Lana, and reads 
the line as meaning ‘friend of mine, and not of fortune’, and thus, ‘my 
unfortunate friend’. The second, already present in Benvenuto da Imola’s 
commentary on Dante’s poem, reads ‘friend of mine, despite bad fortune’ 
and thus ‘my true friend’. The latter reading seems preferable. However, 
both readings interpret the verse as if Dante meant that he was a good 
friend to Beatrice, with reference to the relationship between the two 
as described in the Vita nova rather than in the Commedia itself. This is 
most probably because Dante himself stated that his reading of Cicero’s 
De amicitia after Beatrice’s death helped him conceive their relationship, 
and thus shape it poetically, in a completely different way towards the 
end of the Vita nova.36 I do not by any means want to suggest that this 
interpretation is groundless or, worse, wrong.37 In what follows I simply 
want to add a new shade to Beatrice’s definition that might well coexist 
with the traditional reading in the polysemy of Dante’s verse, by arguing 
that the development of the theme of friendship in Servasanto’s sermon 
leads to a better understanding of the traditional interpretation.
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Beforehand, however, it is worth observing that Beatrice’s defini-
tion is, to say the least, ambiguous. Conceived as a periphrasis to indi-
cate Dante-the-character, in the expression ‘l’amico mio’ [my friend], it 
is not clear whether the stress is on Dante being a friend to Beatrice (as 
in nearly all the commentaries) or on Beatrice being a friend to Dante. 
The distinction might look deceptive, and most probably the verse con-
tains both the senses, according to the mutuality intrinsic to friendship 
itself. However, while the first reading makes complete sense when com-
pared to the link that ties Dante to Beatrice from the Vita nova to the 
Commedia, the latter might help to shape an interpretation of the verse 
that also takes into account the context of the poem’s opening. In fact, 
the theme of friendship – or, to put it more precisely, the necessity for any 
good Christian to have good friends in order to walk the path that leads 
to Paradise – is developed by Bono Giamboni in a passage of his Libro 
de’ vizi e delle virtudi. He describes a situation particularly close to that 
in which Dante-the-character finds himself in the first two cantos of the 
Commedia:

E poi disse [scil. Philosophy]: Il regno di cielo è molto forte a con-
quistare, perché è posto molto ad alti, e vavisi per una stretta via, e 
per una piccola porta vi s’entra, secondo che t’ho detto di sopra. E 
ha ne la detta via molti nimici, i quali die e notte assaliscono altrui 
e non dormono niente, e se truovano alcuno in questa via che ben 
guernito e armato non sia e acompagnato, sì il fanno sozzamente 
a dietro tornare. E però fa bisogno a coloro che vi vanno che sian 
forniti di fedeli amici; e in altra guisa sarebber malamente traditi e 
ingannati.38

[And then she said: the kingdom of heaven is very hard to conquer, 
because it is built in a high place, and one reaches it by a narrow 
path, and one enters here through a small door, as I told you before. 
And in this path there are many enemies, who attack day and night, 
and who do not sleep at all, and if they find someone on this path 
who is not well supplied and armed and who is not accompanied 
they make him turn back so badly. And thus it is necessary to those 
who walk this path to be supplied with trustworthy friends; and 
otherwise they would be badly betrayed and deceived.]

In this brief passage we find a path that leads to Salvation that cannot 
be easily walked because of the presence of enemies that push back 
whoever aims to reach the summit. Hence the need for good friends 
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(‘fedeli amici’), in order to conquer those enemies and be saved. I do 
not want to downplay the differences between Bono’s text and the 
magnificent opening of the Commedia. It is significant, however, that 
Giamboni’s Libro introduces the theme of good friendship within a 
scene common to that late medieval Florentine didactic literature 
that has already been studied as a precedent for Inferno I and II (for 
instance, one cannot fail to see the similarities with the content of the 
Detto del gatto lupesco).39 In light of this passage from the Libro de’ 
vizi e delle virtudi, one might argue that Beatrice’s periphrasis is con-
ceived to stress that Dante will be saved (i.e., will not be stopped by 
the enemies encountered on his path to Salvation) also because he has 
a good friend to help him. In this regard it is worth observing not only 
that by specifying that Dante is a friend ‘ “non de la ventura” ’ [‘not of 
fortune’] Beatrice means that Dante and herself are good friends (i.e. 
not simply friends), but also that the verse ‘ “l’amico mio, e non de 
la ventura” ’ is the first of a tercet (Inf., II. 61–63) in which Beatrice 
establishes an explicit connection between this friendship and her 
intervention to save him because he has found himself stuck (‘ “ne la 
diserta piaggia è impedito” ’) after having been pushed back in trying 
to walk a path beset by fearful enemies (‘ “sì nel cammin, che volt’è 
per paura” ’).

This said, we shall now turn back to Servasanto’s sermon. The 
preacher discusses St Bartholomew’s friendship as an example of a more 
general form of friendship that every Prophet and Apostle must have 
with Christ. In other words, the point that Servasanto makes is that the 
capacity to be a good friend of Christ is an essential feature of every 
Prophet – or to put it more precisely, that it is not possible for anyone to 
be a Prophet (or Apostle, which in medieval terms is the same thing)40 
except by being a good friend to Christ. Servasanto clarifies this point by 
reporting the lack of true friends of Christ, and thus of Prophets, in his 
contemporary world:

Sed quis hodie Christi amicus? Ubi sunt hodie, quibus pandantur 
divina secreta? Ubi sunt hodie divina miracula? Ubi propheta, 
cui hodie pandantur divina secreta? Unde potest hodie dicere 
cum Propheta religio Christiana: Signa nostra non vidimus, iam 
non est propheta, et nos non cognoscet amplius [Psalms 73. 9]. 
Et illud: Prophetae nostri non invenerunt visionem a Domino 
[Jeremiah 2. 9]. Quis hodie, juxta Apostolum, cognovit sensum 
Domini? Aut quis consiliarius eius fuit? Sed quare, o fratres, haec 
omnia? Quare sic exclusi sumus a Domini nostri praesentia? 
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Numquid non sunt in Ecclesia Dei, qui digni essent hac gratia? 
Sunt quidem plurimi, sed ad hac gratia exclusi sunt propter pec-
cata populi. Non sumus, fratres mei, hac gratia digni, quia non 
sumus Dei amici, sed potius inimici.41

[But who nowadays is a friend of Christ? Where nowadays are those 
to whom divine secrets are opened? Where nowadays are divine 
miracles? Where a Prophet, to whom divine secrets are opened? 
Hence nowadays one can say with the Prophet of Christian religion 
‘we see not our signs, there is no more any Prophet, neither is there 
any among us that knoweth how long’. And that ‘our Prophets did 
not receive a vision from God’. Who nowadays as the Apostles knows 
the thoughts of God? Or who has been his counsellor? But why, 
brothers, all this? Why are we excluded from the presence of our 
God? Are there not in the Church of God men worthy of this grace? 
There are many, but they are excluded from this grace because of 
the sins of the community. We are not, brothers, worthy of this 
grace, because we are not friends of God but rather his enemies.]

Interpreted as such, the theme of good friendship (at this stage it is vital 
to remember that, as mentioned, Servasanto defines this feeling as not 
being a friend of fortune) reaches a more complex conclusion that that 
developed in Abelard’s commentary: returning to his tag from Luke, 
being a good friend of Christ (Amice) helps one to ascend (ascende supe-
rius) not only to otherworldly salvation (‘Ad subtilitatem excellentissimi 
premii’ [to the refinement of an excellent reward]), but also ‘ad digni-
tatem apostolici officii’ [to the dignity of the Apostolic office].42 While the 
first interpretation of Beatrice’s words in Inferno corroborates what we 
have said in relation to Bono’s conception of friendship, by supporting 
the idea that the ability to be a good friend is essential to gain Salvation, 
the latter adds a new shade to Beatrice’s periphrasis. The definition of 
Dante as a good friend of a lady who, by virtue of her otherworldly con-
dition, is part of a trio including St Lucy and the Virgin Mary herself,43 
implies that being her friend means, to a certain extent, also being a 
friend of the Divine.44 If we then consider this point bearing in mind that, 
as is well known, in the first two cantos of the poem explicit references to 
David and to St Paul set the ground, albeit implicitly, for the recognition 
of the prophetic and apostolic nature of Dante’s own poetry,45 it appears 
quite clearly that being defined as a good friend by Beatrice adds another 
reference to the qualities that make Dante suitable to undertake the task 
of becoming a Prophet of God.
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