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THE DANTE LESSON IN FUYUMI SORYO’S
‘CESARE: IL CREATORE CHE HA DISTRUTTO’*
DEBORAH PARKER, University of Virginia

This study examines the treatment of Dante’s Divine Comedy in a graphic
novel by the female Japanese mangaka (manga artist), Fuyumi Soryo—Cesare:
Il creatore che ha distrutto (2005-present). The manga focuses on the Renaissance condottiere, Cesare Borgia. Soryo collaborates with Motoaki Hara, an
Associate Professor in the School of Cultural and Social Studies in the Department of European and American Studies at Tokai University, who specializes
in medieval and Renaissance Italy. One chapter, Divine Comedy, features a
lesson delivered by the eminent Renaissance commentator, Cristoforo Landino on Inf. 33. Among the students are Cesare Borgia and Giovanni de’ Medici (future Leo X), both of whom who were actually at the University of Pisa
together in the late 1400s. Landino’s lecture generates lively debates on civic
responsibility and leadership. My analysis considers western and eastern readings of this unusually rich chapter. While there have been scholarly studies of
Gō Nagai’s Dante Shinkyoku (Divine Comedy), there have been none of
Soryo’s work. The Divine Comedy chapter warrants attention for its inventive, innovative, and bold treatment of the Ugolino episode.
Keywords: Dante, Manga, Fuyumi Soryo, Cristoforo Landino

Japanese manga adaptations of Dante’s Divine Comedy have captured the imaginations of graphic novel fans since their emergence
in the early 1970s.1 Dante’s vivid depictions of an infernal world
complement well manga’s predilection for strong narratives, a bold
visual style, and dramatic characters. Among those derived from
Dantesque elements are Gō Nagai’s Mao Dante (Demon Lord
Dante) (1971), Dante Shinkyoku (Divine Comedy) (1994-95),
*I would like to thank Kendon Stubbs, Morihisa Ishiguro, Motoaki Hara, Anri Yasuda, Hiromi Kaneda, and Len Schoppa for information they furnished me for this
study.
1
Japanese manga emerges from the earlier tradition of graphic novels executed by
ukiyo-e masters such as Utamaro, Hokusai and Hiroshige. On the ukiyo-e origins of
manga, see Adam L. Kern, Manga from The Floating World: Comicbook Culture
and the Kibyōshi of Edo Japan (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2006) and Hokusai X Manga: Japanese Pop Culture Since 1680, ed. Sabine Shulze, Nora von
Achenbach, Simon Klinger (Hamburg: Hirmer, 2016).

~ 33 ~
Published by ScholarlyCommons, 2021

1

Bibliotheca Dantesca: Journal of Dante Studies, Vol. 4 [2021], Art. 2
Parker: The Dante Lesson

Devilman Lady (2000), 07th Explosion’s Umineko no Naku Koro
ni (When the Seagulls Cry) (2007), and the chapter on the Divine
Comedy in Fuyumi Soryo’s Chēzare hakai no souzousha (Cesare:
The Creator Who Destroyed) (2005-present).2 The extent to

which these works engage Dante varies. Among the looser adaptations are Umineko no Noku Koro ni, which simply includes names
derived from the Divine Comedy, such as Beatrice and Virgilia for
two witches, and Nagai’s Mao Dante (1971), whose central character is a student who finds himself in the body of a devil named
Dante. Nagai’s later work, Dante Shinkyoku, which includes a partial translation of the epic, offers a more extensive engagement.3
While there have been some studies of Dante Shinkyoku, Soryo’s
chapter has not been analyzed despite its many distinctive features.
In this chapter Cristoforo Landino offers a lecture on Inf. 33 which
generates heated exchanges between Cesare Borgia, Giovanni de’
Medici, and Angelo da Canossa, an invented character, on ruthless
government, egregious ambition, and communal responsibility.
Scrutiny of the exchange shows the way in which these subjects
resonate differently with Western and Eastern readers, highlights
the reception of Dante’s work outside European and Anglo-American spheres, and raises provocative questions on interpretive practices and social commitments in different cultures. Consideration
of how this manga would have been read by Japanese readers, raises
07th Explosion is a Japanese dojin circle, or group of people, who create visual and
audio novels. Outside of Japan Soryo’s manga is known by its Italian title—Cesare: Il
creatore che ha distrutto. This study is based on the English version which was translated by Runpsicat, the pseudonym used by a respected translator of anime and
manga. For the English translation of Soryo’s Cesare manga, see https://m.mangabat.com/read-sw358563-chap-1. All citations are taken from this online version of
the manga. No date is given for the English translation. The Italian one is 2007. I
have not found any previous studies of this manga aside from assessments in this
blog—http://iwanihana.uk/iwanihana/2016/05/06/manga-cesare-vol-1-11-byfuyumi-soryo/ and the many detailed evaluations by largely Italian readers on this
site: https://www.animeclick.it/manga/9844/cesare/recensioni
3
On Gō Nagai’s adaptation of Dante, see the search results for him on Dante Today:
Citings and Sightings of Dante in Contemporary Culture: https://research.bowdoin.edu/dante-today/?s=go+nagai), Mario Tirino, “Manga Dante.
Communicazione interculturale e tradizione figurative in Dante Shinkyoku di Gō
Nagai,” Dante e l’arte (2018): 193, the section on Nagai in my forthcoming “Doré’s
Dante: Influence, Transformation and Reinvention,” in Dante Alive, eds. Francesco
Ciabattoni and Simone Marchesi to be published by Routledge, and Elizabeth
Coggeshall’s forthcoming essay, “Dante Today: Tracking the Global Resonance of
the Commedia,” in Dante Beyond Borders: Contexts and Reception, ed. Nick
Havely and Jonathan Katz with Richard Cooper (Legenda: Modern Humanities Research Association, 2021). To read Go Nagai’s Dante-inspired manga, see Dante
Shinkyoku: https://mangadex.org/chapter/229937/1 ; Mao Dante: https://m.manganelo.com/manga-oy103544.
2
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question about critical approaches to subjects involving non-Western perspectives. What skills and networks are required to understand non-Western approaches to Dante and how can this kind of
research be best conducted. This study proposes an open and collaborative model for subjects which require multiple competencies.
Given that many of the notices on Sorya are in Japanese and
information on Cesare is scattered in sources unfamiliar to early
modern scholars, some background information is in order.4 Cesare
stands out for many reasons. While many manga address historical
subjects, most focus on Japanese history.5 Yumiko Comukai’s 2011
adaptation of Sei Shōnaga’s classic, The Pillow Book, for example,
includes notes on the Heian dynasty, but they tend to be brief. 6
Promotional materials for the Italian translation of Cesare proclaim
it “Il fumetto più documentato del mondo, realizzato fianco a fianco con accademici, ricostruito in base agli scritti dell’epoca e realizzato in seguito a ripetuti viaggi in incognito dell’autrice in Italia”
(“the most documented cartoon in the world, executed side-byside with academics, reconstructed on the basis of contemporary
works following repeated incognito trips of the author to Italy”).
Soryo herself has confirmed in an interview that she traveled to
Italy to study the architecture and layouts of cities such as Florence,
Pisa, and Lucca.7 The hype seems warranted: the series includes
explanations of historical allusions, maps of Renaissance Italy, profiles on historical characters, and a bibliography in the form of extradiegetic text bubbles whose explanatory function is similar to a
voiceover in a film. Each volume includes an introduction which
explains the respective domains ruled by the Church and State and
an explanation of the term Renaissance.
Cesare appeared in the weekly Japanese comic magazine Morning which is published by Kodansha, the largest Japanese manga publisher. Soryo began the series in
2005 but wrote no installments from 2014-18. She resumed in 2018 and has recently
started another series on Marie Antoinette.
5
For another historical manga based on a Western protagonist, see Riyoko Ikeda’s
The Rose of Versailles, a shojo manga (girls’ comic) set during the French Revolution. One of the main characters is Marie Antoinette. See the Wikipedia entry
https://en.m.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Rose_of_Versailles#CITEREFMcKnight2010. For scholarly studies of this manga, see Anne McKnight, “Frenchness
and Transformation in Japanese Subculture, 1972-2004,” Mechademia 5 (2010): 11837 and Kathryn Hemmann, Manga Cultures and the Female Gaze (London: Palgrave
Macmillan, 2020).
6
Like Soryo, Komukai works with a scholar on this manga, Akama Etsuko, a specialist
on The Pillow Book and Heian literature. For an analysis of this manga, see Gergana
E. Ivanova, “Beyond ‘In Spring, the Dawn’: Redeeming the Pillow Book Through
Manga,” Japanese Language and Literature 55 (2021): 257.
7
See, for example, this 2007 interview in La Repubblica: https://video.repubblica.it/spettacoli-e-cultura/un-manga-sui-borgia/14708/15877.
4
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Soryo worked on the manga with an academic collaborator,
Motoaki Hara. The combination of mangaka (manga artist) and
scholar contributes to a vivid account of Cesare Borgia’s life and
informative notices on Renaissance Italy. Born in 1959 in Beppu,
Japan, Soryo grew up in a cultivated environment. Her father is a
master of Kanze, a school of classic Noh theater. Founded in the
fourteenth century, the Kanze school is the largest of the current
five schools of Noh performance in Japan. As a child Soryo preferred drawing and attended an art school before becoming a mangaka.8 While a high school student, she received drawing awards,
including an honorable mention for the 1982 edition of Bessatsu, a
Japanese Shōjo (manga magazine aimed at female teenage readers).
Her decision to create a historical manga on Cesare Borgia represents a notable departure from her earlier productions.9 The choice
of a Western protagonist is also unusual. Cesare focuses on the
formative experiences of the enigmatic Renaissance condottiere
Cesare Borgia, the illegitimate son of Pope Alexander VI. Having
studied Renaissance art in university, Soryo was drawn to the idea
of creating a manga on an historical figure and initially thought of
focusing on Leonardo da Vinci but rejected this idea since the artist
had been featured in other manga. Cesare Borgia, on the other
hand, had received less attention. But this historical figure was not
unknown to the Japanese audience: two earlier works focus on the
mercenary—Nanami Shiono’s 1970 novel, Chēzare Borujia
Aruiwa Yūganaru Reikoku (A Ruthless Elegance or Cesare Borgia)
and You Higori’s Cantarella, a dark fantasy in which Borgia’s father
sells his son’s soul to the devil so that he can become pope. Notwithstanding their scant historical verisimilitude, these earlier
works ensured an audience for a manga on Borgia. The moment
was propitious for a manga on a “political genius [who] possessed
an irrefutable talent or ability—la virtù.”10 Soryo’s Cesare offers a
lively blend of fabricated incidents and historical verisimilitude.11
According to one source, Soryo “was almost put on stage as a child actor, but she
stubbornly refused, so she never took to the stage. However, from that time on, she
loved to draw pictures, and would go around drawing pictures of horses and showing
them to people.” See https://cinemagene.com/post-10813/.
9
Among Soryo’s manga which have been translated into English are Mars (19962000), a teen romance, and Eternal Sabbath (2002-4).
10
This sentence appears at the end of the Introduction to each volume which includes
general information on the Italian Renaissance. The link to Cesare is listed in note 2.
11
On portrayals of history and politics in manga, see The Representation of Japanese
Politics in Manga: The Visual Literacy of Statecraft, ed. Roman Rosenbaum (London: Routledge, 2020) and Manga and the Representation of Japanese History, ed.
Roman Rosenbaum (London: Routledge, 2013). Rosenbaum addresses the subject
8
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Soryo’s collaborator, Motoaki Hara, an Associate Professor
in the School of Cultural and Social Studies in the Department of
European and American Studies at Tokai University, specializes in
medieval and Renaissance Italy. Hara studied with Giorgio Padoan
in Italy, published a Japanese translation of the Divine Comedy in
2014, and is one of the foremost Dante scholars in Japan today.12
In the Italian translation of Cesare by Luca Toma, Hara is listed as
the editor. Hara’s contributions include the preparation of historical
outlines, character profiles, and visual materials for the illustration
of Renaissance Italy.13 In describing their collaboration, Soryo has
compared herself to the series “chef” and Hara as her source of the
purest ingredients.14
Soryo addresses the Divine Comedy in the second chapter
of volume 2. Earlier chapters relay the experiences of Angelo da
Canossa, a Florentine student, who receives a fanciful backstory.
Angelo’s grandfather was a stone mason who worked on the façade
of San Marco. In gratitude, Lorenzo de’ Medici sponsors Angelo’s
education at La Sapienza, the University of Pisa. Shortly after his
arrival in Pisa, Angelo encounters Lorenzo’s second son, Giovanni
de’ Medici (the future Leo X) and Cesare Borgia, the respective
leaders of the Florentine and Spanish student associations, groups
akin to fraternities or private social clubs. Both figures take an interest in Angelo, a naïve and outspoken youth. It is Cesare, however, who takes Angelo under his wing, grooming the youth’s advancement as his own career as a cardinal takes off.15
Chapter 10 focuses on a Dante lesson that takes place in November 1491 at La Sapienza. The first block depicts Pisa’s Piazza
dei Miracoli and three of its four central edifices—the Baptistry,
of the veracity of historical representation and use of fabrication in mangas in his
Introduction.
12
On Motoaki Hara’s scholarly background, see: https://www.u-tokai.ac.jp/facultyguide/faculty/3901/en/. For listing of his publications in Japanese, see https://researchmap.jp/motoakihara/
and
https://www.azon.co.jp/s?k=%E5%8E%9F+%E5%9F%BA%E6%99%B6&i=stripbo
oks&ref=nb_sb_noss_2. On his profile for the Anime News Network see
https://www.animenewsnetwork.com/encyclopedia/people.php?id=175590.
13
Motoaki Hara in a private communication.
14
This information was culled from two interviews with Soryo and Hara, one for an
Italian venue, the other French. See https://video.repubblica.it/spettacoli-e-cultura/un-manga-sui-borgia/14708/15877
and
https://www.tvhland.com/articles/cesare-interview-fuyumi-soryo/article-1969.html.
15
It is worth noting that Giovanni de’ Medici and Cesare Borgia were students at the
University of Pisa at the same time. See Felix Gilbert’s entry on Cesare Borgia in the
Dizionario biografico degli italiani: https://www.treccani.it/enciclopedia/cesareborgia_%28Dizionario-Biografico%29/.
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Cathedral and the Leaning Tower (Fig.1 Piazza dei Miracoli,
Cesare: Il Creatore che ha distrutto).

Fig. 1. Fuyumi Soryo, Piazza dei Miracolo, Pisa, Cesare: Il creatore che ha distrutto,
2007

The next blocks show Cesare arriving dramatically astride his
horse and encountering Angelo walking to class. Successive blocks
show the arrival of Giovanni de’ Medici and his retinue. Text bubbles note the excitement of students who eagerly anticipate the
day’s class with guest lecturer “Professor Landino…an authority on
the humanities, a leading expert on Dante’s Divine Comedy.” That
Cesare, who habitually skips classes, has decided to attend class this
day underscores the importance of the lesson. While Japanese and
Western readers unfamiliar with historical figures from the Italian
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Renaissance may not find Landino’s presence notable, his presence
would strike Dante and Renaissance specialists as remarkable. The
presence of “Professor Landino,” that is Cristoforo Landino, holder
of the chair of rhetoric and poetry at the Florentine university, the
Studium Generale, comes as a surprise, largely because of its unexpected plausibility. There is an extravagance to including the author
of the most influential Dante commentary of the Renaissance in a
graphic novel intended largely for adult men.16
The subject of Landino’s lecture is as striking as his presence.
The humanist announces that the class will debate “various interpretations of Dante’s Divine Comedy.” From these opening words
reHisaders might expect a general lecture on Dante’s poem. His
next declaration, however, indicates a narrower focus. “But first,”
Landino continues, “you must understand the importance of Pisa’s
role in that work.” He then turns to “an incident” that took place
in Pisa “in 1288 in the tower of hunger in Piazza dei Cavalieri.”
From the onset of the lecture Pisa, it is clear Landino intends to
highlight Inferno 33. Additional text bubbles furnish a synopsis of
historical particulars related to Ugolino’s capture and imprisonment.
The tower originally belonged to the noble Gualandi family,
but its ownership passed to the city of Pisa by that time. Ruggieri,
the Archbishop of Pisa, imprisoned his political rival, Count Ugolino, in the Tower along with 4 of the count’s sons and grandsons.
Ruggieri kept the count and his family imprisoned there, as a warning to the citizens of Pisa, until they died of starvation. The count
was not only Archbishop Ruggieri’s archenemy in their struggle
for control of Pisa, but also his greatest obstacle to becoming a cardinal.
Soryo’s account corrects and expands the text under consideration. For example, while Dante reports that Ugolino was imprisoned with his four sons, Landino identifies the family members
more accurately as two sons and two grandsons. Dante does not
mention that Ruggieri’s ruthless treatment of Ugolino and his sons
impeded his ambitions of becoming a cardinal. Soryo’s intervention
is not simply factual; her version changes the narrative focus from
the anguish suffered by Ugolino and his sons to the responsibilities
of the Pisans.
Landino returns as a character in volume 7, notably in chapter 56, “The Two Sons,”
where he gives Cesare a private lesson. The chapter should be “suns” as Landino
offers a highly condensed explanation of Dante’s notion of the two principal ruling
entities, the emperor and the papacy. This volume is more diffuse than the Divine
Comedy chapter and contains many fanciful incidents, the majority of which portray
a fanciful relationship between Dante and Henry VII.
16
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The adaptation is not uncritical. Soryo places her account
within a tradition of active engagement with Dante’s text and its
scholarly readers. Whereas critical discussions of this episode tend
to focus on Ugolino’s last week in prison, during which he saw
each of his sons die of starvation, Soryo is more interested in the
aftermath of the count’s wrenching story. The mangaka draws attention to the response—more precisely, non-response of the Pisans—and stages a debate after Landino’s lesson on the Archbishop
Ruggieri’s behavior and the culpability of the Pisans complicit in
this event by their inaction. After observing that Ruggieri’s vindictive actions upended his ecclesiastical ambitions, Landino adds: “I
am sure some of you will become cardinals upon completion of
your studies, so you are well aware that the cardinals are the pope’s
chief advisors.” The adjacent blocks show the faces of Giovanni de’
Medici and Cesare Borgia, two future cardinals. Landino then asks
the question “at what cost” does the “desperate” Ruggieri eliminate his rival before informing the students that Ugolino, unable to
bear his hunger, “devoured the bodies of his cherished grandsons,
then his sons.” This detail, which constitutes an interpolation, is
speculative: not only is Ugolino’s anthropophagy a contested subject in scholarly discussions of this canto, but the order in which he
ate his children is purely conjectural.17 Angelo’s earlier observation
that Ugolino remained alive for another six months is another hypothesis.18 After noting that Dante condemned Ugolino’s “tragic
yet foolish actions” by consigning him to the ninth circle of hell,
Landino asks “So, I’d like to pose a question to you men who are
seeking to perfect your learning in a place with such a history. What
do you think of this tale?”
Landino’s question prompts two heated debates. Soryo exploits Dante’s vitriolic condemnation of Pisa to generate a series of
interjections by the central characters. In the first debate, Giovanni
de’ Medici and Cesare Borgia spar over the power struggle between
Ugolino and Ruggieri. Giovanni declares that Ruggieri’s imprisonment of Ugolino shows “not only his desire for power but his
Since Ugolino’s cannibalism is not the focus of this study, I shall limit myself to
nothing one reference to the commentary tradition to Inf. 33.75 “Poscia, più che ’l
dolor, poté ’l digiuno.” See Robert Hollander, “Ugolino’s Supposed Cannibalism: A
Bibliographical Note and Discussion,” Quaderni d’italianistica 6 (1985): 64-81.
18
Ugolino and his four sons and grandsons were imprisoned around July 1288. In
March 1289 they were left to starve, and the door of the prison was opened March
18 after guards ceased hearing any sounds. See the entry on Ugolino della Gherardesca
in the Dizionario biografico degli italiani: https://www.treccani.it/enciclopedia/ugolino-della-gherardesca_%28Dizionario-Biografico%29/. Soryo may have confused
the length of the imprisonment, roughly eight months, with the amount of time his
putative cannibalism allowed him to survive.
17
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ruthlessness in dealing with a rival,” adding that his decision was
“marked by strong personal interest” and that both the archbishop
and Ugolino were solely concerned with the “fulfillment of their
own desires” (Fig. 2 Giovanni de’ Medici, Cesare: Il creatore che
ha distrutto).

Fig. 2. Fuyumi Soryo, Giovanni de’ Medici’s intervention, Cesare: Il creatore che
ha distrutto, 2007.

In Giovanni’s view, both figures are culpable and selfish.
Cesare, on the other hand, shows little interest in ethical actions,
and justifies the archbishop’s ruthlessness because he restored order
in Pisa.
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Cesare Borgia: “Every citizen trembled in fear every night as they imagined Ugolino imprisoned in the Tower of Hunger. Ruggieri ruled
through fear and insanity. Is that not a form of governance?
Giovanni de’ Medici: You call that kind of aberrant, diabolic act governance? Have you gone mad Cesare?
Cesare: You do have a point; Ruggieri enjoyed the whole affair too
much. Though it was governance, the barbaric nature of the act was
such that news of it reached the then pope—Nicolo IV. In the end,
Ruggieri was punished and fell from power Having over-indulged his
desires and pleasures, he ended up causing his own downfall, along
with his political rival’s. He should have just cut off their heads.
Draghignazzo (Medici follower): How violent . . . is that the Spanish
way of doing things?
Cesare: There is no such thing as bloodless administration.

Although Draghignazzo calls on his leader to respond, a perturbed
Giovanni confines himself to acknowledging that “power is not a
thing to be possessed lightly.” At this point, Angelo asks a question
which shifts the focus of the debate from the bloodthirstiness of
Ruggieri’s actions to the guilt of the Pisans: “How should we judge
their sins? Why did no one try to save him [Ugolino] when such a
gruesome affair was transpiring in Pisa? Wouldn’t they have been
tormented by their consciences as well?” A text bubble informs
readers that Dante, outraged by such perfidy, calls for the drowning
of all Pisans. Cesare then declares that “[p]eople have no freedom.
Their only choices are obedience or treason.” Ever outspoken, Angelo points out the implication of these last remarks: “Does that
mean you’re saying the people have to surrender to any kind of
rule, no matter how egregious?” (Fig. 3. Angelo and Cesare, Cesare: Il creatore che ha distrutto).
Cesare answers: “Regardless of the nature of government, as
long as there is order, the people have no choice but to submit to
it. Rather, the question is whether they can obtain an able leader”.
Angelo then asks Cesare: “Are you confident that you can become
an able leader?” The Dante class ends with Angelo’s question, but
another confrontation between Cesare and Giovanni takes place in
the university’s courtyard. While Giovanni is despondent after the
heated exchange, Cesare finds his perturbation “neurotic.” Giovanni defends his emotional response by recalling the anguish occasioned by the Pazzi conspiracy, the plot to assassinate his father
and uncle. After Cesare taunts Giovanni further, the chapter ends
with Cesare riding to the harbor to meet Colon, none other than
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Christopher Columbus.19 Angelo follows in pursuit so that he can
apologize for his impulsive intervention.
The manga’s fusion of historical elements—the serendipity
with which historical figures are introduced—gives it an odd feel,
as if history were collapsed into a kind of convenient present in
which various characters gather. But Soryo’s reconstruction of disparate historical elements marks the chapter as purposeful and deliberate, the result of artistic choice, not narrative convenience.

Fig. 3. Fuyumi Soryo, Angelo da Canossa and Cesare Borgia, Cesare: Il creatore che
ha distrutto, 2007.
Cameo figures from the Renaissance pepper the manga. In a later chapter, Cesare
meets Leonardo da Vinci in Lorenzo de’ Medici’s Florentine residence where he also
sees Botticelli’s Primavera. Cesare also encounters Machiavelli and Michelangelo.
19
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This artifice prompts considerations of how to read this chapter.
Let us consider three possible approaches. One possibility is to view
the chapter in terms of its fidelity to Dante. Readers familiar with
the Divine Comedy would note the manga’s representation of Inf.
33 as well as departures from it. Dante scholars would recognize
the inclusion of historical particulars related to the count’s imprisonment and Soryo’s affirmation of Ugolino’s cannibalism. These
readers would also register the mangaka’s decision to focus on the
guilt of the Pisans. Soryo’s swerve from Ugolino’s story to the inaction of the Pisans is fully comprehensible within the critical tradition to this canto. Her decision to highlight the implications of
Dante’s diatribe against Pisa might prompt some readers to think
about the poet’s condemnation of other communities elsewhere in
the poem. This is a reading available to Western readers within the
existing Anglo-European tradition.
Readers unfamiliar with Dante might respond to other elements of Cesare. One activity popular with manga readers is the
identification of tropes. More than sixty are listed on the site
“Tvtropes.”20 Arrayed alphabetically along with brief explanations,
examples include Annoying Younger Sibling, Apologetic Attacker,
Arranged Marriage, and Author Appeal (Souryo [sic] Fuyumi was
once famous for her horse art; horses are prominently featured in
the series and even become Cesare and Angelo's first bonding
point). Tropes present in the Divine Comedy chapter include Cast
Full of Pretty Boys (most of the students of the university are
charming young Bishōnen [pretty young boys]), Audience Surrogate (Angelo's ignorance of the ways of high society and academic
life allows the audience to be introduced to the campus life of the
university and the importance of its students in the Christian
world), Badass Boast (Cesare oozes them), Big Fancy Castle (The
archbishop's palace where Cesare resides in Pisa is filled with works
of arts), Color-Coded for Your Convenience (the Florentine association tend to be rather delicate young men dressed in the local
fashion; the members of the Spanish association wear all black and
tend to sport a very stern expression), Foil (Giovanni to Cesare),
and Hair of Gold, Heart of Gold (Angelo is blond and wears his
name well). As the titles attest, the “tropes” are eclectic and playful,
more popular subjects than literary tropes. Such an approach is not
restricted to any one culture.
Japanese manga fans would have yet another response to the
Divine Comedy chapter—one less generic than historical. Soryo’s
https://tvtropes.org/pmwiki/pmwiki.php/Manga/CesareIlCreatoreCheHaDistrutto.
20
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decision to minimize Ugolino’s story and highlight Pisa’s responsibility in the affair reorients the subject of Dante’s canto dramatically. The most animated section of the chapter are the spirited
discussions following Landino’s lecture, first between Giovanni de’
Medici and Cesare Borgia then between Cesare Borgia and Angelo
da Canossa. Both exchanges raise large questions: Do citizens have
any freedom? Must they submit to terrible rulers? At what price is
order maintained? What are the responsibilities of the citizenry in
the face of ruthless actions undertaken by leaders? Cesare’s and Angelo’s exchange would have resonated with the manga’s primary
demographic of seinen—adult male readers, those whom Hara has
characterized as “white collar workers in the city.”21 Hara also informed me that there is a Japanese context to this debate: “this
[Landino’s Dante lesson] was [a] response to the situation in Japan
[around 2007]. At that time (and still), neoliberal policies were
launched in Japan on a large scale [which made it possible for] a
large number of workers to be dismissed.”22 Morihisa Ishiguro, another specialist of the Italian Renaissance, confirms Hara’s observation, adding that “this type of ‘reform’ destroyed Japanese traditional dismissal regulation.” Ishiguro sees parallels between the response of the Pisans to Ugolino’s imprisonment and the response
of the Japanese to reforms introduced by the Liberal Democratic
Party (LDP) from 2007-2010. (The LDP is the party which has
prevailed in Japanese politics since its introduction in the mid1990s.)23 During these years, such reforms altered relationships between management and workers as well as longstanding agreements
over lifetime employment. A long recession (1995-2003) and the
financial crisis of 2007-10 prompted many companies to discontinue the practice of shūshin-koyō (lifelong employment).24 The
upheaval was momentous, but “passivity,” to cite Ishiguro, prevailed. Japanese workers, accustomed to a workplace that prized
retention and loyalty trusted arguments made by politicians and
Motoaki Hara in a private communication. On the five groups of manga audiences,
see https://www.nypl.org/blog/2018/12/27/beginners-guide-manga.
22
Motoaki Hara in a private communication.
23
Morihisa Ishiguro in a private communication.
24
On
notions
of
shūshin
koyō,
see
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1002/9781405165518.wbeoss115 ; https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1002/9781405165518.wbeoss115. As Mouer notes in
his definition of this practice, the virtue of loyalty derives from the samurai tradition
which places great importance on loyalty and fidelity to one’s master. Massive dismissals were accompanied by the “rise of precarity” with respect to employment. On this
concept, see Mary Brinton, Lost in Transition: Youth, Work, and Instability in PostIndustrial Japan (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011) and Anne Allison, Precarious Japan (Durham: Duke University Press, 2013).
21
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employers for the necessity of mass dismissals. Ultimately, these
drastic measures upended notions of loyalty, one of the most distinctive features of Japanese society. Soryo’s Dante lesson, albeit
elliptically, prompts reflections on—even an interrogation—of
obedience and loyalty. The manga essentially estranges the subject
of labor reforms by casting them in a thirteenth century story dealing with treachery and betrayal. The selection of Inf. 33 as the subject of Landino’s lecture seems pointed: Soryo may have been attracted to Ugolino’s story, rather than to other cantos, because of
Dante’s indictment of the Pisan’s tolerance of Ruggieri’s cruel actions. Cesare Borgia’s promulgation of an outcome-based style of
governance, in which the ends justify the means, deftly criticizes
the LDP’s neo-liberal reform program.
While a manga, of course, is not a commentary, Soryo’s use
of Inf. 33 to evoke other issues, resembles a common practice
among Dante’s commentators, namely the use of a passage to advance particular views.25 Attention to the way in which a commentator, creative writer, artist, or as in this particular case, a mangaka,
intervenes allows us to take the various measures of the Divine
Comedy and its influence in history. It is a way of gauging the
transformation of the poem not only at the hands of particular critics or commentators but in its ongoing relation to the world in
which it is read. Staging the presentation of different responses to
Ugolino’s story as a heated exchange also allows Soryo to distance
herself from the political questions raised. Different opinions are
voiced but none are endorsed. What is fascinating in the instance
of the Cesare manga is its exploitation of a passage from Dante’s
text by a culture whose responses to the Ugolino episode are largely
inaccessible to Western readers.
The Divine Comedy chapter of the manga challenges some
Anglo-American and Eurocentric reading protocols, but it follows
others. The text cues different responses across cultures, but it cues
them in similar ways. Readers respond to certain elements inherent
in a work—Ugolino’s story or Dante’s condemnation of the Pisans.
In the case of Soryo’s Dante lesson, the cue is Angelo’s question:
“How should we judge their [the Pisans’] sins?” The question reorients the focus of Inf. 33 from Ugolino’s personal tragedy to a
public moral failure. What differs, is the reading experience itself,
and that is conditioned by the affinities of a culture. The challenge
is to uncover the forces which inform inflections. Western
See, for example, my chapter on the ways in which early modern commentators
discussed Dante’s condemnation of Brutus and Cassius, in Commentary and Ideology:
Dante in the Renaissance (Durham: Duke University Press, 1992), 53-88.
25
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commentators are accustomed to seeing the denunciation of Pisa as
part of Dante’s broader program of condemning vice-ridden Italian
cities and regions in lower hell—Padua, Bologna, Lucca, Pistoia,
Siena, the Romagna, and, of course, Florence.26 In Dante’s eyes,
while Pisa’s punishment of the Ugolino’s treachery is warranted,
his innocent children should have been spared. Soryo’s interest,
however, lies in raising questions about communal responsibilities
in the face of iniquitous behavior. How far should loyalty to an
authority go? Reading Inf. 33 from the perspective of a non-Western culture augments and complicates our understanding of the
richness of Dante’s poem and the way in which the commitments
of a culture can generate different readings. Soryo’s Divine Comedy chapter prompts a more nuanced understanding of the way in
which a wrenching story of treachery is entwined with larger communal issues. Ultimately, consideration of such cross-cultural perspectives enriches the reading of the poem itself: in this case, it
prompts considerations of Dante’s treatment of communal behavior. Soryo’s intervention is subtle—a clever use of Dante’s text in
specific cultural circumstances—but it functions differently for
non-Japanese audiences. Accessing cultural inflections, however,
especially non-Western ones, is not easily done. The connection of
neo-liberal economy and the Ugolino story is tacit knowledge.
What goes without saying for Japanese readers can be easily missed
by Western readers.
This kind of reading in which tacit knowledge forms so crucial a cue requires a different critical method. What form such an
approach might take is best illustrated by an account of how I came
to write this article. I first became aware of Fuyumi Soryo’s Cesare
manga in January 2021 while seeking examples of recent Japanese
adaptations of the Divine Comedy for a talk for the 700th centenary
of the poet’s death.27 Kendon Stubbs, former Associate University
Librarian of the University of Virginia’s Alderman Library and an
ardent Japanophile, informed me of the manga by Gō Nagai, O7th
Explosion, and Fuyumi Soryo. Many features of Soryo’s Dante lesson intrigued me. Having written a book on Renaissance Dante
commentaries, I was surprised to see Landino among the characters.
The debates which took place after Landino’s lecture were no less
striking—and baffling. Given the idiosyncratic nature of the issues
See, for example, the note to Inf. 26.1-3 in The Divine Comedy of Dante Alighieri,
Vol.1 Inferno, ed. and trans. by Robert M. Durling and Ronald L. Martinez (Oxford:
26

Oxford University Press, 1996), 406.
27
To view this talk, see https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GHRuPDfQkEg. The
talk examines recent Latin American, Chinese, Japanese and African appropriations
of Dante. I refer to Soryo’s manga in the section on Japanese adaptations.
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raised by Angelo’s question and their peripheral relevance to Ugolino’s story, I wondered if this section of the manga might have
another relevance for Japanese readers. After discovering that Soryo
collaborated with Motoaki Hara on the Cesare manga, I contacted
a scholar I had met in Japan three years ago, Morihisa Ishiguro, a
Professor of the College of Human and Social Sciences at Kanazawa
University, to see if he could connect me with Motoaki Hara.28
Only after Ishiguro facilitated this contact did I learn that Landino’s
lecture had an underlying contemporary Japanese context. It was at
that point that I decided to write this article—and changed my approach to the topic. Rather than simply providing an account of
Landino’s lesson, I decided to explore the disjunction between
Western and Eastern readings of Soryo’s manga and its critical ramifications.
Such work requires more than an interdisciplinary approach.
At issue is what conditions must prevail to obtain information from
cultures and languages with which one is not familiar. While I am
familiar with Dante’s Divine Comedy, Renaissance commentaries
to the poem, and have an abiding interest in the reception of the
poet’s works, I do not know Japanese and did not know how to
contact Motoaki Hara. In conducting this kind of research, we are
confronted with our limitations—we don’t know what we don’t
know. I could not have written this piece on my own. Ishiguro’s
role as go-between was instrumental. Mutual trust is essential.
Broad collaborations across different fields, languages, and
cultures are vital to projects which require numerous competencies.
But it is by less structured, more open-ended exchanges—exchanges that are not the conventional collaborations—that we can
proceed. We will need to identify and work with intermediaries,
develop an eye for odd details, and acquire new areas of expertise.
The rewards of such an orientation are manifest. In the case of
Dante, we would acquire a deeper understanding of the nature of
the poet’s global influence. There is a difference between what an
Anglo-American or European scholar working on Asian, African,
or Middle Eastern adaptations of Dante would see and what exchanges between Western scholars and those from other cultures
would yield. Wide-ranging collaborations would enhance our understanding of the way in which Dante’s works resonate with different cultures and to identify what features of the poem lend themselves especially well to adaptation and transformation. The subject
has a particular currency in this historical moment—not simply
On Ishiguro’s research profile, see http://ridb.kanazawa-u.ac.jp/public/detail_en.php?id=3215.
28
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because 2021 marks the 700th centenary of Dante’s death but because of the growing number of global reimaginings of the figure
of poet and his works. Dante’s influence has never been more expansive. The moment is propitious for far-reaching and cross-cultural scholarly engagements.
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