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There are hundreds of her.  Here: she poses in shimmering gold, with burnished 

curls and closed eyes.i  In another portrait, her gaze fades behind lavender veils.  
Ghostlike, she rematerializes black and white in a palm-sized chariot.  Her eyes widen 
under a wreathed brow; her arm points toward clouds.  Rising, she flits in Saturn-like 
rings.  She’s close enough to be vibrating, buzzing, close enough I presume to call her by 
name: 

 
Bea.   
 
More or less than Beatrice, each image is but a trace.  “We have only hints and 

fragments of her story,” Charles Williams writes in The Figure of Beatrice.  Her 
replication multiplies her potential, like when Sandro Botticelli draws her in Paradiso 
amid tight-furled flames, seeming bees, unfurling angelic wings.  Williams continues: 
“To say [that Beatrice is Dante’s Knowing] is not to reduce her actuality nor her 
femininity.  The reason for the insistence on her femininity is simple—it is that this is 
what Dante insisted on…not confined to romantic love of the male-female kind.  
Wherever the ‘stupor’ is, there is the beginning of art.  Wherever any love is—and some 
kind of love in every man and woman there must be—there is either affirmation or 
rejection of image, in one or other form.”ii   

 
“Stupor”: illuminated, engraved, printed, woodcut, painted, and sculpted by 

Sandro Botticelli, William Blake, Dante Gabriel Rossetti, Marie Spartali Stillman, 
Gustave Doré, Salvador Dalí, Tom Phillips (to name only a few “replicators”).  And 
that’s not to mention Dante’s textual translators: Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, 
Laurence Binyon, Allen Mandelbaum, Robert and Jean Hollander, and so many more.  
“It may be startling to speak of the Divine Comedy,” writes Elaine Scarry, “or the Mona 
Lisa as ‘a replication’ since they are so unprecedented, but the word recalls the fact that 
something, or someone, gave rise to their creation and remains silently present in the 
newborn object.”iii   

 
And that “something, or someone” leads me to ponder—beyond Dante—the 

many faces of Bea.  Writers more traveled than I have retraced Dante’s road of rendering 
and reckoning, all the while fleshing out details about his actual life, paying homage to 
his exiled bones.  His physical frame is familiar, thanks to Boccaccio’s description: 
“stooped” with “grave and sedate” gait, “seemly garments,” long face with “aquiline” 
nose, “rather large” eyes, and “heavy” jaws.iv  But Bea is another matter.  Her existence 



has been validated only by “hints and fragments”; otherwise, little is known.  Put her 
imagery side by side in a lineup, and who could know which is the “real” she?  

  
Reading her portraits across centuries, I look about to see: Bea upon Bea, gazing 

in every direction.  Dozens of eyes evade my own.  Centuries after Dante’s death, I walk 
within narrow walls strewn with varied off-prints, photocopies, opened pages of her 
disparate forms.  Watching these multifarious portraits, as if Bea were in motion, I 
wonder about more than the girl who compelled Dante Alighieri to invent a poetic form, 
to journey through the Inferno and Purgatorio and Paradiso, to “say of her what has 
never been said of any woman.”v  How did someone so singular lead to something so 
multifold?  Touched by a strange and silent stupor, I close my eyes to partake in this 
moment: of putting Bea away from sight, of trying to see her anew.  

 
[ Exhibit A continues...vi ] 
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