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Count Sperello di Serego Alighieri is an astronomer descended from Dante Alighieri, author of the Divine Comedy.
Antoine de Gabrielli is a prominent French businessman descended from Cante dei Gabrielli, the judge who condemned Dante to exile.

D

ante Alighieri lived from 1265 to 1321. During his lifetime, he
was a pharmacist, a poet, and a politician. His study of medicines
nourished an already scientific mind and allowed him to stock
pharmacy shelves with his works. (Books were sold in pharmacies at the
time). Dante’s work as a poet led to the Divine Comedy, among other
masterpieces. The Comedy is regarded as one of the greatest works of
Western literature and the most significant in the Italian language. Dante’s
time as a politician, however, led to his undoing. He became embroiled
in the fractious Guelph–Ghibelline rifts of fourteenth-century Florence.
Whilst he was being held by the Pope in Rome on false pretences, Dante’s
native Florence was taken by a hostile element within his own faction,
the Guelphs. There he was tried in absentia on two politically motivated
charges of corruption. Cante dei Gabrielli, the mercenary captain, a master
of political manoeuvres and ad hoc judge, found Dante guilty on both
charges, sentencing him to exile for life. If Dante were ever to return to
Florence, he would be executed. Dante never returned. He died in Ravenna,
where his body remains—much to the dismay of successive generations of
politicians in Florence. This year is the 700th anniversary of Dante’s death.
To mark this anniversary, a leading Italian lawyer, Alessandro Traversi,
is holding a retrial, revisiting the events of 1302 to reassess the validity of
these convictions, both as a matter of law and principle. The most direct
descendants of the affronted Dante Alighieri and the judge who condemned
him, Cante dei Gabrielli, are Count Sperello Alighieri and Antoine de
Gabrielli. They will both be present at this trial. Count Alighieri is today one
of Italy’s most celebrated astronomers. de Gabrielli is a prominent French
businessman—in an amusing irony, the dei Gabrielli family, generations
after exiling Dante to another Italian state, themselves fled Italy altogether
and moved to France, modifying their name accordingly.

This retrial raises important points of law and justice and marks a
poignant moment in the seven-centuries-long lifetime of a perceived wrong.
Count Alighieri and de Gabrielli have more to say.
*
CJLPA: What exactly are the nature and purpose of this
‘retrial’? Has it been portrayed accurately by journalists
around the world?
Count Sperello Alighieri: This ‘retrial’ is, for me, an amusement.
It is not a formal legal process nor an officially sanctioned public
inquiry. I do not see it as anything serious, simply an interesting
event that will help preserve the memory of Dante. The original
trial occurred long ago. Whilst it is true that very few descendants
of Dante ever returned to Florence (in fact, I only went there
for the first time a few years ago), this is not part of a deliberate
attempt to avoid the place—there was simply no occasion for us to
visit! The Alighieri family have long stopped feeling the injustice
of the 1302 trial.
Traversi, the lawyer who proposed the 2021 retrial, falsely claimed
to the international press that I had initiated these proceedings. It
was Traversi who initiated them and who invited me to have a role.
His untrue claim to the contrary almost led me to resign from my
role in the trial. Alarmingly, the British press—in particular, the
Times and Guardian—did not question the Traversi press release
or the scant accounts of the retrial in Italian media. They did not
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Fig 1. La commedia illumina Firenze (Domenico di Michelino 1465), depicting Dante reflecting and lamenting his life’s work.
Courtesy of the Cattedrale di Santa Maria del Fiore.

check with me. This has significantly damaged my impression of the
British press, as well as the impression held by intellectual circles
within Italy of the British press. The Spanish press had the nous to
check—the Spanish!
Thankfully, both Traversi and the newspapers who unquestioningly
followed his narrative of the retrial have rectified their accounts.
Antoine de Gabrielli: A few years ago, I was invited, together
with Count Alighieri, to an event in Gubbio. Anna Buoninsegni,
then responsible for the city’s Festival of the Middle Ages, had
written a play titled ‘If Cante dei Gabrielli had not sentenced Dante to
exile, would the Supreme Poet have written the Divine Comedy?’. This
was a fascinating meeting and the start of a sincere friendship
between myself and Sperello. I then saw Sperello and his wife
Carla in 2017 in the same city, where I was greeted with exquisite
kindness. As a result of this friendship, Sperello proposed that I
participate in the revisiting of Dante’s trial. For Sperello, as for me,
it is a historical-legal amusement with no practical implications.
That the revision is for other people an opportunity to pursue
an honourable return of Dante’s remains to Florence is, for me,
another story.
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CJLPA: What is the significance of this retrial? Is it an
important moment in Italian culture, or an advertising
opportunity for an opportunistic criminal lawyer?
SA: I have made clear that I do not view this retrial with
particular seriousness. I have also outlined my suspicions about
the opportunism underlying Traversi’s motivation for the retrial.
However, I respect the decision by Traversi to go ahead with it. He is
more than entitled to showcase his legal skills in this way. Moreover,
the trial will provide a useful moment in Italian society to revisit
some of the important details of Dante’s achievements and lifetime.
There is also, undoubtedly, a sense that Florence wants forgiveness.
In 2015, on the 750th anniversary of Dante’s birth, I visited the city
to celebrate the anniversary with the Mayor. The mayor sincerely
apologised to me for ‘what Florence had done to Dante’. I told him
not to worry. There is still a feeling in Florence that they need to
be excused. This feeling emerged as soon as Dante gained his fame,
which was towards the end of his life. Two Popes of the Medici
family sent armed forces to recover Dante’s remains and bring
them to Florence. These attempts failed. 200 years ago, Florence
built a tomb for Dante that remains vacant to this day. They are
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Fig 3. Antoine de Gabrielli. Courtesy of Antoine de Gabrielli.

Fig 2. A Condotierre (Frederic Leighton 1872), picturing Cante dei Gabrielli.
Courtesy of Birmingham Museums Trust.

Fig 4. Count Sperello Alighieri. Courtesy of the Alighieri family.

still waiting. To that extent, this trial may provide an important
opportunity for a fresh start in the way that Florentine officials treat
the question of Dante’s 1302 conviction.

never admitted to the crimes of which he was found guilty. We
must understand that Dante was operating in the context of a deadly
struggle between two factions: the Guelphs and the Ghibellines. More
dangerous still, he was stuck in the internecine struggle between the
White and Black Guelphs. Dante belonged to the former, whereas
the man who found him guilty, my ancestor, Cante dei Gabrielli,
belonged to the latter. Cante is often portrayed as the villain, but
in my view he was a statesman. This is not because he found Dante
guilty, but because he had to make a number of difficult compromises
and navigate violent political forces—all when he was not actually
in charge. The true impetus behind the Black Guelph takeover was
Charles d’Anjou, the brother of the King of France. D’Anjou had
exiled 600 White Guelphs. The conviction of Dante in absentia by
Cante was an example of a statesman dealing with a ruthless superior
on the one hand and reducing harm to people on the other. Cante
had to get his hands dirty, but this was the least damaging way to do
so. Florence then and to this day recognises the service of Cante, who
served as Mayor of Florence on multiple occasions. This was one
unfortunate moment in a period of long and powerful leadership.

AG: Dante is one of the most famous citizens Florence has ever
produced. Florentines continue to be frustrated with the fact that
Dante is buried in Ravenna. Ravenna has always refused to return
Dante’s body to Florence. If the retrial finds Dante ‘innocent’, it will
be very satisfying for those who have never believed in his guilt.
But history has been written, and we cannot change this. Dante
occupies an eminent place in the history of European culture for his
art as a poet. Politics, then as now, has other rules. Should the retrial
find Dante to be innocent, this might lay the basis for a renewed
Florentine request to return his remains.
CJLPA (to AG): What is your view on the decision of your
ancestor to convict Dante?
AG: I am unable to assess whether Dante’s 1302 conviction was fair
or not. What I do know, however, is that the accusations against
Dante do not correspond to the personality of the poet we know.
Dante’s enforced exile caused unspeakable sadness for him. He

CJLPA (to SA): You are the direct descendant of one of Italy’s
greatest figures. What has this meant for you?
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SA: I recall this excerpt from Dante’s Comedy.
O poca nostra nobiltà di sangue,
se gloriar di te la gente fai
qua giù dove l’affetto nostro langue,
mirabil cosa non mi sarà mai:
ché là dove appetito non si torce,
dico nel cielo, io me ne gloriai.
Ben se’ tu manto che tosto raccorce:
Sì che, se non s’appon di dì in die,
lo tempo va dintorno con le force.1
O our poor nobility of blood, if thou makest men
glory in thee here below, where our affections
languish, it will never be a thing for me to wonder
at; for there, where appetite is not warped, in
Heaven itself, I gloried in thee. Truly thou art
a mantle that quickly shrinks, so that if we do not
add to it day by day time goes round it with the
shears.2
For me, what this means is that bloodlines, memories, principles,
concepts—they all require nurturing. Time has a scythe and it
dispenses of that which is not preserved, and believe you me, great
efforts have been made towards me personally to preserve the
memory and significance of Dante.
From a very young age, I got Dante like the milk of my mother.
As soon as I could read, my father gave me a beautifully painted
bookmark with those verses inscribed. Like all Italian schoolchildren,
I studied the three parts of the Comedy in the last three years of
high school, one year for the Inferno, then Purgatorio, and finally,
Paradiso. Dante forms part of any classical Italian education,
alongside Latin, Greek, and Mathematics. Whilst I never actively
publicised my relation to Dante, my teacher was well aware of my
connection. She would always tell me that because of my ancestry I
should be the best in the class. I found this repulsive as a matter of
principle. I told her all I want is the simple pass mark—6/10. Sure
enough, that is what she gave me.
CJLPA (to SA): You have just authored a book on astronomy
in the Divine Comedy called Il sole, la luna e l’altre stelle. Viaggio al
centro dell’universo dantesco (The Sun, the Moon and the Other Stars:
Journey to the Centre of Dante’s Universe). Discuss this.
SA: My decision to study astronomy at an advanced level was not
motivated by Dante. If anything, my career in astronomy was an
opportunity to leave Italy and the associated expectations of people
around me that I revere Dante. I worked for the European Space
Agency in the Netherlands and Germany. There I did not need to
hide my ancestry. However, at that stage, I had not taken a keen
interest in Dante, nor in his exploration of astronomy.

astronomy. His interests, combined with my disappointment with
the focus on particle physics at Pisa, my first alma mater, led to my
professional devotion to astronomy.
Only in the last decade have I started to gain an interest in the
astronomy in the Divine Comedy. Dante had a great passion for
astronomy. Dante is known to have said that science is the most
important thing for the mind, and among sciences, astronomy is the
highest because it deals with high things. The Comedy is the story
of a trip across the universe. In one respect, it is the first science
fiction book. Dante travels first to the centre of the earth, which
was at the time believed to be the centre of the universe. From there
Dante travels up to the other side of the earth, to the mountain of
purgatory, and then across the skies, to reach the moon, and then
the planets. At one point on his journey he looks back and sees all
planets behind him. He then looks to the other side and sees other
planets. At the centre he sees God.
In so doing Dante presents a symmetry between what he sees
looking back and what he sees looking forward. This is a vivid and
remarkable sight. Anybody who is an expert in general relativity
immediately sees in this the ‘curved universe’ principle described
by Albert Einstein. This is not my idea. It was first found by Swiss
relativists in the 1930s and then explored by Mark Peterson in his
1979 article in the American Journal of Physics.3
Dante could not have known about this, but it is interesting to
consider how he got to this view. The way geometry was studied
during Dante’s time was different. The focus then was on spherical
geometry, as prominently expounded by Dante’s own teacher,
Brunetto Latini. Latini had based this conception on the spherical
shape of the earth. Latini had said that if two horse riders travel in
opposite directions from the same starting point, they will meet on the
other side of the Earth. If you expand the two-dimensional spherical
surface of the earth, which sits in a three-dimensional space, and add
one dimension, you will get the view that Dante had. He could do
this by extending a further dimension to that which he already knew.
For modern audiences this is much more difficult to comprehend, as
our thinking tends to be based on Euclidean geometry which focuses
on planes and cubes rather than spheres, as in Dante’s time.
This shows, therefore, that Dante’s work can be additionally read
as propounding a unique astronomical perspective, both by the
standards of his time and the modern day. What I viewed during
my childhood as an at times oppressive connection with Dante, I
have come to view as a blessing: I feel much closer to him now. I can
finally see that even in the context of my own profession, his genius
was present.
My book will, I hope, be available for English audiences soon.

It was in fact my father who had more of a role in encouraging my
focus on astronomy. Born in 1917, he had lost the best years of his
life fighting for Mussolini in an elite Italian cavalry regiment, seeing
action in Albania and Russia. With Mussolini’s demise, so too ended
my father’s loyalty to that movement. My father came to focus instead
on agricultural methods, having gained a doctorate in agriculture
during the war. But my father also had an amateur interest in
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