Eugenio Refini, Between physiognomony and rhetoric: the construction of character in the theatre of Giovan Battista Della Porta   
Theatre constitutes a privileged location for the encounter between physiognomony and rhetoric. In this regard, classical literary tradition provides invaluable evidence which allows us to evaluate with some precision the role played by physiognomic studies in the framework of theatrical productions in Antiquity. In the Renaissance, the works of GB Della Porta provide a particularly outstanding example of the links between physiognomony, rhetoric and theatre. Among the different domains of which he was master, his interest in physiognomony produced an intellectual short-circuit which involved rhetorical tradition and in particular theatre. In his treatise, De humana physioignomonia, Della Porta conjoined the aim of compiling a complete catalogue of human types with the need to document his statements with exempla drawn from literature, history or from the direct experience of everyday life. Among literary sources, allusions to classical theatre stand out, notably to Plautus’s comedies, which offer a very rich range of comic characters who share the distinctive traits with which physiognomony concerns itself. However, the role of theatre is not confined to this role of catalogue, and it can itself become an invaluable aide in physiognomical research. Della Porta was, as is widely known, the author of numerous theatrical writings and by reading his plays with an eye for characterisation we can understand the fertility of his physiognomic studies both in rhetoric and in literary writing. While respecting the specificity of theatrical genres, and without reducing the extraordinary richness of Della Porta’s comic writing to a simple catalogue of human types, the attempt to read the Neapolitan’s comedies with his physiognomonical competence firmly in mind highlights his complex rhetorical strategy. While he inherits the Aristotelian classification of mores, his writing aims to create memorable characters. Della Porta the playwright sought to confront the classical comic tradition. Yet imitation of this tradition – accompanied by acquired notions in the domains of physiognomony and mnemotechnics (in his Ars reminisciendi, we find very suggestive indications about the use of theatrical codes as a way of constructing imagines agentes) - ceases to be a simple means of representation and effectively becomes the instrument of rhetorical inventio.  

