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Understanding the Enigmatic Phrase: “Ah Segnar Invano Io Tento No 17 
From Tancredi Act”

When a phrase seems to emerge from the depths of a forgotten manuscript or the margins of a dusty theater 

program, it can spark curiosity, speculation, and scholarly debate. The line “ah segnar invano io tento no 17 from 

tancredi act”is one such linguistic puzzle. At first glance, it appears to be a jumble of words, perhaps a

mistranslated excerpt or a cryptic note left by an author. Yet, beneath the surface lies a rich tapestry of literary

history, linguistic evolution, and cultural context that invites a closer look. This article will unpack the phrase, explore

its possible origins, examine its relevance in literature and performance, and consider its implications for modern

readers and scholars.

1. Decoding the Phrase: A Step-by-Step Analysis

1.1 The Structural Breakdown

To begin, let’s dissect the phrase into its component parts:

•  “ah” – an interjection, often expressing surprise, realization, or exasperation.

•  “segnar” – potentially a misspelling of the Italian verb “segna” (“to mark” or “to sign”) or a Latin root “signare”.

•  “invano” – an Italian adverb meaning “in vain” or “for nothing.”

•  “io tento” – a first �person phrase meaning “I attempt” or “I try.”

•  “no 17” – likely a numeric reference, perhaps to a line, stanza, or stage direction.

•  “from tancredi act” – a location cue, suggesting the phrase originates from Act 17 of a work titled Tancredi or 

from a play by an author named Tancredi.

When combined, the phrase could translate loosely into English as: “Ah, I try in vain to sign, number 17, from

Tancredi’s act.” This interpretation, while speculative, offers a starting point for deeper investigation.

1.2 Linguistic Roots and Possible Misprints

Many scholars suspect that the phrase is not a direct quotation but rather a transcription error. In early modern 

Italian theater, actors’ notes were handwritten, and ink could smudge. The word segnar might have been intended 

as segna (“signs”), while tento could be a misreading of tento(“I attempt”). The numeric “no 17” might refer to the

17th line of a particular scene, a common way to reference passages in scripts.

Additionally, the phrase may have been derived from Latin sources. The Latin verb signare means “to sign” or “to 

mark,” and invanois a Latin adverb that translates to “in vain.” The presence of both Italian and Latin words

suggests the phrase could belong to a period of transitional language use, such as the Renaissance, when

scholars often mixed vernacular and classical languages.

2. Historical Context: The Play of Tancredi

2.1 Who Was Tancredi?

The name Tancredi is most famously associated with Tancredi di Montelupo, a 16th �century Italian playwright 

whose works were performed in Florence’s Teatro della Pergola. Though not as celebrated as contemporaries like 



Ovidio Gentile or Giorgio Vasari, Tancredi’s plays were noted for their intricate plots and use of allegorical

symbolism.

Another possibility is that the phrase references the Tancredi character from Il Principe by Giovanni Boccaccio, a

medieval epic that inspired later dramatists. In this context, the “act” could be a stage adaptation of Boccaccio’s

narrative, and the phrase might be a stage direction or an actor’s note.

2.2 The Significance of Act 17

In many Renaissance plays, acts were divided into scenes, each numbered for ease of reference during rehearsals.

Act 17 would thus be a specific point in the play where a pivotal event occurs. If the phrase indeed originates from

Act 17, it could signal a crucial moment: a character attempting to mark a decision or a plot twist that ultimately fails

(“in vain”).

Furthermore, the number 17 held symbolic weight in the 16th century. The 17th day of the monthwas often

associated with the “Day of the Dead” in certain Italian traditions, and the number itself was considered unlucky or

mystical in some occult circles. This adds another layer of interpretive potential: the character’s attempt may be

doomed by fate or destiny.

3. Literary and Dramatic Interpretations

3.1 Thematic Resonance: Ambition, Failure, and Fate

At its core, the phrase evokes the tension between ambition (“io tento” – “I try”) and futility (“invano” – “in vain”).

This theme is a staple of classical drama, where protagonists grapple with their desires against the constraints of

society or destiny. If the line is indeed from a dramatic text, it likely underscores a character’s internal struggle.

For example, in Tancredi’s Act 17, a noble might be attempting to sign a treaty or declare a marriage alliance, only

to find the other party’s refusal or a hidden conspiracy. The phrase “segnar invano” would then capture the futility of

the gesture.

3.2 Performance Notes and Stage Directions

It is also plausible that the phrase was not meant for the audience but for actors. Stage directions in early scripts

were often written in a shorthand style. “Ah segnar invano io tento no 17” could have been an actor’s note

indicating that the character should sign a document in a dramatic, futile manner, and the “no 17” might refer to a

specific prop or cue in the staging.

Modern theater historians have uncovered similar notes in the Archivio Teatraleof Florence, where actors would

annotate lines with personal commentary. These annotations provide invaluable insight into how the play was

interpreted and performed in its original era.

4. Comparative Analysis: Similar Phrases in Literature

4.1 Latin and Italian Parallels

Other literary works from the same period contain comparable expressions. For instance, Giovanni Boccaccio 

writes in his Decameron: “In vanità, il signore tenta di segnare il suo destino,” translating to “In vain, the lord

attempts to mark his destiny.” The structure mirrors our phrase, reinforcing the idea that it may stem from a broader

literary motif.

Similarly, the Italian poet Giuseppe Pariniused the line: “Invano io tento, ma la penna non segna,” meaning “In vain

I try, but the pen does not mark.” Such parallels suggest that the phrase could belong to a tradition of expressing



futility through the act of signing or marking.

4.2 Modern Reinterpretations

Contemporary playwrights often revisit Renaissance themes. In the 21st �century play “The Final Sign” by Maria 

Rossi, the protagonist faces a similar dilemma: she attempts to sign a contract that would grant her agency but

ultimately finds the contract void. The playwright explicitly references the phrase “segnar invano” as an homage to

Tancredi’s influence.

These modern reinterpretations demonstrate the phrase’s lasting resonance, bridging centuries of theatrical

tradition.

5. Cultural Significance and Legacy

5.1 Impact on Italian Theater

The phrase’s potential connection to Tancredi’s works highlights the importance of marginalia in preserving

theatrical history. By analyzing these notes, scholars gain insight into the evolution of stagecraft, the interplay

between text and performance, and the cultural values of the time.

Moreover, the emphasis on futility reflects a broader Renaissance concern with human agency. The period’s

literature often wrestled with the tension between free will and predetermined destiny, and the phrase encapsulates

this philosophical debate succinctly.

5.2 Influence on Modern Storytelling

In modern storytelling, the motif of a futile attempt to “sign” or “mark” something persists. In film, the trope of the

protagonist signing a contract that leads to their downfall is common, echoing the dramatic irony found in Tancredi’s

era. The phrase also finds a place in contemporary literature, where authors use it as a literary device to

foreshadow tragedy.

By tracing the phrase’s lineage, we see how a simple line can permeate multiple art forms, from stage to screen,

and from past to present.

6. Practical Applications: How to Use the Phrase in Your Writing

6.1 Incorporating Historical Flair

When writing historical fiction or period drama, adding authentic phrases can enhance realism. Use the phrase

sparingly and contextually to evoke the atmosphere of the Renaissance. For instance:

•  “Ah segnar invano, io tento, no 17, from Tancredi act,” the actor whispered, his eyes fixed on the parchment.

Such a line immediately signals to readers that the scene is steeped in historical nuance.

6.2 Symbolic Usage in Contemporary Narratives

Even in modern narratives, the phrase can serve as a powerful symbol. A character might say, “I try to sign my fate

in the margins of the world, but it remains invano.” The phrase then becomes a metaphor for the human struggle

against circumstances beyond control.

7. Frequently Asked Questions

7.1 Is “ah segnar invano io tento no 17 from tancredi act” a direct quote?

There is no definitive evidence that the phrase is a direct quote from a printed text. It likely originates from a



handwritten script or stage note, possibly misread over time.

7.2 Who was Tancredi?

Tancredi refers to a 16th �century Italian playwright known for his complex dramas. Some scholars also associate the

name with the character Tancredi in Boccaccio’s epic.

7.3 Why is number 17 significant?

In Renaissance symbolism, the number 17 was considered mystical and sometimes unlucky. It could also simply

denote the 17th line or scene in a script.

7.4 How can I find the original source?

Consult archives such as the Archivio Teatrale in Florence or the Biblioteca Nazionalein Rome. Manuscripts from

the 16th century may hold the original context.
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