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PREFACE

A Note on the Text and Translation

In this first volume of our projected edition and translation of the Divine
Comedy, the text of the Inferno is edited on the basis of the critical edi-
tion by Giorgio Petrocchi, sponsored by the Societd Dantesca Italiana,
La Commedia secondo I’antica vulgata. We have departed from Petrocchi’s
readings in a number of cases, however, which are discussed under the
rubric “Textual Variants” (page 585), and we have somewhat lightened
Petrocchi’s excessively heavy punctuation and have treated quotations
according to American norms.

The translation is prose, as literal as possible, following as closely as prac-
ticable the syntax of the original; there is no padding, such as one finds in
most verse translations. The closely literal style is a conscious effort to convey
in part the nature of Dante’s very peculiar Italian, notoriously craggy and
difficult even for Italians. Dante is never bland: his vocabulary and syntax
push at the limits of the language in virtually every line; there must be some
tension, some strain, in any translation that respects the original. While we
hope the translation reads well aloud, there is no effort to mirror Dante’s
sound effects—meaning and syntax are much more important for our
purposes. Latin words and phrases are left untranslated and are explained
in the notes; they add an important dimension.

The translation begins a new paragraph at each new terzina; the num-
bers in the margins are those of the first Italian line of each terzina. This
format continually reminds the reader that the original is in verse. It helps
approximate the narrative and syntactic rthythm of the original. It calls at-
tention to Dante’s frequent, emphatic enjambments between terzinas (the
translation keeps the syntax distributed among the terzinas as closely as
possible). It is designed to direct the reader’s attention over to the original,
and we believe it facilitates reference to particular lines and words: the reader
of the translation can always identify the corresponding Italian, even find-
ing the middle line of a terzina without difficulty.

A Note on the Notes

The notes are not a scholarly commentary, although they are fi
those found in many current translations; they are designed for
time reader of the poem. We have tried to strike a balance ai
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interests that compete for inclusion: information essential for compre-
hension, often about historical events and intellectual history; clarifica-
tion of obscure or difficult passages; and illumination of the complexity
of the language, the allusiveness, the intellectual content, and the formal
structures of this masterpiece of late Gothic art. We have tried to give
some idea of the tradition of commentary on the poem, now roughly
650 years old, and of current developments in Dante studies, many tak-
ing place on this side of the Atlantic. We have borrowed freely from earlier
commentators and critics. Rather than take the readers’ hands at every
step and tell them exactly what to feel or think, we hope to present some
of the materials with which they can build their own views of the poem.

Although fairly extensive, the notes are subject to limitations of space.
In countless cases, it simply is not possible to cite differing views or shades
of opinion. Usually, when a matter has been the subject of dispute, we
call attention to the fact and list in the Bibliography suggestions for fur-
ther study; but for the most part, we state our own position, with some
of its reasons, and pass over in silence the views that we do not accept,
many of them recent and set forth with great learning and cogency by
their authors, whose indulgence we entreat. Any other approach would
have swelled the notes beyond reason; furthermore, we really do not think
it would be appropriate, in a commentary meant for readers approach-
ing the poem for the first time, to include the details of scholarly dis-
putes. i

But of course your two annotators are huinan, and some of the details
we have excluded from the notes themselves can be found in the “Ad-
ditional Notes” at the end of the volume. Here each of us has taken the
bit in his teeth on a few subjects dear to his scholarly heart. The titles of
these short essays are self-explanatory, we believe; each carries an indica-
tion of the part of the poem it concerns or the place in the poem where
the issues it discusses have emerged.

Acknowledgments
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we have adopted many of their suggestions. Ruggero Stefanini’s counsel
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Regina Psaki read the entire manuscript; we have adopted a large per-
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gestions have been most useful. Mildred Durling, though her eyesight
was failing, proofread the entire text of translation and notes and helped
us avoid a significant number of errors. We thank Jean-Francois and Sabine
Vasseur of Sceaux (France) and Doug Clow of Minneapolis for the cor-
dial hospitality that made possible prolonged meetings of the collabora-
tors. An NEH fellowship for university teachers granted to Ronald L.
Martinez for a Dante-related project {1993-1994) contributed signifi-
cantly to this venture as well. Our greatest debt is to Albert Russell Ascoli,
who repeatedly gave both the translation and notes extremely detailed
and searching scrutiny. In both, he saved us from errors, recalled us to
balance and fairness, and made so many useful suggestions that there is
hardly a page that does not reflect his influence. He and our other friends
are not to blame, of course, for the errors and shortcomings that may
remain. Finally, the patience, forbearance, and active help of our wives,
Nancy Vine Durling and Mary Therese Royal de Martinez, has been
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skill and care of Linda Robbins, Irene Pavitt, and Donna Ng of Oxford
University Press; it is a pleasure to thank them.
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THE DIVINE COMEDY
OF DANTE ALIGHIERI



INTRODUCTION

he seventh centennial of Dante’s death will take place in September

2021, at this writing little more than a quarter century in the future.
After seven centuries his masterpiece, the Divine Comedy, continues to
engage and fascinate readers all over the world, both those approaching
it for the first time and those who know it intimately, from students and
amateurs to professional scholars, in spite of the fact that the culture from
which it springs is so distant and so different from our own. As even those
who have not read the poem know, it recounts the journey of its pro-
tagonist (the poet himself) through the three realms of the medieval
Catholic Otherworld: Hell, Purgatory, and Paradise. On this basic nar-
rative thread of a complete tour of the cosmos and the moral universe
that it embodies, with its great central theme of the education of the pro-
tagonist, is strung a series of remarkably vivid encounters with the
inhabitants of the three realms. Under the guidance first of the soul of
the poet Vergil,* then of his beloved Beatrice, who, he tells us in the
Vita nuova, had died at the age of twenty-four, the protagonist meets the
souls of those who have determined the nature of European history.

Dante’s ultimate subject might be described as the ways the great cos-
mic and historical drama of God’s creation of the world, man’s fall, and
humanity’s redemption from sin is visible in history and in his own per-
sonal experience; his experience is always conceived as firmly located in
place (Florence and the Italy of his day) and time (the late thirteenth
century). For Dante, as for most medieval thinkers, the fate of the indi-
vidual is inextricably bound up with that of society as a whole, but the
great principles are always seen in terms of the actions and words of con-
cretely represented individuals, as often as not contemporaries of the poet,
usually those prominent in political life. More than any other major
European poem, the Comedy is a detailed commentary on the political,
economic, and social developments of its author’s times.

Many of the historical events and individuals so important in Dante’s
experience are all but forgotten today, except among medieval histori-
ans (and, of course, students of the Comedy). But Dante’s age was in fact
a major turning point in European history, fraught with developments
and problems whose results are still with us today, albeit in very different

*Modern scholarship has established that Vergilius is the correct spelling of Vergil’s name; Dante
follows the traditional medieval spelling in writing Virgilio. We shall maintain the distinction, using
Vergil to refer to the historical Vergil, and Virgil to refer to the character in Dante’s poem.
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form: they include early capitalism, already revealing its tendency to engulf
cities and local interests in the network of an international economy,
closely associated with the development of international finance, in which
Dante’s city, Florence, was the acknowledged leader; the menacing rise
of the nation-state, still in the form of feudal monarchy but increasingly
centralized, ruthless, and violent, with the accompanying collapse of
medieval internationalism; and the increasing involvement of the Christian
Church in the economic and political struggles of the day, with the
resultant corruption and compromise of its spiritual mission.

One of the reasons for the Comedy’s enduring vitality is that Dante
saw so deeply into the nature of these problems. He also acknowledged
very clearly that it was increasingly difficult to discern a providential plan,
though he continued to believe there must be one. The terms of his
analysis and of his imagined remedies are medieval, of course, which means
theological, moralistic, and metaphysical, as opposed to structural, eco-
nomic, or sociological in any modern sense. His grasp of the historic ur-
gency of contemporary events, however, has largely been vindicated, and
we can still learn from his powerful analysis—structural and sociological
in its own way—of the nature of greed-motivated fraud, which Dante
identified as a major social problem. And, like the question of the direc-
tion history is taking, the great moral and spiritual issues remain, though
few today would wish to inhabit the cosmos Dante supposed was the
theater of human action or the society he wished to see established.

We devote the bulk of this introduction to providing, in condensed
and abbreviated form, some of the historical and biographical background
essential to understanding the poem; much of this material is also dis-
cussed in the notes to the individual cantos. A brief concluding section
discusses the form of the Comedy.

Dante’s Times, Life, and Works

Dante Alighieri was born in Florence in 1265, probably in late May, to
Bella and Alighiero degli Alighieri. His mother, perhaps of the promi-
nent Abati family, died while Dante was still a boy. His father was a modest
moneylender and speculator in land, descended from an old but much
declined noble family; he died when Dante was about eighteen. At the
time of Dante’s birth, Florence, though already an important center of
trade and banking, was scarcely more than a town of about 45,000, of
whom only several thousand—rmales who were over thirty, owned prop-
erty, and were related to powerful families—were eligible to vote and
hold public office. By 1301, the date of the great disaster of Dante’s life,
his going into exile, Florence was one of the largest and most important




Introduction

cities in Europe, equal in size and importance to Paris, with a population
of over 100,000 and financial and commercial interests that extended as
far as England and Constantinople and even beyond. Like other inde-
pendent city-states, Florence had always been deeply implicated in Ttal-
ian and European politics, especially the great struggle between the
emperors and the popes, and its phenomenal expansion during Dante’s
lifetime made its involvement ever deeper. The increasing commercial-
ization of Florentine life and the corruption of the papacy seemed to Dante
the two principal causes both of his own misfortunes and of the trou-
bling developments he saw throughout Europe.

Dante followed Florentine tradition in dating the expansion of the city
from the beginning of the twelfth century—thus during the lifetime of
his ancestor Caccaguida degli Elisei, who appears in the poem in Paradiso
15-18—an era the poet 1dealized as one of peace, simplicity, and civic
virtue. Favorably located on the trade routes between the Mediterranean
basin and northern Europe, Florence developed important wool-finishing
and silk industries early and began to assert its power in the surrounding
countryside and against the smaller towns of central Tuscany: Fiesole, a
chief rival, was conquered and destroyed in 1125. The population of
Florence expanded steadily; the city walls Cacciaguida had known, built
around 1072, were replaced after 1172 with a new circle of walls, enclosing
three times the earlier area. During Dante’s youth the expansion became
even more rapid: in 1284 new walls were begun, designed to enclose
eight times the area of 1172 (they were not finished until 1333). Ambitious
projects for churches, bridges, and public buildings were undertaken: Santa
Maria Novella, the Dominican church, was begun in 1279; Santa Croce,
the Franciscan church, was expanded in 1295; Santa Maria del Fiore, the
new cathedral, or Duomo, was begun in 1294; the Baptistery of San
Giovanni was entirely renovated in the 1290s, with resplendent internal
mosaics that may or may not have been finished when Dante went into
exile. Two hundred years of exploding wealth, population, and civil strife
help explain Dante’s condemnation of acquisitiveness and political fac-
tionalism as well as his changing views on republican versus imperial forms
of government.

For several centuries the jockeying for commercial and dynastic
advantage among Europe’s growing national powers had been overshad-
owed by the bitter struggle for hegemony between the increasingly
ambitious popes and the Holy Roman Emperors. The emperors were
the feudal heads of an “empire” more legal and traditional than real,
embracing much of central western Europe, including ltaly; it was often
claimed to be continuous with the Roman empire founded by Augustus,
by virtue of its supposed restoration when the pope crowned Charlemagne

n
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emperor in the year 800. The long rivalry had reached a decisive stage
during the two decades preceding Dante’s birth, when Frederick II of
Hohenstaufen, grandson of the great emperor Frederick Barbarossa and
heir through his mother to the Norman kingdoms of Naples and Sicily,
was made emperor (1212). Among Frederick’s holdings were feudal
dependencies in northern Italy, including a number of prosperous cities,
as well as in southern Ttaly and Sicily; his lands thus completely encircled
the traditional possessions of the popes, the so-called patrimony of Saint
Peter, comprising parts of modern Latium, Umbria, Romagna, and the
Marches (see the maps on pages xiii—xvi). Frederick II was known as Stupor
mundi [Wonder of the World] because of his formidable abilities and the
brilliance of his court, which welcomed Moslem as well as Christian
scientists and artists and first developed courtly poetry in Italian (includ-
ing the sonnet). He was in many respects an enlightened ruler, but
throughout his reign he was forced to struggle against his papal antagonists,
Gregory IX, Innocent IV, and Clement IV, who considered his power
and influence a danger to the Church. Excommunicated and declared
deposed by the council of bishops held at Lyons in 1245, beleaguered
but still in power, Frederick died suddenly in 1250. This was an oppor-
tunity Clement IV could not ignore; he promised Charles of Anjou, the
brother of Louis IX of France, all of southemn Italy and Sicily as a papal
fief if he could conquer it.

All over Europe the conflict between the popes and the emperors had
split local comumunities: supporters of the popes were known as Guelfs (after
the powerful Welf family, dukes of Bavaria—the w — gw shift is common
in the Romance languages), and those of the emperors were known as
Ghibellines (after the castle of Waibling, traditionally owned by the em-
perors). Florence was no exception, and historians have shown that its
division into Guelf and Ghibelline parties was the expression of long-
standing rivalries between clans of similar economic and social profiles rather
than the reflection of differences of class or ideology, though these soon
emerged. Originally rural landowners, the clans took up residence in the
city as its importance increased, building fortress-like palaces equipped with
high towers—useful for both defense and reconnaissance—from which they
continued their vendettas. The city’s tradition of representative govern-
ment grew out of the necessity of controlling the clans’ rivalries and incli-
nations toward private war. Some clans adhered to the traditional loyalty
to the empire, of which Tuscany was still a fief, while others saw an op-
portunity to expand their own interests in alliance with the popes.

According to the Florentine chroniclers, Guelfs and Ghibellines
coexisted peacefully in the city until Buondelmonte de’ Buondelmonti,
a prominent Guelf, broke his engagement to a daughter of the Ghibelline
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Donati family and married another; to avenge this slight the Donati and
their relatives the Lamberti murdered Buondelmonte on Easter, 1215,
near the Ponte Vecchio. Thenceforth violence became increasingly preva-
lent. While this single event scarcely explains the social tensions within
the city, it does suggest how networks of rival clans could polarize it.
Over time these networks became ever more entangled, so that by Dante’s
day, when the Guelfs themselves split into “White” and “Black” fac-
tions, it 1s almost impossible to say why one family saw its interests lying
more with one side than with another. By then, however, new lines of
antagonism had emerged, pitting the members of the trade guilds against
the more powerful families, the “Magnates.”

One of Frederick II’s last maneuvers had been to furnish a troop of
cavalry that helped the Florentine Ghibellines drive out the Guelfs in
February 1248. The Guelfs returned victorious in January 1250, after
Frederick’s death, driving the Ghibellines out in their turn. Guelf domi-
nation coincided with a major change in the constitution of the city,
known as the Primo popolo [literally, first (government of the) people],
reflecting a new assertiveness in the increasingly powerful trade guilds.
The new government prohibited private towers higher than 150 feet (all
exceeding that height were ordered reduced) and established a new official,
the Capitano del popolo [captain of the people], charged with maintain-
ing the peace, alongside the traditional podesta [mayor]. Meanwhile, with
the help of Fredenick II's natural son Manfred, king of Naples and Sicily,
the Ghibellines all over Italy were mobilizing against Charles of Anjou.
The Tuscan (especially Florentine and Sienese) Ghibellines, along with
German troops furnished by King Manfred, massacred the Florentine
Guelfs at Montaperti, near Siena, in 1260, a battle still remembered with
great bitterness forty years later, according to Dante (see Inferno 10, with
notes). Ghibelline rule was short-lived, however, for in 1266, Charles of
Anjou and his largely French army defeated and killed Manfred at
Benevento (see map), and in 1268, in a battle at Tagliacozzo (see map),
captured Frederick’s eighteen-year-old grandson Conradino, later be-
headed in Naples. Charles was thus established as the ruler of Sicily and
southern Italy, under the overlordship of the pope, and his hegemony
extended much further; he was made podestd of Florence, where he
ruled through vicarii [vicars]. The Angevin “protectorate” thus replaced
Hohenstaufen “tyranny,” until the death of Charles of Anjou in 1284
and the election of Pope Boniface VIII in the same year, when once again
the balance of power shifted.

Many Italian cities remained Ghibelline after Charles’s victory; some
of the more prominent were Verona, Siena, and Pisa. Guelf Florence
was continually at war with its Tuscan Ghibelline rivals. According to a
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letter written by Dante (now lost), Dante was in the first line of cavalry
at the battle of Campaldino in June 1289, when the Guelfs defeated the
Ghibellines of Arezzo; in Inferno 22 he tells us that he saw the surrender
of Caprona, a Pisan stronghold, which took place later in the same year.
Periods of uneasy peace alternated with armed conflict; Florence was to
achieve definite victory over its hated rival Pisa only in the sixteenth
century.

There were efforts to reconcile Ghibellines and Guelfs within Florence,
the most important of which took place in 1280; after 1ts failure, the city
embarked on a new process of democratizing its constitution (the Secondo
popolo), which shifted all power of choosing city officials to the trade guilds,
while eventually expanding the number of enfranchised guilds from seven
to twenty-one. A decade after the creation in 1282 of a board of six Priori
[priors] as the executive branch of the government, the process of
democratization came to a head with the promulgation of the Ordinamenti
di giustizia [Ordinances of Justice] in 1293, whose main provision was to
exclude from public offices all members of noble families sufficiently
powerful to be classed as Magnates; soon thereafter, however, several of
the more ngid restrictions were relaxed (1295), and it became possible
for nobles who were guild members to hold public office. This made it
possible for Dante to enter politics, and he became eligible to do so by
joining the guild (Arte) of doctors and apothecaries.

The election of Benedetto Caetani, member of a powerful Roman
clan, to the papacy as Boniface VIII brought to the throne of Saint Peter
a particularly able, ambitious, and ruthless man, eager to consolidate and
extend the power of the Church everywhere in Europe. He claimed that
with the imperial throne vacant, jurisdiction over Tuscany reverted to
the papacy, and he was determined to break the Florentine habit of
independence. Dante advanced through a series of minor offices and at
last, in 1300, was elected to serve a (normal) two-month term as one of
the six priors (June 15—August 15), but his rise to political influence took
place in circumstances that were increasingly dangerous, particularly since
the antagonism between the White Guelfs (Dante’s party) and the Black
Guelfs became increasingly hostile, culminating in bloody riots on May
1 and June 23 (perhaps intentionally fostered by the pope). The six pri-
ors, Dante among them, exiled the leaders of the two factions, including
the turbulent Guido Cavalcanti, Dante’s friend (see the notes to Canto
10); the Blacks, however, refused to abide by the sentence, and the next
group of priors recalled the Whites as well.

These troubles were the subject of many anxious public meetings, at
which it seems clear that Dante took a leading role. Those who, like
Dante, were desirous of moderation and reconciliation decided to appeal
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to the pope to mediate between the two parties, unaware that he secretly
favored the Blacks, and to this end the city sent two embassies to Rome,
one in November 1300 and one in October 1301. Dante was a member
of at least one of these delegations, though it is not entirely certain which
one; according to early biographers, he was in Siena, on his way home
from the second of them in November 1301, when he learned of the
events that would mean he would never again see his beloved native city.

For Boniface had secretly connived both with the Blacks and with a
young brother of Philip [V (the Fair) of France, the adventurer Charles
of Valois (Lackland), who was leading an army south to attempt the
reconquest of Sicily, which had rebelled against the Angevins in 1282.
On November 1, 1301, as the official peacemaker appointed by the pope,
Charles gained entry to Florence with his army. Once inside, according
to his agreement with the pope (documentation of which still exists), he
cooperated with the Blacks in their violent coup d’état, during which
the leading White Guelfs were killed or driven from the city and had
their property confiscated or destroyed.

Dante was accused and tried in absentia {(January 1302) on trumped-
up charges of forgery, embezzlement, and opposition to the pope; when
he did not respond he was, in subsequent proclamations, stripped of his
property and condemned, if captured, to be burnt at the stake. Confisca-
tion of property, exile, and loss of citizenship were even more severe to
a Tuscan of 1300 than the equivalent would be today; there was no pro-
vision for “naturalization” into some other community; also, as Dante
complained, the unthinking supposed that official condemnation must
be justified.

By the time of his exile Dante was known as a poet and intellectual of
some distinction. Precisely where he began the education that ultimately
made him one of the best-informed individuals of his age is not fully
known. He probably had private tutoring as a boy, which taught him
the rudiments of Latin and a few of the elementary Latin classics, like
Phaedrus’s Fables and the Distichs of Cato. He may have attended the ca-
thedral school, and there is a strong possibility that he was able to attend
lectures accessible to laymen at the studia of Santa Maria Novella and Santa
Croce, where he might have heard teachers like the Dominican Remigio
de’ Girolami, who had strong views on the importance of civic institu-
tions, and Peter John Olivi, a radical Franciscan critic of ecclesiastical
wealth. It is virtually certain that Dante went to Bologna in the late 1280s
(one of his poems was copied there in 1287); there he would have come
into contact with the dominant intellectual trend of Aristotelian natural
science, though in what capacity we do not know. That he had any direct
schooling from Brunetto Latini, the prehumanist described by the chroni-
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cler Villani as the “refiner of the Florentines,” 1s uncertain, but Brunetto—
a man of letters, the political theorist of the Secondo popolo, and a trusted
political counselor to the Florentine commune from 1266 until his death
in 1293—provided him with an important early example of civic en-
gagement inspired by classical models.

The high culture of the Middle Ages had always been dominated by
Latin, the language of the Bible, of the Church, of government, diplo-
macy, theology, philosophy, science. Only recently, first in Provence
with the upsurge, beginning in the early twelfth century, of a brilliant
courtly civilization whose most characteristic product was the poetry
of the troubadors, had poetry and prose in a European vernacular be-
gun to attract international notice. The movement caught on at the
French-speaking court of the Angevin kings of England and in north-
ern France, especially in the aristocratic circles of prosperous cities, often
the courts of minor rulers. Concomitantly with the development of
the Gothic cathedrals came the spread of courtly romance, including
Arthurian romance, courtly love poetry, and courtly ideals of behavior
and style, especially through the influence of the poet Chrétien de
Troyes (active in Champagne ca. 1170-1180). With the rise of the
universities, poetry in the vernacular became increasingly learned. Paris
became an important literary as well as intellectual center, and philo-
sophical poetry in the vernacular was born with the continuation and
completion (ca. 1274) of the Romance of the Rose by the bourgeois in-
tellectual Jean de Meun. Literary prose came into existence in French
as vast cycles of Arthurian romance were compiled in the early thir-
teenth century: the so-called Vulgate Cycle, centering on Lancelot and
Guinevere, and the Tristan Cycle. The fashions spread to Austria, Spain,
England, Italy, and elsewhere.

In Italy the themes and forms of troubador verse were introduced. as
we have mentioned, at the court of Frederick II, which traveled both in
the north and in the south and kept in contact with new trends every-
where. Frederick’s courtiers and officials adapted the Provencal canso to
create the Italian canzone, and they invented the sonnet. Soon after
midcentury the movement was spreading to Tuscany, with the satirical,
moralizing canzoni of Guittone d’Arezzo, and to the Italian university
cities, especially Bologna, where Guido Guinizelli, probably a promi-
nent judge, created a new suavity and philosophical intensity in love
poetry; Dante was to call Guinizelli “the father of me and of all my bet-
ters who ever used sweet, graceful thymes oflove” (Purg. 26.97-99). Legal
circles in Bologna took keen interest in the new poetry, and the fashion
arose of filling out the spaces at the bottom of parchment legal docu-
ments (as an attestation of the integrity of the pages) with quotations from
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it, a fashion that enables us to document the early circulation of Dante’s
lyrics and of the Inferno.

In Florence, in ferment with its new expansion and prosperity, the
fashion caught on with characteristic elegance and intensity. When Dante
was in his teens there were a score of accomplished writers of sonnets
and canzoni: lawyers, physicians, and aristocrats. Dante began writing
poetry—mainly sonnets and canzoni—under the influence especially of
Guinizelli, from whom he adopted the theme of the so-called donna
angelicata, the lady so pure and beautiful as to seem an angel, named Beatrice
[she who makes blessed] in Dante’s poems. His entrance on the Florentine
literary scene was characteristically self-conscious, if it followed a typical
mode of the day. He sent a sonnet (later made the first poem in the Vita
nuova) to “many of those who were famous poets in those days,” as he
says in the Vita nuova, including the most elegant and gifted of them, Guido
Cavalcanti, whom we have already met as a turbulent Guelf. The sonnet
asked for interpretation of a portentous love-dream; three replies survive,
including one from Cavalcanti, which Dante says was “quasi lo principio
de I'amista tra lui e me” [almost the beginning of the friendship between
him and me]. In retrospect Dante’s entrance on the literary scene can seem
portentous. His works, and those of his followers Petrarch and Boccaccio,
established the Tuscan vernacular as a literary medium worthy of com-
parison with Latin and Greek. This prestige in turn led to the great revo-
lution of literary style of the Renaissance as Italian influence spread
throughout Europe in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries.

The Vita nuova, Dante’s first important work, completed by 1295, is a
selection among his early poems about Beatrice, accompanied by a prose
narrative that explains the occasion of each, arranged so that they form
an idealized account of how Beatrice’s miraculous influence shaped his
life, both as lover and as poet. At the center of the book is her death,
recorded as occurring on June 8, 1290; the second half relates a period of
grief and disorientation until a vision of her in Heaven calls the writer’s
devotion back to her memory. The elaborate dating of her death sug-
gests that Beatrice was a historical figure, but although she has been plau-
sibly identified with Beatrice Portinari, daughter of Folco Portinari and
wife to Simone de’ Bardi, a wealthy banker (to whom she bore several
children), the book bears no trace of these domestic circumstances; there
is likewise no trace of the fact that Dante himself had been married in
the mid-1280s to Gemma Donati, to whom he had been betrothed in
1277 while still an adolescent.

Though in some respects appreciably juvenile, the Vita sova already
demonstrates Dante’s genius for arranging complex, cumulative verbal
structures; it reflects deep, if not wide, reading, especially of Boethius’s
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Consolatio Philosophiae [Consolation of Philosophy] and of several of
Cicero’s dialogues, as well as of Provencal, French, and Italian poetry. It
also introduces Dante’s complex, in many ways mysterious relationship
with his friend and poetic rival Guido Cavalcanti, whose sympathy with
heretical philosophical doctrines—such as the mortality of the individual
human soul—Dante deplored.

Dante continued to write poems, and not long after completing the
Vita nuova, probably in 1296, he wrote a group of four canzoni, usually
called the rime petrose [stony rhymes], poems of challenging power and
formal difficulty addressed to a lady called “stone” (pefra), in which the
poet’s frustrated sexuality and feelings of violent resentment toward the
conventional “lady” of amatory verse are given scope to a degree unusual
for the Middle Ages. Trends incipient in the Vita nuova—representation
of the poet as a microcosm, the idea of the human being as the horizon
of the material and spiritual (a Platonic problematic considered an exis-
tential predicament until the mid-seventeenth century), the function of
poetry as the salve or sublimation of the poet’s failures, whether erotic
or political-—are brought to a remarkable focus in the petrose and serve,
we have argued, as a principal proving ground for the work that still lay
in the future.

In the years following his exile, Dante’s movements are difficult to
trace exactly: he lingered in Tuscany and participated, along with other
exiled Whites, in abortive attempts to reenter the city (1302—1303). He
received hospitality from Bartolommeo della Scala, lord of Verona, in
1303 and 1304 (he would later dedicate the Paradiso to Bartolommeo’s
son Can Grande). Early in 1304 Dante broke decisively with the Whites,
and, astonishingly for the times, dissociated himself from all political parties
and became “a party by [himself],” as he has his ancestor Cacciaguida say
in Par. 17.69. The years 1305 to 1307 saw Dante in northeastern Italy,
in the region then known as the March of Treviso; he was in Padova in
1306, where he may have met Giotto at work on the Scrovegni chapel,
and in Lunigiana in 1307 on an errand for the Malaspina family; in 1308
he seems to have been in Forli and may have stopped in Lucca. Boccaccio
and the chronicler Villani claim he journeyed to Paris in 1308 to 1309
but offer no corroborating evidence. Around 1310 to 1311, Dante is in
the Casentino, near the headwaters of the Arno, probably at the castle of
Poppi (see map) with Guido da Battifolle; in 1312, he may have met the
emperor Henry VII in his camp near Pisa.

During the years 1310 to 1313, Dante followed closely the efforts of
Henry VII of Luxembourg, the Holy Roman Emperor (elected 1308),
to reimpose imperial authority in northern and central Italy, a campaign
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upon which Dante based great hopes for the reform of Italian and Euro-
pean political life. In 1313, after the failure of the long-awaited (and too-
long-delayed) siege of Florence, a center of resistance to him, Henry fell
sick and died. By then Dante had written several impassioned letters
hailing him as the appointed savior of Italy and had also written to the
Florentines condemning in the harshest terms their resistance to Henry’s
claims. After the collapse of imperial hopes, Dante’s later years were spent
as the guest of Can Grande della Scala at Verona (perhaps 1314-1316)
and then, from perhaps about 1317, of Guido minore da Polenta (the
nephew of Francesca da Rimini) in Ravenna, then a peaceful and palpa-
bly archaic city, dotted with ancient Christian temples decorated with
shimmering mosaics. In Ravenna Dante enjoyed considerable status,
gathering around him a coterie of disciples (though he did no formal
teaching); he was joined there by his sons Jacopo and Pietro, who had
fallen under a reiteration of their father’s condemnation (1315) upon
reaching majority; his daughter Antonia was a nun there, with the name
Beatrice. Of Dante’s wife, Gemma, there is no word. In 1321, after ful-
filling a diplomatic mission in defense of his hosts before the Venetian
council of state, Dante caught a fever (probably malaria) while traversing
the swampy Comacchio region of the Po estuary; he died in Ravenna
on September 13 or 14 of the same year.

Thus most of Dante’s works, including the Comedy, were written in
exile, a fact to which most of them allude. Probably the most important
work, next to the Comedy, is the Convivio [Banquet], planned as a feast
of wisdom offered to its readers, written in Italian because its intended
audience was those who followed the active life with no leisure for study
and who thus knew no Latin. It is a prose commentary, deploying a for-
midable mixture of Aristotelian and Neoplatonic lore for the explana-
tion of three previously composed canzoni. Although the commentary
is coordinated with the poems, Dante finds room to hold forth on the
relation of the vernacular and Latin, on the hierarchy of the liberal arts
in relation to theology and the structure of the cosmos, and on the cor-
relation of the Aristotelian virtues to the ages of man. In its present form—
only four of fifteen projected books (on fourteen canzoni) were com-
pleted—the work is organized around the writer’s devotion to the
personified lady Philosophy, a form of the biblical Sapientia [Wisdom],
who is presented as the successor to Beatrice.

Probably between the composition of the third and fourth books of
the Convivio, Dante began a Latin treatise, De vulgari eloquentia [On
eloquence in the vernacular], also left unfinished. After a preamble on
the necessity of language itself, a critique of the various dialects in use in
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Italy in the thirteenth century leads to the suggestion that the proper lan-
guage of vernacular poetry—referred to as the “illustrious vernacular”—
exists in no single court of ltaly (for Italy lacks a unifying court), but rather
virtually, in the use of all who write well. The illustrious vernacular once
established, Dante uses examples culled from Provencal, French, Sicil-
ian, and north-central Italian poets to derive the preferred forms and
diction of the canzone.

Certainly after 1309, very possibly as late as 1317, Dante wrote a trea-
tise on world government, the Monarchia, which argues for the necessity
of a single all-powerful emperor as ruler of the world on a priori, histori-
cal-theological, and polemical grounds: a single emperor is necessary
because the single human race, with the single goal of full actualization
of its intellectual powers, requires peace, which only a single emperor
can guarantee; the present emperor is the successor of Caesar and of
Augustus, under whose authority Christ chose to be born, thus Rome’s
power was providentially established by God; the papal arguments denying
the equal competences, in their separate spheres, of pope and emperor
are therefore demonstrably false.

Dante wrote other, less important works during his exile: several more
canzoni and short poems; a number of letters, some of them with
important political content; one letter, of debated attribution, expounding
the prologue (really the first eighteen lines) of the Paradiso for Can Grande
della Scala of Verona; a scholastic disputation on the distribution of earth
and water on the surface of the earth; and two Latin eclogues in response
to poems by Giovanni del Virgilio, an early Bolognese humanist, en-
couraging Dante to write in Latin and to accept being crowned in Bologna
with the laurel.

Not the least of the consequences of Dante’s exile is that his work was
done in the unpropitious circumstances of a wandering existence, with
no fixed residence or library, no real status except that conferred on him
ad hoc by his various hosts. Dante’s memory, like that of Aquinas, must
have been prodigious, allowing him to quote scores of texts known by
heart. Among other effects of his exile were his sense, often attested in
the poem, of the diverse linguistic traditions and dialects of Italy, and his
resulting awareness of the need for a common literary language and a
universal monarchical government that might stem the factionalism of
the Ttalian cities.

The most important labor of Dante’s exile was, of course, the vast
Comedy—not vast in length (it is 14,233 lines long), but in scope and
power. Current thinking suggests that the Inferno was published around
1314 (including revisions; a first version was probably ready by 1310)
with the Purgatorio following shortly thereafter, and that the Paradiso was
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brought to completion by 1320 in Ravenna. Dante’s poem could have
taken the form that it did, and acquired the finish that it possesses, at few
other moments in history: that is, at any time other than just before the
breaking up of the attempt, begun by scholastics like Albertus Magnus
and Thomas Aquinas, to harmonize the philosophy of Aristotle with the
teaching of the Catholic Church.

For Dante came to maturity when the most sweeping and exciting
intellectual revolution of the Middle Ages had just crested. The years
1190 to 1250 had witnessed the introduction of the majority of the cor-
pus of Aristotle’s writings, including works on physics, biology, ethics,
psychology (in the older sense, the study of the embodied rational soul),
politics, and metaphysics. These far surpassed in scope and power any-
thing else available and made possible much broader and more intelligent
and sympathetic observation of natural phenomena and human institu-
tions. The renewed natural and human sciences were proposed, moreover,
through Aristotle’s own methods of inquiry and argument (logic, dialectic,
and rhetoric), of great power and persuasiveness; little wonder that scholars
of the day seem to have felt they might come to know virtually every-
thing. This movement was inextricably bound up with the rise of the
cities and their new universities, and roughly contemporaneous with the
rise of literature in the vernaculars.

Although the first Latin versions of Aristotle (from translators in To-
ledo, Spain, and in southemrn Italy) began to circulate toward the end of
the twelfth century, it was not until 1255 that Aristotle’s Nichomachean
Ethics was actually a required text at the University of Paris, the center of
the Aristotelian revival. From the very beginning, however, there had
been reaction from traditional theological circles, who saw in the works
of Aristotle (and in their dissemination, especially by masters from the
Dominican order) both a challenge to their domination over the diffu-
sion of knowledge—not to mention the control of university chairs—
and, as the best young minds began to subject questions of faith to the
razors of dialectic, a dangerous invasion of the sanctum of Christian truth
by rationalistic ideas and styles of thought. A number of episcopal
injunctions early in the century culminated in 1277 with the con-
demnation by Etienne Tempier, bishop of Paris, of over two hundred
propositions: even a number of positions taught by Thomas Aquinas (d.
1274) were declared erroneous. Such discouragement did not, however,
much diminish the spread of Aristotle’s influence, and many of his views
and methods became part of the common heritage of learned inquiry.
Dante was the heir and product of this intellectual ferment, and the unique
combination of conceptual clarity and vivid, realistic presentation of the
natural and human world we see in the Comedy is one expression of a

15



Introduction

thirteenth-century worldview shaped by the scholastic interpretation of
Aristotle and the shift of interest to natural phenomena that accompa-
nied it.

The Comedy was also deeply shaped by another influence, that of the
Franciscan movement, history’s most revolutionary protest against the
wealth of the Church. Saint Francis of Assisi (11817—1226, canonized
1228) was the son of a rich merchant; he publicly renounced his patri-
mony before the bishop in order to espouse a life of utter poverty and
severely ascetic penitence, all in a spirit of spontaneous joyfulness and
loving identification with the suffering Christ. Disciples flocked to the
poverello di Dio |God’s poor little one]| as he became known; in a few years
the Order of Lesser Brothers (Ordo fratrum minorum), verbally authorized
by the pope in 1210, later confirmed with a charter, grew into one of
the largest and most powerful organizations in Europe. In spite of Francis’s
efforts to maintain the purity of his original conception, the order became
immensely rich (and inevitably corrupt) and was split by bitter disputes
on the issue of property (the saint’s will prohibiting the owning of prop-
erty by the order or its members was declared invalid by the pope in
1230). A large group within the order, however, did continue the polemic
in favor of apostolic poverty.

Saint Francis himself had written the first great Italian lyric, the “Cantico
di frate Sole” [Canticle of Brother Sun], in rapturous praise of the beauty
of creation, and the Franciscan movement, with its essentially democra-
tizing impulse, gave powerful impetus to Italian as a medium of devo-
tional poetry. Along with their rivals the Dominicans, the Franciscan
masters dominated instruction in theology at the universities; they were
leaders in forming the new scientific orientations of the fourteenth cen-
tury, and by the time of Dante’s death the principles on which Albertus
and Aquinas had built their remarkable syntheses were under withering
attack from a new generation of nominalist scholastics, chief among them
the Franciscans Duns Scotus (1265?-1308) and William of Occam
(d. 1350): like the first general of the Franciscan order, Saint Bonaventura
(1221-1274), they remained faithful to an Augustinianism that empha-
sized God’s omnipotent will rather than rational continuities. The influ-
ence of the Franciscan movement and its characteristic sensibility is vis-
ible everywhere in thirteenth- and fourteenth-century art (Giotto is the
leading example), architecture, and literature.

As C. H. Grandgent observed long ago, a number of medieval literary
genres are digested and combined in Dante’s poem: the dream-vision
(exemplified by the Old French Romance of the Rose), which included first-
person narration and a global perspective achieved in a dream; accounts
of journeys to the Otherworld (such as the Visio Pauli, Saint Patrick’s
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Purgatory, the Navigatio Sancti Brendani), which contributed the ideas of
distinct areas of punishment and of bringing news of punishment to spark
repentance; philosophical allegory, sometimes of the prosimetrum (mixed
verse and prose) variety, such as Boethius’s Consolatio Philosophiae (the Vita
nuova and, in a sense, the Convivio are prosimetra); the medieval encyclo-
pedia (e.g., Isidore, Brunetto Latini, Vincent of Beauvais, Bartholomew
of England), which brings together information on all subjects; and fi-
nally, the supreme work of the medieval theologian, the comprehensive
presentation of theological knowledge in a summa.

Dante frames a number of problems in the poem as scholastic quaestiones;
but the parallel with scholastic method goes deeper. We might here recall
Erwin Panofsky’s thesis that the same principles governed the scholastic
summae and the great Gothic cathedrals: the cathedrals, like the highly
rationalized sequence of topics of a summa, exhibit clarity for clarity’s sake,
manifesting the exhaustive articulation of their parts; but, like the bal-
ancing of authorities and reason in the scholastic response to a question,
they also embody a principle of concord, or reconciliation of contradic-
tory views, in that the history of solutions to specific problems (like the
insertion of a rose window into a markedly vertical facade) begins by
sharpening and concludes by reconciling opposing tendencies. Both clarity
of articulation and concord can be found at work in the Comedy, for
example in Virgil’s account of love in Purgatorio 1718, or in Paradiso 4,
where Dante reconciles Platonic and Christian views on the influence of
the planets. And an even more fundamental parallel links the form of the
Summae of Alexander of Hales and Aquinas, and no doubt others, and of
the Comedy: the order of subjects discussed in these Summae is explicitly
conceived as a procession from God, through the creatures and man, then
back to God via the mediation of human will and the Incarnation. A
similar procession and return is discernible in Dante’s poem, which begins
with the descent of Beatrice to help Dante, lost in the wood of error,
and then returns through Hell, Purgatory, and the heavenly bodies to
the universal source in God.

Dante’s most important literary models, however, were Vergil’s epic
poem, the Aeneid, and the Vulgate, or Latin Bible. The Aeneid is the epic
of Rome, the city that would one day be the seat of the papacy and the
source of the imperial authority to which Dante looked for the restora-
tion of justice in the world; its author is imagined to be Dante’s guide
through the first two parts of the poem, which is partly to say that Dante’s
account of Hell and Purgatory is ruled to a considerable extent by prece-
dents in the Aeneid. In the tradition of its late antique commentators,
Dante viewed Vergil’s poem as a work that embraced the whole cosmos
and all of history; but the Comedy exceeds even that measure, for it depicts
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this life and the next; it traverses Hell, Purgatory, and Heaven. As
Auerbach showed, it exhibits all levels of style and draws from all genres,
a diversity of register impossible for classical epic.

Such breadth and variety can be matched within a single book only
by the Bible, which is itself a miscellaneous compilation of verse and prose,
myth, chronicle, prophecy, allegory, and sententious wisdom, high style
and low (although always sublime in some sense, being the transcription
of God’s word). Medieval study of the Bible also affects how we inter-
pret Dante’s poem, for Dante’s views of the multiple meanings possible
for a text derive directly from techniques of biblical interpretation typi-
cal of his age (although by Dante’s day even works written by pagans—
Ovid’s Metamorphoses, for example—were interpreted in a similar way).
Although the manner and extent of Dante’s application of such schemes
to his own poem is hotly disputed, that the richness of the poem’s meaning
is in some sense analogous to that of the Bible (as then interpreted) has
been an influential view among modern students of the poem.

The Comedy is much too complex a poem for us to attempt to give a
full account of it in this brief introduction. Instead, we conclude this sec-
tion with discussion of one important image that can stand, metaphori-
cally, for the whole Comedy: the “ladder of creation,” sometimes called
the “great chain of being” or “Homer’s golden chain.” Dante’s poem is
the fullest representation ever made of this ancient concept, so influen-
tial in Western thought. Its most significant implication is that the hier-
archy of logical classes (species and genera) coincides with the hierarchy
of being and value; thus every created thing has a unique and inevitable
place in the order of the cosmos.

That the various, hierarchically arranged levels of creation are viewed
as a “ladder” or (preferably) “stairway” becomes explicit in the Paradiso,
with Jacob’s ladder—Dante specifies that it is “golden”-—which reaches
from the sphere of Satumn to the Empyrean, beyond space and time, in
Cantos 21-22. Thus all creation descends from God stepwise in a “great
chain of being,” described by the Neoplatonist Macrobius as “an unin-
terrupted connection of interlocking links from the supreme deity as far
as the last dregs of things”’; Macrobius identifies this chain with the “golden
chain of Homer” (actually, a rope) mentioned in the Iliad. Although thus
explicit only in Paradiso (why this is so we will see in 2 moment), the
image of the pilgrim’s journey as proceeding gradually along a stairway
recurs throughout the poem: frequently in the Purgatorio to describe the
penitential climb through the seven realms of purgation (3.50-56;
11.40-44; 17.60-62; 27.122-24) and sparingly in Inferno, notably in the
description of both Geryon and Lucifer as “ladders” necessary to the tra-
versing of Hell (17.82-86; 34.82-86; note the same line numbers) and
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in Virgil’s description of Hell in Canto 11 (cf. “descending step by step,”
lines 17-18). Repeatedly Dante rhymes words for stairway or ladder (scala,
scale) with the words for wings (ale, ali) and for climbing (sale, salire) or
descending (cala, calare). These recurring rhymes correlate, and reiterate,
the essential aspects of the pilgrim’s journey as first a descent, then an
ascent along the stairway of being; they are links in the chain and corre-
late the narrative of the poem with the concatenation of its rhymes.
For Dante, the image of the great chain of being had been filtered
through late antique Neoplatonism; in addition to Macrobius, the
idea is important to Augustine, Boethius, and especially Dionysius the
Areopagite, the extraordinarily influential sixth-century writer who suc-
cessfully imposed on the whole Middle Ages his claim to be the Dionysius
converted by Saint Paul in Acts 17 (Saint Denis, the patron saint of
France). In the twelfth and thirteenth centuries the image reappears among
the Platonizing writers associated with the school of Chartres, while
monastic writers pair it with the biblical image of Jacob’s ladder (Gen.
28.12). Contemporary with Dante, Jacob’s ladder as the “ladder of be-
ing” is readily found in the widely read Journey of the Mind to God by the
Franciscan Saint Bonaventura, where the visible creation is treated as a
ladder to be ascended through contemplation to the vision of God:

Since, then, we must mount Jacob’s ladder before descending it, let
us place the first rung of the ascension in the depths, putting the whole
sensible world before us as a mirror, by which ladder we shall cross
over to God, the Supreme Creator, that we may be true Hebrews
crossing from Egypt to the land promised to our fathers; let us also
be Christians crossing with Christ from this world over to the Father.
(John 13.1)

The parallel Bonaventura draws here between the Exodus from Egypt and
the Atonement is fundamental to the Comedy, as the epistle to Can Grande
says. Bonaventura fuses it with the idea of the ladder, and this fusion js also
part of Dante’s conception. When the pilgrim, in the heaven of Mars, is
told by his ancestor Cacciaguida that during his approaching exile he will
experience “what a hard path it is to descend and mount by another’s stairs”
(Par. 17.58-60), his basic images for the poet’s journey to God—the way
or road, and the stairway—are fused in the description of the pain of exile.
(In portions of the passage we do not quote, the images of arrow and bread
gain similar double meanings; see the notes to Paradiso 17.) Such a nexus
of words, images, and rhymes is another link in the chain. In this profoundly
Boethian passage, misfortune is recast as blessing, and one of Dante’s most
heartfelt insights into how his life and his poem have become unified crys-
tallizes around the figure of the stairway of being.
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A number of other important dimensions of the poem are linked to the
idea of the great chain: the poem’s numerological form, by which it may
be said to be “bound” by number (cf. Wisdom 11.21, and see “A Note on
the Form of the Poem”); the oft-remarked scheme of parallel cantos (by
which the popes in Inferno 19 are answered by one in Purgatorio 19); even
the many references, pointed out by Curtius, to the “image of the book,”
may suggest the ancient notion, well known in the Middle Ages, ofa book
as a “chain,” or catena of passages designed for memorization.

All of these aspects of the poein articulate or imply a catenary structure.
Since the golden chain depends from God, this scheme also implies,
consistent with Dante’s intellectual formation, that the Paradiso, though
reached last in the narrative (and the last of the three cantiche to be com-
posed), is the origin and cause of the whole poem. The poem ends where
it logically, causally, began, in its final/first cause: the blessedness that is
humanity’s destiny and the reason for its having been created. This “re-
turn to origins” is evident everywhere in the Paradiso: the pilgrim meets
his remote physical origins (first his ancestor Cacciaguida, then the “first
father,” Adam) and is told why he should write down his vision, so that
we witness the logical genesis of the poem. These moments of origin are
the narrative and autobiographical equivalents of cosmic structure, which
provides that the heavenly spheres (and the angelic intelligences that drive
them) are the cooperating agents (secondary causes) in bringing about
what happens on earth, far below. The inescapable corollary is that if we
wish to fully understand Dante’s poem on its own terms, we must fol-
low it through to its end, which is its real beginning: everything both
derives from it and hangs from it.

A Note on the Form of the Poem

The Inferno, like the rest of the Divine Comedy, is written in the normal
eleven-syllable line of Italian poetry. The prestige of this line was estab-
lished by the poets of the Sicilian school (mid-thirteenth century), who
invented the sonnet and introduced the high courtly lyric into Italy, and
by those of the so-called dolce stil novo, Bolognese and Tuscan poets of
the generation before Dante’s and later. Dante’s own treatise on poetry
in the vernacular, the De vulgari eloguentia (unfinished, ca. 1306), set forth
theoretical grounds for the superiority of the hendecasyllable to other
line lengths, but it was the Divine Cosmedy itself that definitively estab-
lished the preeminence of the hendecasyllable and, to some extent, that
of its formal rhyme pattern, terza rima, for narrative poetry.

The hendecasyllable corresponds to the normal ten-syllable verse of
English poetry as practiced by Chaucer and Milton. This was not a met-
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rical scheme in the sense of requiring a fixed pattern of metrical feet, as
it became in the nineteenth century. Rather the nature of the line was
determined by the number of syllables (normally ten in English but eleven
in Italian, since most Italian words are accented on the next-to-last syl-
lable, the penult), with certain syllables, which might be called the anchors
of the line, being accented. In both English and Italian the tenth syllable
must be accented as well as either the fourth or the sixth. There must be
a caesura, or break in the line, normally near its middle. Beyond this,
there is a virtually unlimited flexibility: any number of syllables in any
additional positions may be accented. Two famous lines of Milton’s il-
lustrate the principle (accented syllables are underlined; the caesura is
marked with |):

Of Man’s First Disobedience, | and the Fruit . . .

Note that the fourth and eighth syllables are not accented, but the sec-
ond, third, sixth, and tenth are; this is not iambic pentameter. In

Hurl'd headlong flaming | from th’ Ethereal Sky . . .

the first, second, fourth, eighth, and tenth syllables are accented, but not
the sixth.
Compare Dante’s verse (5. 142)

E cad-di, | co-me cor-po mor-to ca-de.

One additional principle needs to be added to complete the picture:
ordinarily, contiguous vowels are elided. Thus (in line 2 of the Inferno)
“u-na sel-va os-cu-ra” counts as six syllables, not seven, because the a
ending selva is combined in pronunciation with the o beginning oscura.
(For the rules of Italian pronunciation, the reader should consult an el-
ementary grammar text.) Here are the opening four lines:

Nel mez-zo del cam-min | di nos-tra vi-ta,
mi ri-tro-vai | per u-na sel-va os-cu-ra,
ché la di-rit-ta via | e-ra smar-ri-ta.

Ahi quant-o a dir qual er-|a é co-sadu-ra. ..

In line 4, there are three contiguous vowel pairs that must be elided: ahi,
0 a, a é. The frequency of them in this and the following line is unusual
and contributes strongly to the breathless, anxious effect they create (as
does, of course, the highly unusual position of the caesura in both). Of
course it often happens that two contiguous vowels both have to be pro-
nounced. This can be seen, in fact, in the third line of the poem. The
strong caesura after via requires the two vowels of that word to be elided.
As one can readily see, the repertoire of expressive possibilities in Italian
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verse is very great indeed, and although there were fine poets before him,
Dante was the first poet to explore them with anything like thoroughness.

One last item of terminology. An Italian hendecasyllable normally has
a full eleven syllables, having one unaccented syllable after the accented
tenth one. This type ofline and line-ending is called piano [smooth]. But,
like an English line, though more rarely, it can end after the tenth syl-
lable, as in 4.60:

e con Ra-che-le, per cui tan-to fg,

in which case it is called tronco [truncated], or it can have two unaccented
syllables after the tenth, as in 24.66:

a pa-ro-le for-mar dis-con-ve-ne-vo-le,

in which case it is called sdrucciolo [sliding]. The verso piano is by far the
most numerous of the three types.

The rhyme scheme of the Comedy, invented by Dante, is called terza
rima (literally, third [i.e., triple] thyme). Here is the opening of the poem:

Nel mezzo del cammin di nostra vita A (-ita)
mi ritrovai per una selva oscura, B (-ura)
ché la diritta via era smarrita. A (-1ta)

Ahi, quanto a dir qual era ¢ cosa dura, B (-ura)
esta selva selvaggia e aspra e forte C (-orte)
che nel pensier rinova la paural B (-ura)

Tant’ é amara che poco & pitl morte; C (-orte)
ma per trattar del ben ch’ i” vi trovai, D (-a1)
diro de I’altre cose ch’i’ v’ho scorte. C (orte)

lo non so ben nidir com’ i’ v’intrai, D (-ai)
tant’ era pien di sonno a quel punto E (~unto)
che la verace via abbandonai. D (-ai)

After the first group of three lines (called a terzina), each terzina begins
and ends with the middle rthyme of the previous one, introducing a new
one into its own second position. [t is easy to see from the punctuation
that the syntactic units generally follow the division into terzinas. At the
same time, the rhyme scheme forms a kind of interlocking chain that
links each terzina with the previous and subsequent ones. Each rhyme
appears three times, except for the ones that open and close cantos, which
appear only twice. Here is the end of the first canto:

E 10 a lui: “Poeta, io ti richeggio X (-eggio)
per quello Dio che tu non conoscesti, Y (-esti)
accio ch’io fugga questo male e peggio, X (-eggio)
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che tu mi meni 1a dov’ or dicesti, Y (-esti)
si ch’io veggia la porta di san Pietro Z (-etro)
e color cui tu fai cotanto mesti.” Y (-esti)
Allor si mosse, e 1o li tenni dietro. Z (-etro)

Thus the end of a canto is a kind of mirror image of its beginning.

Terza rima is an extremely supple and flexible medium. In the Divine
Comedy there is no set number of lines in a canto; the cantos range in
length from 115 to 160 lines. It is clear that Dante associated the triplici-
ties of the form (groups of three lines, interlocking chains of three rhymes)
with the idea of the Creator as triune and with the idea of the chain of
being. In the wake of Saint Augustine’s De trinitate, he saw the marks of
the Creator’s triple unity everywhere in creation—in the structure of time
(past, present, and future), in the triple structure of man’s nature (ratio-
nal, appetitive, and vegetative), and in the three “first things” (form and
matter, separate and conjoined)—and he regarded his verse medium, terza
rima, as one of the ways his creation of the poem imitated God’s cre-
ation of the universe: others are, of course, that the poem has three parts
and that it consists of a “perfect” number of cantos, 100—or, after the
prologue of the first canto, three parts of thirty-three cantos each. (John
Freccero’s 1983 essay “The Significance of Terza Rima” discusses fur-
ther implications of the form; see the Bibliography.)

Suggested Readings

Barbi, Michele. 1954. Life of Dante. Edited and translated by Paul G.
Ruggiers. Berkeley: University of California Press.

Carroll, John S. [1904] 1971. Exiles of Eternity: An Exposition of Dante’s
Inferno. Port Washington, N.Y.: Kennikat Press.

Freccero, John, ed. 1965. Dante: A Collection of Critical Essays. Twenti-
eth Century Views. Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall.

Gilson, Etienne. 1936. The Spirit of Mediaeval Philosophy (Gifford Lectures,
1931-1932). Translated by A. H. C. Downes. New York: Scribner.

Holmes, George. 1980. Dante. Past Masters. Oxford: Oxford University
Press.

. 1986. Florence, Rome, and the Origins of the Renaissance. Oxford:
Clarendon Press.

Hughes, Robin. 1968. Heaven and Hell in Western Art. New York: Stein
and Day.

23



Introduction

Jacoff, Rachel, ed. 1993. The Cambridge Companion to Dante. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press.

Keen, Maurice. 1968. A History of Medieval Europe. London: Routledge
& Kegan Paul.

Lectura Dantis Virginiana. Dante’s Inferno: Introductory Readings. 1990.
Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press.

Singleton, Charles S. 1949. An Essay on the “Vita nuova.” Cambridge,
Mass.: Harvard University Press.

. 1954. Dante’s Commedia: Elements of Structure. Carbridge, Mass.:
Harvard University Press.

Southern, R. W. 1970. Western Society and the Church in the Middle Ages.
Vol. 2 of The Pelican History of the Church. London: Penguin Books.



INFERNO




10

13

16

19

22

25

28

CANTO 1

Nel mezzo del cammin di nostra vita
mi ritrovai per una selva oscura,
ché la diritta via era smarrita.
Ahi quanto a dir qual era ¢ cosa dura
esta selva selvaggia e aspra e forte
che nel pensier rinova la paura!
Tant’ & amara che poco & pin morte;
ma per trattar del ben ch’i’ vi trovai,
dird de laltre cose ch’t’ v’ho scorte.
Io non so ben ridir com’ 1’ v'intrai,
tant’ era pien di sonno a quel punto
che la verace via abbandonai.
Ma poi ch’t’ fui al pié d’un colle giunto,
la dove terminava quella valle
che m’avea di paura il cor compunto,
guardai in alto, e vidi le sue spalle
vestite gia de’ raggi del pianeta
che mena dritto altrui per ogne calle.
Allor fu la paura un poco queta
che nel lago del cor m’era durata
la notte ch’f’ passai con tanta pieta.
E come quei che con lena affannata,
uscito fuor del pelago a la riva,
st volge a l'acqua perigliosa e guata:
cosi I'animo mio, ch’ancor fuggiva,
si volse a retro a rimirar lo passo
che non lascio gid mai persona viva.
Poi ch’éi posato un poco il corpo lasso,
ripresi via per la piaggia diserta
si che '] pi¢ fermo sempre era 'l pit basso.
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CANTO 1

The dark wood—the three beasts—Virgil—the prophecy of the

greyhound—the plan of the journey

In the middle of the journey of our life, I came to
myself in a dark wood, for the straight way was lost.

Ah, how hard a thing it is to say what that wood
was, so savage and harsh and strong that the
thought of it renews my fear!

It is so bitter that death is little more so! But to
treat of the good that I found there, I will tell of
the other things I saw.

I cannot really say how I entered there, so full of
sleep was [ at the point when [ abandoned the true
way.

But when I had reached the foot of a hill, where
the valley ended that had pierced my heart with fear,
I locked on high and saw its shoulders clothed
already with the rays of the planet that leads us

straight on every path.

Then was the fear a little quieted that in the lake
of my heart had lasted through the night I passed
with so much anguish.

And like one with laboring breath, come forth out
of the deep onto the shore, who turns back to the
perilous water and stares:

so my spirit, still fleeing, turned back to gaze
again at the pass that has never yet left anyone alive.

After I had a little rested my weary body, I tock
my way again along that deserted slope, so that my
halted foot was always the lower.
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Inferno

Ed ecco, quasi al cominciar de Uerta,
una lonza leggera e presta molto,
che di pel macolato era coverta,

e non mi si partia dinanzi al volto,
anzi ‘'mpediva tanto il mio cammino
ch’i’ fui per ritornar piu volte volto.

Temp’ era del principio del mattino,
e 'l sol montava 'n su con quelle stelle
ch’ eran con luil quando 'amor divino

mosse di prima quelle cose belle;
si ch’ a bene sperar m’era cagione
di quella fiera a la gaetta pelle

I'ora del tempo e la dolce stagione.
Ma non s1 che paura non mi desse
la vista che m’apparve d’un leone.

Questi parea che contra me venisse
con la test’ alta e con rabbiosa fame,
si che parea che Paere ne tremesse.

Ed una lupa, che di tutte brame
sembiava carca ne la sua magrezza,

e molte genti fé gia viver grame,

questa mi porse tanto di gravezza
con la paura ch’ uscia di sua vista,
ch’ io perdei la speranza de 'altezza.

E qual e quei che volontieri acquista,
e giugne 'l tempo che perder lo face,
che 'n tutti suoi pensier piange e s attrista:

tal mi fece la bestia sanza pace,
che, venendomi 'ncontro, a poco a poco
mi ripigneva la dove 'l sol tace.

Mentre ch’t’ rovinava in basso loco,
dinanzi a li occhi mii si fu offerto
chi per lungo silenzio parea fioco.

Quando vidi costui nel gran diserto,
“Miserere di me,” gridai a lui,

“qual che tu sii, od ombra od omo certo!”

Rispuosemi: “Non omo, omo gia fui,
e i parenti miei furon lombardi,
nmantoani per patria ambedui.
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And behold, almost at the beginning of the steep,
a leopard, light and very swift, covered with spotted
fur;

and it did not depart from before my face but
rather so impeded my way that I was at several
turns turned to go back.

The time was the beginning of the morning, and
the sun was mounting up with those stars that were
with it when God’s love

first set those lovely things in motion; so that I
took reason to have good hope of that beast with its
gaily painted hide

from the hour of the morning and the sweet
season; but not so that I did not fear the sight of a
lion that appeared to me.

He appeared to be coming against me with his
head high and with raging hunger, so that the air
appeared to tremble at him.

And a she-wolf, that seemed laden with all
cravings in her leanness and has caused many
peoples to live in wretchedness,

she put on me so much heaviness with the fear
that came from the sight of her, that I lost hope of
reaching the heights.

And like one who gladly acquires, and the time
arrives that makes him lose, who in all of his
thoughts weeps and becomes sad:

so she made me, that restless beast, who, coming
against me, little by little was driving me back to
where the sun is silent.

While T was falling down into a low place, before
my eyes one had offered himself to me who through
long silence seemed hoarse.

When I saw him in the great wildemess, “Miserere
—on me,” I cried to him, “whatever you may be,
whether shade or true man!”

He replied: “Not a man, I was formerly a man,
and my parents were Lombards, Mantuans both by
birth.




Inferno

70 Nacqui sub Iulio, ancor che fosse tardi,
e vissi a Roma sotto '] buono Augusto
nel tempo de li déi falsi e bugiardi.

73 Poeta fui, e cantai di quel giusto
figliuol d’Anchise che venne di Troia
poi che ’1 superbo Ilién fu combusto.

76 Ma tu perché ritorni a tanta noia?
Perché non sali il dilettoso monte
ch’ & principio e cagion di tutta gioia?”

79 “Or se’ tu quel Virgilio e quella fonte
che spandi di parlar si largo filume?”
rispuos’ io lui con vergognosa fronte.

82 “O de 1i altri poeti onore e lume,
vagliami 'l lungo studio e ’l grande amore
che m’ha fatto cercar lo tuo volume.

85 Tu se’ lo mio maestro e 'l mio autore,
tu se’ solo colui da cu’ jo tolsi
lo bello stilo che m’ha fatto onore.

88 Vedi la bestia per cu’ 1o mi volsi:
aiutami da lei, famoso saggio,
ch’ ella mi fa tremar le vene e i polsi.”

91 “A te convien tenere altro viaggio,”
rispuose, poi che lagrimar mi vide,

“se vuo’ campar d’esto loco selvaggio;

94 ché questa bestia, per la qual tu gride,
non lascia altrui passar per la sua via,
ma tanto lo 'mpedisce che I'uccide;

97 e ha natura si malvagia e ria,
che mai non empie la bramosa voglia,

e dopo 'l pasto ha piu fame che pria.

100 Molti son 1i animali a cui s’ammoglia,
e pit saranno ancora, infin che ’1 veltro
verrd, che la fard morir con doglia.

103 Questi non cibera terra né peltro,
ma saplenza, amore e virtute,

e sua nazion sara tra feltro e feltro.

106 Di quella umile Italia fia salute
per cui mori la vergine Cammilla,
Eunalo e Turno e Niso di ferute.
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Canto 1

I was born sub Iulio, though it was late, and I
lived in Rome under the good Augustus in the time
of the false and lying gods.

I was a poet, and [ sang of that just son of
Anchises who came from Troy, when proud Ilion
was destroyed by fire.

But you, why do you return to so much suffering?
why do you not climb the delightful mountain that is
origin and cause of all joy?”

“Now are you that Virgil, that fountain which
spreads forth so broad a river of speech?” I replied
with shamefast brow.

“O honor and light of the other poets, let my long
study and great love avail me, that has caused me to
search through your volume.

You are my master and my author, you alone are
he from whom I have taken the pleasing style that
has won me honor.

See the beast for which [ have tumed back: help
me against her, famous sage, for she makes my veins
and pulses tremble.”

“You must hold to another path,” he replied, after
he saw me weep, “if you wish to escape from this
savage place;

for this beast at which you cry out lets no one
pass by her way, but so much impedes him that she
kills him;

and she has a nature so evil and cruel that her
greedy desire is never satisfied, and after feeding she
is hungrier than before.

Many are the animals with whom she mates, and
there will be more still, until the greyhound shall
come, who will make her die in pain.

He will feed on neither earth nor pelf, but on
wisdom, love, and power, and his birth will be
between felt and felt.

He will be the savior of that humble Italy for
which the virgin Camilla died of her wounds, and
Euryalus, Turnus, and Nisus.
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Questi la caccera per ogne villa,
fin che I’avra rimessa ne lo 'nferno,
la onde 'nvidia prima dipartilla.
Ond’ io per lo tuo me’ penso e discerno
che tu mi segui, e io sard tua guida,
e trarrotti di qui per loco etterno,
ove udirai le disperate strida,
vedrai li antichi spiriti dolenti,
ch’a la seconda morte clascun grida;
e vederai color che son contenti
nel foco, perché speran di venire,
quando che sia, a le beati genti.
A le quai poi se tu vorrai salire,
anima fia a ci6 piu di me degna:
con lei ti lascero nel mio partire;
ché quello Imperador che 13 st regna,
perch’ 1’ fu’ ribellante a la sua legge,
non vuol che 'n sua citta per me si vegna.
In tutte parti impera e quivi regge;
quivi & la sua cittd e Palto seggio:
oh felice colui cu’ ivi elegge!”
E 10 a lui: “Poeta, 1o ti richeggio
per quello Dio che tu non conoscesti,
accio ch’io fugga questo male e peggio,
che tu mi meni 1a dov’ or dicesti,
si ch’io veggia la porta di san Pietro
e color cui tu fai cotanto mesti.”
Allor si mosse, e 10 i tenni dietro.
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He will drive her from every town until he has
put her back in Hell, whence envy first sent her
forth.

Thus for your good I think and judge that you
shall follow me, and I shall be your guide, and [ will
lead you from here through an eternal place,

where you will hear the desperate shrieks, you
will see the ancient suffering spirits, who all cry out
at the second death;

and you will see those who are content in the fire,
because they hope to come, whenever it may be, to
the blessed people.

To whom then if you shall wish to rise, there will
be a soul more worthy of that than I; with her I shall
leave you when I depart;

for that Emperor who reigns on high, because I
was a rebel to his law, wills not that I come into his
city.

In every place he commands, and there he rules;
there is his city and high throne: O happy the one he
chooses to be therel”

And I to him: “Poet, [ beg you by that God whom
you did not know, so that I may flee this evil and
worse,

that you lead me where you have just now said,
so that [ may see the gate of Saint Peter and those
whom you call so woebegone.”

Then he moved, and I followed after him.
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NOTES

1. In the middle of the journey of our life: Later passages (e.g., 21.112-
14) place the action of the poem in April 1300; if, as is probable, Dante was
born in May 1265, he would be thirty-five in 1300, midway in the normative
biblical lifespan, “threescore years and ten” (Psalm 90.10), mentioned by Dante
in Convivio 4.23 (cf. Is. 38.10: “In the midst of my days I shall go to the gates of
Hell”). The line suggests, with the plural possessive “our,” that the pilgrim is a
representative human being, an Everyman. Dante omits or postpones the tradi-
tional “topics of exordium,” such as announcement of subject, dedication, and
invocation of the muse; the abruptness of this beginning is highly unconven-
tional in medieval as well as classical narrative.

2. I came to myself: The traditional translation of mi ritrovai is “I found
myself.” In our view, the prefix ri-, rather than denoting repetition here, serves
to intensify the inward nature of the event: Dante is describing a moral awakening.
We believe there is also, both here and in line 11, a (very understated) reference
to the literary genre of dream-vision, in which the dream regularly begins with
an awakening (early illustrations often show a “sleeping’ poet-as-author at the
beginning); this question is more fully discussed in the note on Par. 32.139 (see
the note to 2.8).

2. a dark wood: The “wood” of error and sin (cf. Convivio 4.24.12); there
may be a reference to the “ancient forest, deep dwelling of beasts” near the mouth
of Hades in Aen. 6.179. There is probably a reference to the Platonic idea of
matter (silva in the Latin translation of the Timaeus) and also to the forest of
Arthurian romance. Dante is perhaps drawing on the beginning of his teacher
Brunetto Latini’s allegorical poem the Tesoretto, in which the narrator loses his
way in a wondrous forest, where the goddess Nature appears to instruct him.

3. the straight way: The course of the just man, leading to God (see Psalm
23.3, Prov. 2.13—-14, 2 Peter 2.15). If ché is taken as che, the so-called modal
conjunction (the orthography of Dante’s time did not distinguish them), the line
could mean “where the straight way was lost.”

4-7. Ah, how hard . . . death is little more [bitter]: Note the characteristic
stress on an identity between the writing of the poem and the experience it relates:
though in terms of the fiction the narrator has seen God, he is still subject to all
the terrors of the journey as he narrates them.

8. to treat of the good that I found there: Trartar [to treat systematically]
1s a semi-technical term, like good; this is an oblique announcement of the subject
of the poem, for the “good” he found there would seem to be the undertaking
of the journey (cf. 2.126).
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11. so full of sleep: The sleep of'sin and moral oblivion (as in Romans 13.11—
14), again, we believe, with implicit reference to dream-vision (see the note to
line 2).

13. a hill: Like the sea and the dark wood, the hill, later called a mountain, is part
of a traditional symbolic landscape we intuitively understand as representing the
position of human beings between the depths and the heights (Dante may well
have in mind the famous instance in the Old French Queste del saint Graal, pp. 91~
92). For the “Lord’s holy mountain,” see Psalms 24.3, 43.3, 121.1 and Is. 2.2-5.

17-18. the planet that leads us straight: The expression emphasizes the role
of the sun as revealer of knowledge and wisdom. In Convivio 3.12, Dante dis-
cusses the sun as the chief visible analogue of God. The sun is a “planet” (wan-
derer) like the six others, moving against the background of the fixed stars.

20. lake of my heart: Medieval physiology thought of the heart not as a pump,
but as a reservoir of blood and pneuma (“spirit”): fear would rush them back to
the “lake,” leaving the limbs pale and weak. Compare Vita nuova 2.4 and the
canzone “Cosl nel mio parlar voglio esser aspro,” lines 45-47 (translated in
Durling and Martinez 1990, pp. 286-90).

21. anguish: Dante’s word is pieta, a form of pieta, which includes the mean-
ings “pity, pitiable suffering,” even “piety.”

22. like one with laboring breath: The first formal simile: the pilgrim has meta-
phorically escaped shipwreck (“slope” at line 29 can also mean “shore”), as Aeneas
does literally at the beginning of the Aeneid. Hollander (1969) explores an elaborate
system of parallels with the opening of the Aeneid in the first cantos of the Infermo.

27. the pass that has never yet left anyone alive: Probably damnation it-
self (see Prov. 12.28).

28. my weary body: The presence of the pilgrim’s body, of which this is the
first mention, will be insisted on throughout Inferno and Purgatorio.

30. my halted foot was always the lower: Freccero (1959) has given the
best explanation of this famous crux. In the act of walking, one foot must be
fixed to support the body while the other moves; according to Aristotle and
others, we naturally begin to walk by lifting the right foot, so that the left can be
referred to as the naturally fixed or halted foot. Thus the pilgrim’s left foot is
dragging behind his right one, is always “the lower.”

The soul was said to walk (i.e., to move toward its objects) on the two “feet”
of its two chief faculties, intellect and will (desire); the left foot of the soul (will,
for the heart is on the left side) drags behind the right foot (intellect) because of
the laming wound in man’s nature inflicted by Adam’s Fall: intellect is able to
see the goal clearly, but will moves toward it only haltingly.
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32. aleopard: Commentators do not agree on the significance of this and the
other beasts—lion and she-wolf—that drive back the pilgrim, whick Dante’s
Italian ties together with alliteration (lonza, leone, lupa). Various possibilities have
been suggested; the most likely correlates them with the triple division of Hell
into sins of disordered appetite (she-wolf), violence (lion), and fraud (leopard);
other identifications, such as the leopard with lust and the she-wolf with fraud,
though traditional, seem arbitrary. The poem does seem to call out for labels
here, but it is important to see that at this point it is withholding definitive clues:
the pilgrim mav be as mystified as the reader, and only later experience will explain
the beasts.

37-43. The time was . . . the sweet season: This second astronomical ref-
erence identifies the beginning of the action as related to the spring equinox
(March 21 by convention, March 14 in fact, in Dante’s time); medieval tradi-
tion held that at the moment of creation the sun was at the first point of Aries.
Other evidence in the poem suggests the date of April 8, 1300.

44~48. butnotso . .. tremble at him: Note the repeated emphasis on Dante’s
fear. The dreamlike character of the scene raises the question to what extent the
beasts are projections of internal dangers.

49-54. And a she-wolf. . . of reaching the heights: Why the pilgrim should
be most afraid of the she-wolf is not explained (cf. line 97, with note).

55. gladly acquires: The economic simile (first of many) targets a society, the
Florence of Dante’s youth and young adulthood, only recently become wealthy
and acquisitive.

60. the sun is silent: That is, where knowledge 1s darkened and hope is gone.
The sun is traditionally associated with speech (e.g., Psalm 18.2-3).

62—63. before my eyes ... seemed hoarse: Virgil is now introduced, to
become Dante’s guide. The elaborately contorted phrasing, which the transla-
tion renders literally, is striking in two respects. First, the pluperfect “had been
offered” suggests that in some sense Virgil has been there for some time; second,
the passive suggests that Dante must see Virgil before Virgil can speak to him.
These features are particularly appropriate if the figure of Virgil is taken to refer
to the codex of the historical Vergil’s works (for our spellings, see below), where
his voice does exist for the eye; they are most probably to be connected with an
allegorical meaning: a reading of Vergil's works, especially of the Aeneid, would
seem to have played a prominent role in the spiritual crisis of 1300 (cf. Leo 1951).
Thus the conventional allegoresis of Dante’s Virgil as representing “human
reason,” while at times undeniably valid, is much too narrow. The figure of Virgil
in the poem should be taken to refer to the soul of the historical Vergil, expressed
in his voice—his poetry—but in possession of added knowledge because he is
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dead, though still subject to some of his old limitations. Virgil’s hoarseness has
been variously explained (the Italian allows “dim” or “weak” as well as “hoarse”):
his Latin is no longer understood; his works have been disregarded (whether by
Dante or others); or he is a shade like those of the Vergilian underworld.

Modern scholarship has established that Vergilius is the correct spelling of
Vergil's name; Dante follows the traditional medieval spelling in writing Virgilio.
We shall maintain the distinction, using Vergil to refer to the historical Vergil,
and Virgil to refer to the character in Dante’s poem.

65. Miserere [have mercy]: The Latin here derives most immediately from
the Psalms (especially Psalm 51 [Vulgate 50}, liturgically the most important peni-
tential psalm).

67. Not a man: Because dead, a disembodied soul. In Dante’s Christian Aristo-
telian view, a human being is the union of body and soul (see the note to 6.110-12).

70. born sub Iulio: Publius Vergilius Maro was born in 70 B.c. at Andes, near
Mantua, then in Cisalpine Gaul; he died at Brundusium in 19 B.c., leaving the
Aeneid, on which he had spent eleven years, incomplete. At the order of Augustus,
Vergil’s literary executors disregarded the poet’s wish that it be burned. Vergil’s
other principal works are his pastoral Eclogues or Bucolics, which strongly influ-
enced Dante, and his versified treatise on agriculture and husbandry, the Georgics,
which has left fewer apparent traces in Dante’s work. Vergil was born “under
Julius,” when Julius Caesar, born about 100 8.c., had barely qualified for the Senate;
he was only twenty-six when Caesar was assassinated in 44 B.c. Although Caesar
was not in power at Vergil’s birth, Dante wishes to associate the poet of the Roman
empire with the figure that he considered its founder (see the note to 2.20—-24).

72. false and lying gods: Christian opinion, based on Psalm 96.5 [Vulgate
95], and established since Augustine, was that the gods of the pagan world (Jove,
Juno, Mars, etc.) were demons that had led humanity astray through the oracles,
which were silenced at Christ’s birth (see City of God 2.2, 2.10); certain indi-
viduals, such as Plato and Aristotle, and often Vergil, were thought to have been
essentially monotheists though they used polytheistic terminology. Dante fre-
quently uses the names Jove and Apollo to refer to the Christian God (e.g., 31.92,
Par. 1.13).

73-74. just son: Justice, the noblest of the moral virtues, is attributed to Aeneas,
son of the goddess Venus and Trojan Anchises, founder of Rome after the
destruction of Troy (“‘proud llion™) by the Greeks (see Aen. 1.544—45). Vergil
sang of Aeneas in his Aeneid, vessel of one of the Middle Ages’ most significant
myths: the descent of Europeans from Aeneas and other Trojans.

78. origin and cause of all joy: The mountain is designated as the origin of
happiness following Aristotle’s analysis of causation, in which the final cause (the
telos, the goal or end) is also the first cause (the arche, origin).
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79-80. are you that Virgil . . . river of speech: That Vergil’s poetry was
like a great river was a traditional topic in ancient and medieval literary criti-
cism. In the Middle Ages, the Aeneid, Georgics, and Eclogues were thought to
define the levels of poetic style: “tragic” or “high,” “middle” or “rustic,” and
“low” or “bucolic,” respectively.

79. are you that Virgil: Compare Aen. 1.617: “Tune ille Aeneas quem . ..”
[Are you that Aeneas whom . . .], in Dido’s first speech to Aeneas.

85. You are my master and my author: The translation will uniformly trans-
late maestro as “master,” though the word also means “teacher”; the modern
“author” no longer conveys the meaning the term autore had for the Middle Ages.
An auctor is one whose formative influence on others has been so great and so
widespread that he has acquired authority in the strongest possible (positive) sense:
he is “worthy of faith and obedience” (Convivio 4.6).

87. the pleasing style that has won me honor: There are traces of Vergil’s
stylistic influence on Dante as early as the Vita niova (ca. 1294) and the rime petrose
(1296). Dante was already well known as a poet in 1300.

91. You must hold to another path: The pilgrim cannot proceed directly
up the mountain; he must first descend. See Romans 6.3—4:

Know ye not, that all we, who are baptized in Christ Jesus are baptized in
his death? For we are buried together with him by baptism into death:
that as Christ is risen from the dead by the glory of the Father, so we also
may walk in newness of life.

The penitential descent into Hell imitates Christ’s death on the Cross and is par-
allel to baptism, the sacramental death to sin, followed by “newness oflife.” The
pattern by which the believer’s experience is a figural imitation of Christ is fun-
damental to the poem.

97. she has a nature . .. : Virgil’s account of the she-wolf, obscure as it is,
makes clear that, as the pilgrim sensed in line 51, she is a terrible external power
and a major force in history.

100. the animals with whom she mates: The language is that of the Old
Testament prophets, for whom unfaithfulness to Jehovah is “fornication” (cf.
Is. 1.21, Jer. 3.1, and Apoc. 18.3).

101-5. the greyhound . .. felt: Innumerable explanations have been offered
of this prophecy. There are two main families of interpretation: (1) the grey-
hound refers to the Second Coming of Christ or to an ecclesiastical figure pre-
figuring it; (2) the greyhound refers to a secular ruler, who would also prefigure
the Second Coming. Prime candidates for the latter figure are Can Grande della
Scala, the Ghibelline leader of the Veronese noble house that offered Dante
hospitality during his exile (his title, derived from khas, also means “dog,” hence
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greyhound), and Emperor Henry VII, whose descent into Italy in 1311 to 1313
seemed to Dante to prormise, before his untimely death, the reform of religious
and political institutions for which he yearned. “Between felt and felt” has been
taken to mean a geographical location (between the towns of Feltre and
Montefeltro), an astrological sign (the Gemini, Dante’s own natal sign, were
sometimes shown with felt caps), the two mendicant orders (Franciscans and
Dominicans), and a technique of election (counters dropped into felt-lined boxes),
perhaps with reference to an emperor. Along with the prophecy in the last canto
of the Purgatorio (to which it is closely related), this passage remains one of the
most obscure in the poem. The best discussion is Davis 1976.

106. that humble Italy: Dante adapts Aen. 3.522-23, where the term humilis
[low-lying] refers to the physical appearance of the Italian shore as seen by Aeneas’s
crew. Note the contrast with line 75, “proud Ilion,” itself an echo of Aen. 3.2-3

(superbum/Ilium).

107-8. virgin Camilla . . . Nisus: Dante lists some of the fallen in the Trojan-
Italian war described in the last six books of Vergil’s epic, including Turnus, the
chief antagonist of Aeneas as rival for the hand of Lavinia. But Trojans (Nisus
and Euryalus) and native Italians (the Rutulian Turnus, the Volscian Camilla)
are carefully interwoven in Dante’s list, their former antagonisms elided. The
lines suggest patriotism as the motive of these deaths.

111. whence envy first sent her forth: See Wisdom 2.24: “by the envy of
the devil, death came into the world.” The devil’s envy of man’s favored status
is the traditional reason for his enmity.

117. the second death: The death of the soul in eternal damnation, follow-
ing the first, physical death; for the expression, see Apoc. 20.15, 21.8. An im-
portant textual variant here has occasioned debate (see “Textual Variants”).

118-19. content in the fire: Souls undergoing the fire of purgation. A me-
tonymy for all of Purgatory, which includes a diversity of punishments; the iden-
tification of Purgatory with fire is traditional, resting on 1 Cor. 3.13-15 (“the fire
shall test every man’s work . . . but he himself shall be saved, yet so as by fire”).

120-26. the blessed people . .. into his city: The blessed are thought of as
inhabiting, along with the angels, the “Empyrean,” a sphere of fire beyond the
confines of the cosmos; this is “his city,” to which the pilgrim ascends in the Paradiso.

122. a soul more worthy: Unmistakably, Beatrice, the poet’s lady celebrated
in the Vita nuova (see 2.53).

124-25. that Emperor ... a rebel to his law: For the question of how
Virgil was a “rebel” against God’s law, see 4.33-39, with notes.

134. the gate of Saint Peter: The gate to Purgatory (see Purg. 9.73-145).
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Lo giormo se n’andava, e I'aere bruno
toglieva li animai che sono in terra
da le fatiche loro; e io sol uno

m’apparecchiava a sostener la guerra
si del cammino e s1 de la pietate,
che ritrarra la mente che non erra.

O muse, o alto ingegno, or m’aiutate;
o0 mente che scrivesti cio ch’io vidi,
qui si parrd la tua nobilitate.

[o cominciai: “Poeta che mi guidi,
guarda la mia virta s’ell’ & possente,
prima ch’a I'alto passo tu mi fidi.

Tu dici che di Silvio il parente,
corruttibile ancora, ad immortale
secolo ando, e fu sensibilmente.

Pero, se I'avversario d’ogne male
cortese 1 fu, pensando alto effetto
ch’uscir dovea di lui, e ’l chi e 'l quale,

non pare indegno ad omo d’intelletto;
ch’ e’ fu de I’alma Roma e di suo impero
ne 'empireo ciel per padre eletto:

la quale e 'l quale, a voler dir lo vero,
fu stabilita per lo loco santo
u’ siede 1l successor del maggior Piero.

Per quest’ andata onde i dai tu vanto,
intese cose che furon cagione
di sua vittoria e del papale ammanto.

Andovvi poi lo Vas d’elezione,
per recarne conforto a quella fede
ch’e principio a la via di salvazione.
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CANTO 2

Fears—precedents for the journey—Virgil’s account of his being sent—

Beatrice’s account of her being sent

The day was departing, and the darkened air was
releasing all living creatures on the earth from their
toils; and I alone

prepared myself to undergo the war both of the
journey and of pity, which memory, unerring, will
depict.

O muses, O high wit, now help me; O memory
that wrote down what I saw, here will your nobility
appear.

I began: “Poet who are my guide, consider my
strength, if it is powerful enough, before you entrust
me to the deep pass.

You say that the father of Silvius, still in
corruptible flesh, went to the immortal realm and
was there with his senses.

Therefore, if the adversary of all evil was liberal to
him, considering the high effect that was to come
forth from him, and who and what he was,

it does not seem unworthy to a man of intellect;
for he in the Empyrean heaven had been chosen to
be father of mother Rome and her empire:

and Rome and her empire, to tell the truth, were
established to be the holy place where the successor
of great Peter is enthroned.

Through this journey that you claim for him, he
understood things that were the cause of his victory
and of the papal mantle.

Later the chosen Vessel went there, to bring back
strengthening for that faith which is the beginning of
the way of salvation.
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Ma io, perché venirvi? o chi 'l concede?
Io non Enéa, io non Paulo sono;
me degno a cio né io né altri 'l crede.

Per che, se del venire 10 m’abbandono,
temo che la venuta non sia folle.

Se’ savio; intendi me’ ch’i’ non ragiono.”

E qual é quei che disvuol cio che volle
€ per novi pensier cangla proposta,
s1 che dal cominciar tutto si tolle:

tal mi fec’ 7o 'n quella oscura costa,
perché, pensando, consumai la 'mpresa
che fu nel cominciar cotanto tosta.

“S’1” ho ben la parola tua intesa,”
rispuose del magnanimo quell” ombra,
“Panima tua ¢ da viltade offesa,

la qual molte fiate 'omo ingombra
si che d’onrata impresa lo rivolve,
come falso veder bestia quand’ ombra.

Da questa tema accio che tu ti solve,
dirotti perch’ io venni e quel ch’ 1o ’ntesi
nel primo punche di te mi dolve.

Io era tra color che son sospesi,

e donna mi chiamo beata e bella,
tal che di comandare 10 la richiesi.

Lucevan li occhi suoi piu che la stella;
e cominciommi a dir soave e piana,
con angelica voce, in sua favella:

‘O anima cortese mantoana,

di cui la fama ancor nel mondo dura,
e durera quanto 'l mondo lontana,

I’amico mio, e non de la ventura,
ne la diserta piaggia & impedito
si nel cammin, che volt’ & per paura;

e temo che non sia gia s1 smarrito
ch’io mi si1a tardi al soccorso levata,
per quel ch’t’ ho di lui nel cielo udito.

Or movi, e con la tua parola ornata
e con cio c’ha mestieri al suo campare,
I’aiuta si ch’'t’ ne sia consolata.
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But I, why come there? or who grants it? I am
not Aeneas, I am not Paul; neither I nor others
believe me worthy of that.

Therefore, if I abandon myself to the journey, I fear
lest my coming may be folly. You are wise, you
understand better than I speak.”

And like one who unwills what he just now
willed and with new thoughts changes his intent, so
that he draws back entirely from beginning:

so did [ become on that dark slope, for, thinking, I
gave up the undertaking that I had been so quick to
begin.

“If I have well understood your word,” replied the
shade of that great-souled one, “your soul is
wounded by cowardice,

which many times so encumbers a man that he
turns back from honorable endeavor, as a false sight
turns a beast when it shies.

That you may free yourself from this fear, I will
tell you why [ came and what [ heard in the first
moment when [ grieved for you.

[ was among those who are suspended, and a lady
called me, so blessed and beautiful that I begged her
to command me.

Her eyes were shining brighter than the moming
star; and she began to speak gently and softly, with
angelic voice, in her language:

‘O courteous Mantuan soul, whose fame still lasts
in the world and will last as far as the world will go,

my friend, not the friend of fortune, on the
deserted shore is so blocked in his journey that he
has turned back for fear;

and I am afraid that he may be already so lost
that [ have risen too late to help him, according to
what I have heard of him in Heaven.

Now go, and with your ornamented speech and
whatever else is needed for his escape help him so
that I may be consoled.

43



Inferno

70 I’ son Beatrice che ¢i faccio andare;
vegno del loco ove tomar disio;
amor mi mosse, che mi fa parlare.

73 Quando saro dinanzi al segnor mio,
di te mi lodero sovente a lui.’

Tacette allora, e poi comincia’ io:

76 ‘O donna di virta, sola per cui
I'umana spezie eccede ogne contento
di quel ciel ¢’ha minor li cerchi sui,

79 tanto m’aggrada il tuo comandamento
che 'ubidir, se gia fosse, m’é tardi;
pitt non t’¢ uo’ ch’aprirmi il tuo talento.

82 Ma dimmi la cagion che non ti guardi
de lo scender qua giuso in questo centro
de 'ampio loco ove tornar tu ardi.’

85 ‘Da che tu vuo’ saver cotanto a dentro,
dirotti brievemente,” mi rispuose,
‘perch’ 1’ non temo di venir qua entro.

88 Temer si dee di sole quelle cose
c’hanno potenza di fare altrui male;
de l'altre no, ché non son paurose.

91 I’ son fatta da Dio, sua mercé, tale
che la vostra miseria non mi tange,
né flamma d’esto ‘'ncendio non m’assale.

94 Donna ¢ gentil nel ciel che si compiange
di questo ‘mpedimento ov’ io ti mando,
si che duro giudicio la su frange.

97 Questa chiese Lucia in suo dimando
e disse:—Or ha bisogno il tuo fedele
di te, e 1o a te lo raccomando.—

100 Lucia, nimica di ciascun crudele,
s1 mosse, e venne al loco dov’ 1’ era,
che mi sedea con I'antica Rachele.

103 Disse:—Beatrice, loda di Dio vera,
ché non soccorri quei che t'amo tanto
ch’usci per te de la volgare schiera?

106 Non odi tu la pieta del suo pianto,
non vedi tu la morte che ’l combatte

su la fiumana ove 'l mar non ha vanto?—
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[ am Beatrice who cause you to go; I come from
the place where I long to return; love has moved me
and makes me speak.

When [ shall be before my lord, I will praise you
frequently to him.” Then she was silent, and I began:

‘O lady of power, through whom alone the human
race rises above all the contents of that heaven whose
circles are smallest,

so pleasing to me is your command that obeying,
had it already taken place, is slow; no more is
needed than to unfold your desire.

But tell me the reason why you do not shrink
from coming down here, into this center, from the
spacious place where you desire to return.’

‘Since you wish to know so deeply, I will tell you
in brief,” she replied, ‘why I do not fear to come
inside here.

One must fear only those things that have the
power to harm; not other things, for they are not
fearful.

I am made by God, in his mercy, such that your
misery does not touch me, the flame of this burning
does not assail me.

There is a noble lady in Heaven, who grieves for
this impediment to which I send you, so that she
vanquishes harsh judgment there on high.

She called Lucia in her request and saidi—Now
your faithful one has need of you, and I put him in
your hands.—

Lucia, enemy of all cruelty, moved and came to
the place where [ was sitting with the ancient Rachel.
She said:—Beatrice, true praise of God, why do
you not help him who loved you so, who because of

you came forth from the common herd?

Do you not hear the anguish of his weeping, do
you not see the death that attacks him there, by the
torrent where the sea has no boast?—
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Al mondo non fur mai persone ratte
a far lor pro o a fuggir lor danno,
com’ io, dopo cotai parole fatte,
venni qua giu del mio beato scanno,
fidandomi del tuo parlare onesto,
ch’onora te e quei ch’udito I’hanno.’
Poscia che m’ebbe ragionato questo,
1i occhi lucenti lagrimando volse,
per che mi fece del venir piu presto.
E venni a te cosi com’ ella volse:
d’inanzi a quella fiera u1 levai
che del bel monte il corto andar i tolse.
Dungque che e? perché, perché restai,
perché tanta viltd nel core allette,
perché ardire e franchezza non hai,
poscia che tai tre donne benedette
curan di te ne la corte del cielo,
e 'l mio parlar tanto ben ti promette?”
Quali fioretti dal notturno gelo
chinati e chiusi, poi che ] sol li 'mbianca,
si drizzan tutti aperti in loro stelo:
tal mi fec’ 1o di mia virtude stanca,
e tanto buono ardire al cor mi corse,
ch’t’ cominciai come persona franca:
“Oh pietosa colei che mi soccorse!
e te cortese ch’ubidisti tosto
a le vere parole che ti porse!
Tu m’hai con disiderio il cor disposto
si al venir con le parole tue,
ch’i’ son tornato nel primo proposto.
Or va, ch’un sol volere ¢ d’ambedue:
tu duca, tu segnore e tu maestro.”
Cosi li disse; e poi che mosso fue,
intrai per lo cammino alto e silvestro.
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In the world there have never been persons so
swift to seek their advantage or to flee their loss, as I,
after hearing such words spoken,

came down here from my blessed throne, trusting
in your virtuous speech, which honors you and those
who have heeded it.’

After she had spoken all this to me, she turned
her shining eyes, shedding tears, which made me
quicker to come here.

And [ have come to you as she willed: from
before that beast [ have taken you, that deprived you
of the short path up the mountain.

Therefore what is it? why, why do you stand
still? why do you nurse such cowardice in your
heart? why do you not have boldness and freedom,

seeing that three such blessed ladies have a care
for you in the court of Heaven, and my speech
promises you so much good?”

As little flowers, bowed and closed in the chill of
night, when the sun whitens them straighten up alt
open on their stems:

so did I become with my tired strength, and so
much good boldness ran to my heart, that [ began
like a person freed:

“Oh full of pity she who has helped me! and you
courteous, who have quickly obeyed the true words
she offered youl!

Your words have so filled my heart with desire to
come with you, that [ have returned to my first
purpose.

Now go, for one same will is in both: you are
leader, you lord, and you master.” So I said to him;
and when he had set forth

I entered upon the deep, savage journey.

o
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NOTES

1-3. The day was departing ... and I alone: Like Canto 1, Canto 2
begins with an indication of time and of the pilgrim’s isolation; whereas he
slept in Canto 1, here he alone is awake. The contrast between the protago-
nist and the peace permeating nature draws on several passages in the Aeneid,
such as 8.26-27:

Nox erat et terras animalia fessa per omnis
alituum pecudumque genus sopor altus habebat,
cum pater . . .

[Tt was night and through all lands deep sleep held the tired
living creatures, the winged ones and the flocks,
while the father . . ]

and 9.224-25:

Cetera per terras omnis animalia somno
laxabant curas et corda oblita laborum

[Other creatures through all lands in sleep
loosened their cares and their hearts, forgetting their labors]

and compare 4.522-32.

7-9. O muses . . . appear: The appearance of an invocation to the muses here
retrospectively turns the entire first canto into a kind of propositio [announce-
ment of subject]; compare the sequence of Vergil's Aeneid, Book 1: lines 1-7,

proposition (“Arms and the man Ising. ..” ), and lines8—11, invocation (“Muse,
remind [memora] me of the causes . . .”). The opening invocations of Purgatorio

and Paradise constitute an ascending series with this one.

7-8. O muses, O high wit: The identification of the muses (the “daughters
of memory”) with the powers of the poet’s own mind or with the lore of the
craft was common in the Middle Ages. We use “wit” to translate Dante’s term
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Notes to Canto 2

ingegno, regularly used by Dante to refer to the innate qualities of mind as opposed
to those acquired by practice or knowledge; the term is further discussed in the
notes to Par. 22.1-9.

8. O memory that wrote down: Dante’s word is mente [mind], closely related
in derivation to memoria (cf. memora [Aen. 1.8] and compare the English verb to
mind, as in “Mind your p’s and q’s”). Implicit here is the idea of memory as a
book, basic to the entire Vita nuova (see especially Chapter 1).

Chaucer adapted this and the following lines in the Prologue to Book 2 of
the House of Fame, lines 523-28:

O Thought that wrot al that I mette,
And in the tresorye hyt shette

Of my brayn, now shal men se

Yf any vertu in the be,

To tellen al my drem aryght.

Now kythe thyn engin and myght.

[O Thought that wrote down all [ dreamed,
And shut it in the treasury

Of my brain, now shall men see

If there be any virtue in thee

To tell all my dream aright.

Now make known thy skill and might.]

The lines strongly suggest that Chaucer thought of the Comedy as a dream-vision
(see the notes to 1.2 and 1.11).

13. the father of Silvius: Silvius was the posthumous son (Aen. 6.760—66) of
Aeneas, whose journey to the underworld is related in Aeneid 6, one of Dante’s
chief models, especially for the Inferno. Here, as elsewhere, Dante writes as if he
considered the events of the Aeneid to be historical fact.

14-15. still . . . with his senses: That Aeneas journeyed to Hades in the flesh,
rather than in dream or in the spirit, is repeatedly emphasized in Vergil’s ac-
count. See, for example, Aen. 6.290-94, 413—14; at the end of the book, how-
ever, he leaves Hades by the gate of false dreams (lines 893-99).

17. the high effect: This is specified in lines 20—24. Line 19 may also be taken
to mean “he [Aeneas] does not seem unworthy.”
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20-24. for he ... great Peter: Dante’s view that the Romans were a second
chosen people, and that the establishment of the Roman empire was part of God’s
providential preparation for the coming of Christ and the establishment of the
Church, underlies the entire Divine Comedy and is set forth in his Convivio (4.4—
5) and Monarchia (Book 2).

24. the successor of great Peter: The pope; Christ’s gift to Saint Peter of
the keys of the kingdom (Matt. 16.13-20) was interpreted by the Roman Church
as signifying Peter’s appointment as the first pope.

26~27. the cause ... papal mantle: That is, Aeneas’s journey to the under-
world was the cause of his victory in Latium and thus, according to Vergil, of
the Roman empire; for Dante, the cause of the eventual establishment of the
papacy as well.

28. the chosen Vessel: as electionis, the phrase used by God to refer to Saul/
Paul in Acts 9.15. Saint Paul relates his vision of the “third heaven” in 2 Cor.
12.1-7. There is an account of Saint Paul’s visit to Hell in the fifth- or sixth-
century Latin “Apocalypse of Paul” (Visio Pauli; see Elliott).

32. I am not Aeneas, I am not Paul: After the periphrases of lines 13 and
28, the use of the names themselves is climactic. In addition to developing the
theme of the pilgrim’s fear (see below), the raising of this question serves to
emphasize the iconoclastic, in fact epoch-making importance of a journey to
the other world being claimed by a layman and politically active private indi-
vidual.

43-45. If I have . .. cowardice: A continuation of the theme of the pilgrim’s
fear, a chief obstacle in Canto 1 (see 1.19, 44, 52, 90). The terzina opposes
magnanimity (largeness of spirit) with baseness or smallness of spirit, in this case
the pilgrim’s unwillingness to believe he is destined for great things and his
reluctance to trust Virgil; the concepts are discussed in Convivio 1.11, on the
basis of Aristotle’s Nichomachean Ethics (4.3).

52-117. I was among those .. . quicker to come here: Virgil answers the
pilgrim’s fears with an account of how he was sent to the pilgrim, which reveals
the hierarchical chain of mediation of God’s grace (Virgin Mary—Saint
Lucy—Beatrice—Virgil) that his presence implies. His authority is guaranteed by
his connection with the highest (God) via the hierarchical chain (note that his
knowledge of the upper levels is itself mediated by Beatrice’s account). On the
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importance of the “great chain of being” in the Comedy, see Introduction,
pp. 18-20.

52. those who are suspended: The souls in Limbo (see Canto 4).

53-57. alady ... in her language: The style of Virgil’s description of Beatrice
derives from the lyric poetry of the dolce stil novo (itself deriving from the long
medieval tradition of narrative and lyric exaltation of ladies) and especially the
Vita nuova, which narrates Dante’s youthful love for her before and after her
death and establishes her status as a miracle. Florentine tradition, related by
Boccaccio, identified her with a Beatrice Portinari, a young married woman
who died on the appropriate day; the name Beatrice means “she who makes

blessed.”

61. not the friend of fortune: That is, he loved her without regard to per-
sonal advantage.

67. your ornamented speech: Virgil’s rhetorical power, praised also in lines
11314 and exemplified in this entire account (see the note to line 126).

71. the place . .. return: The Empyrean (see the note to lines 120-26).

76-78. O lady ... smallest: This is the first reference in the poem to the
allegorical dimension of Beatrice; in addition to being the soul of the Florentine
lady Dante loved, she represents, variously, the principles of mediation, accom-
modation, revelation, and divine grace.

78. that heaven whose circles are smallest: That of the moon. Change was
thought to be confined to the sublunar realm, since all the heavenly bodies,
beginning with the moon, were perfect and changeless.

82-114. But tell me ... those who have heeded it: Virgil’s question
and Beatrice’s answer reproduce the structure governing the canto as a whole:
the pilgrim’s question expressing his fears (lines 10-36) and Virgil’s answer,
followed by its result (lines 43-142). Like Virgil, Beatrice answers a question
about fear of Hell (in this case, her own lack of it) with the narrative of how
she was sent.

94. noble lady: The Virgin Mary.
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97. Lucia: Saint Lucy of Syracuse, the patroness of vision (probably because
her name seems derived from the Latin word for “light”). There has been much
discussion of the question of Dante’s devotion to her, about which nothing more
is known except her appearance helping Dante in Purg. 9.35-63 and Par.
32.136~-38.

102. Rachel: The story of Jacob’s love for Rachel, for whom he served seven
years, and then another seven years when her older sister Leah was substituted
for her, is told in Genesis 29-30. The two sisters were traditionally interpreted
as symbolic of the contemplative life (Rachel) and the active life (Leah) (see
Purg. 27.94-108).

105. came forth . . . herd: Thatis, Dante’s love for Beatrice itself distinguished
him, and it also motivated him to seek acclaim as a poet.

108. the torrent ... no boast: A deliberately obscure line, variously inter-
preted; in our view, the reference is the same as in 1.26-27, “the pass that has
never yet left anyone alive,” in other words the abyss or flood of sin/Hell
(Boccaccio). On the assumption that the torrent is a separate river, however,
parallels have been suggested with Acheron and Jordan, which do not flow into
the sea (Freccero 1966b).

126. my speech: Looking back on Virgil’s speech, one notes its formal rhe-
torical structure: proem with propositio (lines 43-51), narration (lines 52-120),
emotive peroration (lines 121-26). Despite the pilgrim’s disclaimer, the sanc-
tions for his journey do strictly parallel the precedents of Aeneas and Saint Paul,
though with important differences. Of his two guides, Virgil is a representative
of the Roman empire, Beatrice of the Church. But the pilgrim’s claim on each
1s that of an individual, a layman, not someone authorized by institutional sta-
tus: his claims are his devotion to Virgil’s poetry and his being himself a poet (cf.
1.79-87), which of course already place him in an exalted literary tradition,
though a secular one (the epoch-making decision to write in the vernacular is
also at stake here), and his human love for the earthly Beatrice (cf. 2.61, 103).
Virgil’s role in the pilgrim’s journey will be to prepare him for the coming of
Beatrice (implied in 1.121-23), a process analogous to the historical function of
Rome as Dante saw it, that of bringing the world under the rule of law in prepa-
ration for the coming of Christ. Though it seems to concern only the pilgrim’s
salvation, the passage in fact lays the foundation for the view of the poem as a
providentially inspired intervention in current history, set forth especially in
Paradiso 17 and 27. Jacoft and Stephany (1989) discuss many of the interpretive
issues in this canto.
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127-132. As little flowers . . . a person freed: The canto began with the
approach of night and the pilgrim’s fears; here, in simile, it is dawn again
(cf. 1.37-42).
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CANTO 3

PER ME SI VA NE LA CITTA’ DOLENTE,
PER ME Sl VA NE L’ETTERNO DOLORE,
PER ME SI VA TRA LA PERDUTA GENTE.
GIUSTIZIA MOSSE IL MIO ALTO FATTORE;
FECEMI LA DIVINA PODESTATE,
LA SOMMA SAPIENZA E'L PRIMO AMORE.
DINANZI A ME NON FUOR COSE CREATE
SE NON ETTERNE, E [0 ETTERNO DURO.
LASCIATE OGNE SPERANZA, VOI CH'INTRATE.
Queste parole di colore oscuro
vid’ Jo scritte al sommo d’una porta,
per ch’io: “Maestro, il senso lor m’e duro.”
Ed elli a me, come persona accorta:
“Qui si convien lasciare ogne sospetto,
ogne vilta convien che qui sia morta.
Noi siam venuti al loco ov’ 1’ t"ho detto
che tu vedrai le genti dolorose
c’hanno perduto il ben de l'intelletto.”
E poi che la sua mano a la mia puose
con lieto volto, ond’ io mi confortai,
mi mise dentro a le segrete cose.
Quivi sospiri, pianti e alti guai
risonavan per l'aere sanza stelle,
per ch’io al cominciar ne lagrimai.
Diverse lingue, orribili favelle,
parole di dolore, accenti d’ira,
voci alte e fioche, e suon di man con elle
facevano un tumulto, il qual s’aggira
sempre in quell’aura sanza tempo tinta,
come la rena quando turbo spira.
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Hell Gate—the trimmers—the Acheron—— Charon and the damned

souls—the pilgritm’s faint

THROUGH ME THE WAY INTO THE GRIEVING CITY,
THROUGH ME THE WAY INTO ETERNAL SORROW, THROUGH
ME THE WAY AMONG THE LOST PEOPLE.

JUSTICE MOVED MY HIGH MAKER; DIVINE
POWER MADE ME, HIGHEST WISDOM, AND
PRIMAL LOVE.

BEFORE ME WERE NO THINGS CREATED
EXCEPT ETERNAL ONES, AND | ENDURE ETERNAL.

ABANDON EVERY HOPE, YOU WHO ENTER.

These words I saw written with dark color above
a gate, and I said: “Master, their sense is hard for
me.”

And he to me, like one alert: “Here one must
abandon every suspicion, every cowardice must die
here.

We have come to the place where I told you you
will see the grieving peoples who have lost the
good of the intellect.”

And, putting his hand on mine with a cheerful
glance from which I drew strength, he introduced me
into the secret things.

There sighs, weeping, loud wailing resounded
through the starless air, for which at the outset I shed
tears.

Strange languages, horrible tongues, words of
pain, accents of anger, voices loud and hoarse, and
sounds of blows with them,

made a tumult that turns forever in that air
darkened without time, like the sand when a
whirlwind blows.
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Inferno

E io ch’avea d’orror la testa cinta,
dissi: “Maestro, che ¢ quel c¢h’ 1" odo?
e che gent’ & che par nel duol si vinta?”

Ed elli a me: “Questo misero modo
tegnon 'anime triste di coloro
che visser sanza 'nfamia e sanza lodo.

Mischiate sono a quel cattivo coro
de 1i angeli che non furon ribelli
né fur fedeli a Dio, ma per sé fuoro.

Caccianli 1 ciel per non esser men belli,
né lo profondo inferno li riceve,
ch’alcuna gloria i rei avrebber d’elli.”

E io: “Maestro, che ¢ tanto greve
a lor che lamentar li fa si forte?”
Rispuose: “Dicerolti molto breve.

Questi non hanno speranza di morte,
e la lor cieca vita ¢ tanto bassa
che 'nvidiosi son d’ogne altra sorte.

Fama di loro il mondo esser non lassa;
misericordia e giustizia 1i sdegna:
non ragioniam di lor, ma guarda e passa.”

E 10, che riguardai, vidi una 'nsegna
che girando correva tanto ratta
che d’ogne posa mi parea indegna;

e dietro le venia s1 lunga tratta
di gente, ch’i’ non averei creduto
che morte tanta n’avesse disfatta.

Poscia ch’io v'ebbi alcuno riconosciuto,
vidi e conobbi 'ombra di colui
che fece per viltade il gran rifiuto.

Incontanente intesi e certo fui
che questa era la setta d’1 cattivi,

a Dio spiacenti e a’ nemici sui.

Questi sciaurati, che mai non fur vivi,
erano ignudi e stimolati molto
da mosconi e da vespe ch’eran ivi.

Elle rigavan lor di sangue il volto,
che, mischiato di lagrime, a’ lor piedi
da fastidiosi vermi era ricolto.
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And I, my head girt with horror, said: “Master,
what is this I hear? and what people is this who
seem so overcome by grief?”

And he to me: “This wretched measure is kept by
the miserable souls who lived without infamy and
without praise.

They are mixed with that cowardly chorus of
angels who were not rebels yet were not faithful to
God, but were for themselves.

The heavens reject them so as not to be less
beautiful, nor does deep Hell receive them, for the
wicked would have some glory from them.”

And I: “Master, what is so grievous that it makes
them lament so loudly?” He replied: “I will tell you
very briefly.

They have no hope of death, and their blind life is
so base that they are envious of every other fate.

The world permits no fame of them to exist;
mercy and justice alike disdain them: let us not
speak of them, but look and pass on.”

When I looked again, I saw a flag running in
circles so rapidly that it seemed to scorn all pause;

and after it there came so long a train of people,
that [ would not have believed death had undone so
many.

After | had recognized several, I saw and knew
the shade of him who in his cowardice made the
great refusal.

Immediately I understood and was certain that
this was the sect of cowards, displeasing both to God
and to his enemies.

These wretches, who never were alive, were naked
and much tormented by large flies and wasps that
were there.

These streaked their faces with blood which,
mixed with tears, at their feet was gathered up by
disgusting worms.
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Inferno

E poi ch’a riguardar oltre mi diedi,
vidi genti a la riva d’un gran fiume,
per ch’io dissi: “Maestro, or mi concedi

ch’t’ sappia quali sono, e qual costume
le fa di trapassar parer si pronte,
com’ i’ discerno per lo fioco lume.”

Ed elli a me: “Le cose ti fier conte
quando noi fermerem li nostri passi
su la trista riviera d’Acheronte.”

Allor con i occhi vergognosi e bassi,
temendo no 'l mio dir li fosse grave,
infino al fiume del parlar mi trassi.

Ed ecco verso noi venir per nave
un vecchio, bianco per antico pelo,
gridando: “Guai a voi, anime prave!

Non isperate mai veder lo cielo:

1’ vegno per menarvi a l’altra riva
ne le tenebre etterne, in caldo e 'n gelo.

E tu che se’ costi, anima viva,
partiti da cotesti che son morti.”

Ma poi che vide ch’io non mi partiva,
disse: “Per altra via, per altri porti

verrai a piaggia, non qui, per passare:

pit lieve legno convien che ti porti.”

E 'l duca lui: “Caron, non ti crucciare:
vuolsi cosi cola dove si puote
cid che si vuole, e pitt non dimandare.”

Quinci fuor quete le lanose gote
al nocchier de la livida palude,
che 'ntorno a li occhi avea di fiamme rote.

Ma quell” anime, ch’eran lasse e nude,
cangiar colore e dibattero 1 denti,
ratto che ‘nteser le parole crude.

Bestemmiavano Dio e lor parenti,
I'umana spezie e 'l loco e 'l tempo e ’l seme
di lor semenza e di lor nascimenti.

Poi si ritrasser tutte quante insieme,
forte piangendo, a la riva malvagia
ch’attende ciascun uom che Dio non teme.
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70 And when [ gazed beyond them, [ saw people on
the bank of a great river; so I said, “Master, now
grant

73 that I may know who those are, and what

disposition makes them seem so ready to cross over,
as [ can discern in spite of the weak light.”

76 And he to me: “These things will be made known
to you when we stay our steps on the gloomy shore of
Acheron.”

79 Then with eyes shamefast and cast down, afraid

that my speaking might displease him, I refrained
from speech until we reached the river.

82 And behold coming toward us in a boat an old
man, white with the hairs of age, crying: “Woe to
you, wicked souls!

85 Never hope to see the sky: I come to lead you to
the other shore, to the eternal shadows, to heat and
freezing.

88 And you who are over there, living soul, separate

yourself from these here, who are dead.” But when
he saw that I did not leave,

91 he said: “By another way, through other ports will
you come to shore, not by crossing here: a lighter
vessel must carry you.”

94 And my leader to him: “Charon, do not torture
yourself with anger: this is willed where what is
willed can be done, so ask no more.”

97 Then were quiet the woolly jowls of the pilot of
the livid swamp; around his eyes he had wheels of
flame.

100 But those weary, naked souls changed color and
gnashed their teeth, as soon as they heard his harsh
words.

103 They cursed God and their parents, the human
race and the place and the time and the seed of their
sowing and of their birth.

106 Then all of them together, weeping loudly, drew
near the evil shore that awaits each one who does
not fear God.




Inferno

109 Caron dimonio, con occhi di bragia,
loro accennando tutte le raccoglie;
batte col remo qualunque s’adagia.

112 Come d’autunno si levan le foglie
I'una appresso de l'altra, fin che ’1 ramo
vede a la terra tutte le sue spoglie:

115 similemente il mal seme d’Adamo
gittansi di quel lito ad una ad una
per cenni, come augel per suo richiamo.

118 Cosi sen vanno su per 'onda bruna,

e avanti che sien di la discese,
anche di qua nuova schiera s’auna.

121 “Figliuol mio,” disse 'l maestro cortese,
“quelli che muoion ne 'ira di Dio
tuttl convegnon qui d’ogne paese;

124 e pronti sono a trapassar lo rio,
ché la divina giustizia li sprona
s che la tema si volve in disio.

127 Quinci non passa mai anima buona;

e pero, se Caron di te si lagna,
ben puoi sapere omai che ’l suo dir suona.’

130 Finito questo, la buia campagna
tremo si forte che de lo spavento
la mente di sudore ancor mi bagna.

133 La terra lagrimosa diede vento
che baleno una luce vermiglia
la qual mi vinse ciascun sentimento,

136 e caddi come I"'uom cui sonno piglia.
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Charon the demon, with eyes like glowing coals,
making signs to them, gathers them all in; he beats
with his oar whoever lingers.

As in autumn the leaves remove themselves one
after the other, until the branch sees all its raiment on
the ground:

so the evil seed of Adam throw themselves from
that shore one by one, when beckoned to, each like a
falcon to its lure.

Thus they go off across the dark waves, and
before they have disembarked over there, over here
again a new flock gathers.

“My son,” said my courteous master, “those who
die in God’s anger all come together here from every
land;

and they are ready to cross over the river, for
God’s justice so spurs them that fear turns to desire.

No good soul ever passes this way; and so, if
Charon complains of you, you can well understand
what his words mean.”

As he finished, the dark landscape trembled so
violently that in terror my memory bathes me again
with sweat.

The tearful earth gave forth a wind that flashed
with a crimson light which overcame all feeling in me,

and I fell like one whom sleep is taking.

T
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NOTES

1-9. THROUGH ME ... YOU WHO ENTER: Like Vergil, Dante gives Hell both
an outer and an inner gate (see 8.68 and 9.104, with notes). The early com-
mentators identify the “speaking gate” as a personification; Morpurgo (1926;
cited in Simonelli 1993) studied the genre of “gate-inscriptions” in medieval
Latin; he found they typically include a statement of intent, often anaphorically
with per me [through me] (cf. lines 1-3); the name of the builder (cf. lines
4-6); and the date of building (cf. line 7). Compare John 10.9, where Christ
says, “I am the door [osteu]. Through me, if any man enter in, he shall be
saved.”

1. GRIEVING cITY: The grieving city derives from the biblical personifica-
tion of Jerusalem mourning its destruction in 586 B.c. See Lamentations
1.1-2:

How doth the city sit solitary. . . . Weeping she hath wept in the night,
and her tears are on her cheeks: there is none to console her.

The destruction of Jerusalem was regarded by the exegetes as a figure of the Last
Judgment and thus as applicable to Hell (this figure is discussed further in the
note on 30.58-61). Dante quotes the first verse both in the Vita nuova (Chapter
29, on the death of Beatrice) and in a political epistle. That both Heaven and
Hell are referred to as cities (cf. 1.126, 128) derives from Augustine’s theory of
the Earthly and Heavenly Cities in the City of God.

5-6. DIVINE POWER . .. PRIMAL LOVE: Power is the attribute of the Father, wis-
dom of the Son, and love of the Spirit: all creation is the work of the Trinity.
The central theme of the Inferno, of course, is the carrying out of God’s justice
on sin.

7-8. NO THINGS ... EXCEPT ETERNAL ONES: In Par. 29.22-36, Dante
notes that the three eternal creatures are the angels (pure form or act), prime
matter (pure potentiality), and the heavens (potentiality partially realized in
act).

7. cREATED: That Hell was prepared for the rebel angels is biblical (Matt. 25.41:
“the everlasting fire . . . was prepared for the devil and his angels”); the rebel-
Lion of the angels and their casting out from Heaven is mentioned in Apoc.
12.9:
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And that great dragon was cast out, that old serpent, who is called the devil
and Satan, who seduceth the whole world: and he was cast unto the earth,
and his angels were thrown down with him.

See also 2 Peter 2.4,

10. dark color: The expression can refer both to the appearance of the writ-
ing and to the obscure and harsh meaning (“rhetorical” color).

11. above a gate: The gate stands open, like that of Vergil’s Hades (Aen.
6.127: “noctes atque dies patet atri ianua Ditis” [all night and all day the gate
of black Dis stands open]), but for Dante it was not always so (see 4.52—63 and
note).

12. sense is hard: See John 6.61: “durus est hoc sermo” [this saying is hard],
said by the disciples hearing Christ offer his flesh as food. See also 9.61-63,
Purg. 8.19-22, with notes.

13-15. Here one must abandon . .. must die here: Note the antithesis
with line 9. The sense echoes the Sybil in Aen. 6.261: “Nunc animis opus,
Aenea, nunc pectore firmo” [Now there is need, Aeneas, of bravery, of a strong
heart|; the relation between the pilgrim and his guide Virgil is patterned in
many respects on that between Aeneas and the Sybil. In this canto Dante al-
ludes to or quotes Aeneas’s entrance into Hades (Aen. 6.261-414) more than
a dozen times.

18. good of the intellect: The intellectual vision of God. The Aristotelian
source of the phrase (Nichomachean Ethics 6.2.1139a) is quoted by Dante at
Convivio 2.13.6: “as the Philosopher says . . ., the truth is the good of the
intellect.”

21. the secret things: Knowledge of the other world. Compare Aen. 6.264—67:

Di, quibus imperium est animarum, umbraeque silentes
et Chaos et Phlegethon, loca nocte tacentia late,

sit mihi fas audita loqui, sit numine vestro

pandere res alta terra et caligine mersas.

[Gods, whose power controls the shades [of the dead], and you, silent shadows,
and Chaos and Phlegethon, broad places silent in the night,

let it not be impious for me to speak things heard, let it be with your power
that I set forth things drowned in the deep earth and darkness.]
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22-27. loud wailing . . . sounds of blows: Compare Matt. 13.42: “There
shall be weeping and gnashing of teeth,” also echoed in line 101, where the
meaning of “chattering” includes “gnashing.” See also Aen. 6.557-59 (of the
gate to Tartarus):

Hinc exaudiri gemitus et saeva sonare
verbera, tum stridor ferri tractaeque catenae

[From there wailing and fierce blows were heard,
then the grating of irons and chains dragging]

23. starless air: Compare Aen. 6.534: “tristis sine sole domos” [gloomy sunless
dwellings]; the last word of each cantica of the poem is stars.

24. Ished tears: The first of the pilgrim’s varying emotional responses to Hell.

25. Strange languages, horrible tongues: The first hint of Hell’s kinship
with Babel, the place of confused speech.

29. darkened without time: Air darkened forever, beyond time.

31. my head girt with horror: In other words, the pilgrim’s scalp 1s bristling
(Latin horreo, to bristle) all around his head. The line echoes Aen. 2.559: “At me
tum primum saevus circumstetit horror” [Then a dreadful horror first encircled
me]; Aeneas is describing the decapitation of Priam, king of Troy.

36. without infamy and without praise: Dante’s journey will bring infamy
to those in Hell and renewed or better reputations to the blessed; but the neutrals
are barred from any preservation of their reputations or “names.” This verse is
usually taken as a reference to Apoc. 3:15-16, spoken by Christ the Judge in
reproof of Laodicea: *“because thou art lukewarm, and neither cold nor hot, [
will begin to vomit thee out of my mouth” (see the note to line 64).

37-39. They are mixed . . . for themselves: The legend of the neutral angels,
mentioned in numerous medieval texts, including the Voyage of Saint Brendan,
goes back at least as far as Clement of Alexandria (Gmelin). This mixing of human
and angelic is not observed anywhere else in the poem.

39. but were for themselves: The rebel angels first averted themselves from
God and then actively turned to evil with Satan, but the neutrals, once averted
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from God, did not act further (Freccero [1960] prefers the translation “stood by
themselves”); theirs is a “double negation,” and lines 36—52 offer a number of
examples where the double exclusion of the neutrals assumes a characteristic
syntactic form (Freccero 1983).

52-53. flag running in circles: The first instance of Dante’s contrapasso
[counter-suffering]—the fitting of the punishment to the sin (see 28.142). The
flag acts as the lure, the wasps and flies as prods or stimuli, punishing the neutrals’
purposelessness and lack of affiliation.

56—57. death had undone so many: The infinite number of the dead is a
classical topos, discussed in the note to lines 112~17, but Dante’s point is more
barbed. Eliot translated this line in The Waste Land.

59—60. him who in his cowardice . . . great refusal: This unnamed soul
has been identified as Pontius Pilate, Esau, and a host of others. But Pietro da
Morrone, the pious monastic reformer (he founded the order of Celestines)
elevated to the papacy in 1294 as Celestine V and canonized shortly after his
death, is the choice of the earliest commentators (the expression “saw and knew”’
suggests that Dante had seen him, and Morrone was in Florence in 1280, though
the phrase is also used of Hector and Aeneas in Canto 4). Celestine is a plausible
candidate because his abdication cleared the way for the accession of Benedetto
Caetani as Boniface VIII, Dante’s corrupt enemy (see 19.52-57, 27.85-105).
Celestine’s act would thus have been a “neutral” failure to oppose a patent evil,
resulting from vilta [cowardice] (see Virgil’s words to the pilgrim in 2.45), but
all identifications are inconclusive.

62—-64. sect of cowards . .. wretches: The word for “coward” here, cattivo
(used also in line 37), still retained for Dante the meaning of “captive”
(cf. 30.16).

64. never were alive: See Apoc. 3.1 (of the Church at Sardis): “I know thy
works, that thou hast the name of being alive: and thou art dead.”

65—69. large flies and wasps . . . worms: [n Dante’s day, flies, wasps, and
worms were thought to be born of putrefaction.

70-78. I saw people . .. Acheron: Dante clusters a number of references to
Vergil’s poem in this part of the canto (a dozen in lines 70—105 alone), where
the subject is the boundary river of Hades, the Acheron (Dante has rearranged
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the traditional rivers of the underworld, which are not clearly distinguished in
Vergil’s treatment). Compare Aen. 6.318-21:

Dic, ait, o virgo, quid vult concursus ad amnem?
quidve petunt animae? Vel quo discrimine ripas
hae linquunt, illae remis vada livida verrunt?

[He says: Say, virgin, what means this crowding at the river?

what do the souls seek? Or by what decision

do these remain on the shore, while those others beat the dark waters with
oars?|

77-81. when we stay our steps . . . until we reached the river: See Aen.
6.295: “Hinc via Tartarei quae fert Acherontis ad undas” [From here the way
led down to the waters of infernal Acheron], and 6.384: “Ergo iter inceptum
peragunt fluvioque propinquant” [They took up their journey again and
approached the river].

82-111. And behold . . . whoever moves slowly: In these lines, Dante adapts
Vergil’s portrait of Charon, the traditional ferryman of the Styx, Aen. 6.298-
305:

Portitor has horrendus aquas et flumina servat
terribili squalore Charon, cui plurima mento
canities inculta 1acet, stant lumina flamma,
sordidus et umeris nodo dependet amictus.
Ipse ratem conto subigit velisque ministrat

et ferruginea subvectat corpora cumba,

iam senior, sed cruda deo viridisque senectus.

[A fearsomie ferryman guards these waters, this river:
Charon. His filth is frightening, thick gray straggly
whiskers cover his chin; his eyes are flames.

A dirty cloak hangs from his shoulders by a knot.
With 2 pole he steers and tends the sail

of the iron-hued skiff that conveys the bodies across.
He 15 old now, but a god’s eld is green and raw.]

Note, in Dante’s text, 82 “old man” (cf. senior), 83 “white with hairs of age”
and 97 “woolly cheeks” (cf. canities mento inculta), 99 “wheels of flame,” “eyes
like glowing coals™ (cf. stant lumina flammae). For this last, compare Apoc. 1.14:
“his eyes were as a flame of fire.”
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Dante makes Charon a devil (line 109), as he does other figures from the
Vergilian/classical underworld, in keeping with biblical/Augustinian tradition
(see the note to 1.72).

88-89. living soul, separate yourself from these here: Compare Aen.
6.391-94:

Fare age quid venias iam instinc, et comprime gressum.
Umbrarum hic locus est, somni noctisque soporae:
corpora viva nefas Stygia vectare carina.

[Say at once from there, why do you come, and halt your steps.
This is the place of shades, dreams, and the sleep of night:
it is sacrilege to carry living bodies in the Stygian hull.]

91-93. By another way ... must carry you: Aeneas crosses in Charon’s
boat, but how the pilgrim crosses Acheron is left unspecified. Charon’s words
imply that the pilgrim is destined for salvation. The “lighter vessel” appears in
Purg. 2.40-42.

95-96. this is willed . . . ask no more: The first of several passages where
Virgil quells protest by invoking the theological commonplace of God’s
omnipotence (see 5.22—24, which are identical to these lines, and 7.10-12). These
lines have the distinction of being the first attested quotation from the Inferno,
found on the inside front cover of a register of criminal acts written in Bologna
by the notary Gano degli Useppi of San Gimignano in 1317 (this is important
evidence of the circulation of the Inferno during Dante’s lifetime [Livi 1918])
(see the note to 5.23).

103-5. They cursed God ... and of their birth: See Jer. 20.14: “Cursed
be the day wherein I was born: let not the day in which my mother bore me, be
blessed.” See also Job 3.1 and Hosea [Vulgate Osee] 9.11.

111. beats with his oar: This vivid detail, not in Vergil, 1s vividly rendered
by Michelangelo in the Sistine Chapel’s Last Judgment.

112-17. As in autumn ... to its lure: See Aen. 6.309-12:

Quam multa in silvis autumni frigore primo

lapsa cadunt folia, aut ad terram gurgite ab alto
quam multae glomerantur aves, ubi frigidus annus
trans pontum fugat et terris imumitit apricis.
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[As numerous as in the forest at the first chill of autumn,
the leaves fall, let loose, or on the land from the deep waves
the many birds gather, when the cold season

drives them overseas to warmer climes.]

This famous simile, in Vergil an imitation of Homer, was taken up by Milton
for the multitudes of rebel angels and by Shelley for dead leaves driven by
the West Wind. Where Vergil’s simile gives two views of large numbers—the
multitude of souls as dead leaves, as birds—for Dante the shift from one meta-
phor to the next {closely linked by the leaf and the bird being single) follows
the transformation in the souls, as their reluctance is changed into a desire to
Cross.

115. the evil seed of Adam: Those of Adam’s descendants who are damned
(even those who did not sin voluntarily are damned by the sin inherited from
Adam unless redeemed by faith in Christ). The image draws on the medieval
commonplace of the tree of Adam’s progeny.

117. each like a falcon to its lure: Dante’s term is the generic uccello [bird],
but the reference is clear and is the first of a large number of images drawn
from falconry. Falconers used the lure, often consisting of shiny pieces of
metal that could be whirled by an attached cord, to recall their birds after the
hunt.

118. dark waves: Compare Aen. 5.2, “fluctusque atros.”

123. together here from every land: Dante gives itineraries for the soul after
death at 13.27 and Purg. 2.101-5; the idea of a gathering of birds, introduced in
the simile of lines 112-17, is still at work here, as in line 119.

125-26. God’s justice ... turns to desire: See the note to lines 112-17.
Compare Aen. 6.314-15:

stabant orantes primi transmittere cursum
tendebantque manus ripae ulterioris amore.
[the first stood praying to be taken across,

they stretched out their hands in desire for the farther shore.]

130-133. the dark landscape ... a wind: Medieval geology, based on
Seneca’s Natural Questions and Aristotle’s Meteorology, understood earthquakes
as the result of violent winds pent up in the earth (cf. Purg. 21.56~57); like winds
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in the atmosphere, subterranean winds could produce lightning and thunder.
The cause of this subterranean wind would not seem to be natural.

131-32. my memory . . . with sweat: Another instance of the narrating poet’s
being caught again in the experience narrated, discussed in the note to 1.4-7.

136. one whom sleep is taking: For other “sleeps” and “swoons” of the
pilgrim, see 1.2, 1.6, 5.142, and Purgatorio 9, 19, 27, and 31.
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Ruppemi I'alto sonno ne la testa
un greve truono, si ch’io mi riscossi
come persona ch’é per forza desta;

e 'occhio riposato intorno mossi,
dritto levato, e fiso riguardai
per conoscer lo loco dov’ io fossi.

Vero & che ‘n su la proda mi trovai
de la valle d’abisso dolorosa
che 'ntrono accoglie d’infiniti guai.

Oscura e profonda era e nebulosa
tanto che, per ficcar lo viso a fondo,
io non vi discernea alcuna cosa.

“Or discendiam qua git nel cieco mondo,”

comincio il poeta tutto smorto.
“Io saro primo, e tu sarai secondo.”
E 10, che del color mi fui accorto,
dissi: “Come verro, se tu paventi
che suoli al mio dubbiare esser conforto?”
Ed elli a me: “L’angoscia de le genti
che son qua gid, nel viso mi dipigne
quella pietd che tu per tema senti.
Andiam, ché la via lunga ne sospigne.”
Cosl si mise e cosi mi fé intrare
nel primo cerchio che l'abisso cigne.
Quivi, secondo che per ascoltare,
non avea pianto mai che di sospiri
che l'aura etterna facevan tremare;
cio avvenia di duol sanza martiri
ch’avean le turbe, ch’eran molte e grandi,
d’infanti e di femmine e di vin.
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First circle: Limbo—the unbaptized—Virgil’s account of the Harrowing
of Hell—the ancient poets—the Noble Castle—the illustrious pagans

Breaking the deep sleep within my head, a heavy
thunder-clap made me shake myself like one forcibly
awakened;

and I turned my rested eye about, standing erect,
and gazed fixedly, to know the place where I might
be.

In truth, I found myself on the brink of the
sorrowful valley of the abyss, which gathers in the
thundering of infinite woes.

Dark and deep it was, and so clouded that though
[ probed with my sight to the bottom I discerned
nothing there.

“Now let us descend down here into the blind
world,” began the poet, all pale. “I will be first, and
you will be second.”

And I, who had perceived his color, said: “How
can I come, if you are afraid, who when I have fears
have ever brought me strength?”

And he to me: “The suffering of the peoples who
are here below, paints on my face that pity which
you perceive as fear.

Let us go, for the long way urges us.” So he put
himself, and so he made me enter, into the first circle
girding the abyss.

Here, as far as could be heard, there was no
weeping except of sighs which caused the eternal air
to tremble;

these resulted from grief without torture, felt by
the crowds, which were many and large, of infants
and of women and of men.
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Lo buon maestro a me: “Tu non dimandi
che spiriti son questi che tu vedi?
Or vo’ che sappi, innanzi che piu andji,
ch’ei non peccaro; e s’elli hanno mercedi
non basta, perché non ebber battesmo,
ch’é porta de la fede che tu credi;
e s’e’ furon dinanzi al cristianesmo,
non adorar debitamente a Dio:
e di questi cotai son io medesmo.
Per tai difetti, non per altro o,
semo perduti, e sol di tanto offesi
che sanza speme vivemo in disio.”
Gran duol mi prese al cor quando lo ’ntest,
perd che gente di molto valore
conobbi che 'n quel limbo eran sospesi.
“Dimmi, maestro mio, dimmi, segnore,”
comincia’ 1o per volere esser certo
di quella fede che vince ogne errore:
“uscicei mai alcuno, o per suo merto,
o per altrui, che poi fosse beato?”
E quet, che ’ntese il mio parlar coverto,
rispuose: “lo era nuovo in questo stato,
quando ci vidi venire un possente
con segno di vittoria coronato.
Trasseci 'ombra del primo parente,
d’Abel suo figlio e quella di Noé,
di Moisé legista e ubidente,
Abraam patriarca e David re,
Israel con lo padre e co’ suol nati
e con Rachele, per cui tanto fe,
e altri molti, e feceli beati.
E vo’ che sappi che, dinanzi ad essi,
spiriti umani non eran salvati.”
Non lasciavam I'andar perch’ ei dicessi,
ma passavam la selva tuttavia,
la selva, dico, di spiriti spessi.
Non era lunga ancor la nostra via
di qua dal sonno, quand’ io vidi un foco
ch’emisperio di tenebre vincia.
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My good master to me: “You do not ask what
spirits are these you see? Now I wish you to know,
before you walk further,

that they did not sin; and if they have merits, it is
not enough, because they did not receive baptism,
which is the gateway to the faith that you believe.

And 1f they lived before Christianity, they did not
adore God as was needful: and of this kind am |
myself.

Because of such defects, not for any other
wickedness, we are lost, and only so far harmed that
without hope we live in desire.”

Great sorrow seized my heart when I understood
him, because [ knew that people of great worth were
suspended in that Jimbo.

“Tell me, my master, tell me, lord,” I began,
wishing to be assured of that faith which overcomes
all error:

“has anyone ever gone forth from here, either
through his own merit or through another, so as to
become blessed?”” And he, who understood my
veiled speech,

replied: “I was still new in this condition, when |
saw a powerful one come, crowned with a sign of
victory.

He led forth from here the shade of our first
parent, of Abel his son, and that of Noah, of Moses,
lawgiver and obedient,

Abraham the patriarch and David the king, Israel
with his father, and his children, and Rachel, for
whom he did so much,

and many others, and he made them blessed.
And I would have you know that before them no
human spirits were saved.”

We did not cease walking because he spoke, but
kept on passing through the wood, the wood, I say,
of crowding spirits.

Our way had not led far from where I had slept,
when I saw a fire that overcame a hemisphere of
shadows.
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70 Di lungi n’eravamo ancora un poco,
ma non si ch’io non discernessi in parte
ch’orrevol gente possedea quel loco.

73 “O tu ch’onori scienzia e arte,
questi chi son ¢’hanno cotanta onranza,
che del modo de i aleri 1i diparte?”

76 E quelli a me: “L’onrata nominanza
che di lor suona su ne la tua vita,
grazia acquista in ciel che sili avanza.”

79 Intanto voce fu per me udita:
“Onorate Paltissimo poeta:

I'ombra sua torna, ch’era dipartita.”

82 Poi che la voce fu restata e queta,
vidi quattro grand’ombre a noi venire:
sembianz’ avevan né trista né lieta.

85 Lo buon maestro comincio a dire:
“Mira colui con quella spada in mano,
che vien dinanzi ai tre si come sire:

88 quelli ¢ Omero, poeta sovrano;
I’altro & Orazio satiro che vene;

Ovidio ¢é ’l terzo, e I'ultimo Lucano.

91 Pero che ciascun meco si convene
nel nome che sono la voce sola,
fannomi onore, e di ci6 fanno bene.”

94 Cost vid’ 1" adunar la bella scola
di quel segnor de Ialtissimo canto
che sovra li altri com’ aquila vola.

97 Da ch’ebber ragionato insieme alquanto,
volsersi a me con salutevol cenno,

e '] mio maestro sorrise di tanto;

100 e pit d’onore ancora assai mi fenno,
ch’e’ si mi fecer de la loro schiera,
s1 ch’io fui sesto tra cotanto senno.

103 Cosi andammo infino a la lumera,
parlando cose che '] tacere & bello,
si com’ era '] parlar cola dov’ era.

106 Venimmo al pi¢ d'un nobile castello,
sette volte cerchiato d’alte mura,
difeso intorno d’un bel fiumicello.
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70 We were still some distance from it, but not so far
as to keep me from discerning in part that people worthy
to be honored possessed the place.

73 “O you who honor knowledge and art, who are
these who receive so much privilege as to be
separated from the manner of the others?”

76 And he to me: “The honor with which their names
resound up in your life, wins grace in Heaven that
thus advances them.”

79 Meantime a voice was heard by me: “Honor the
highest poet: his shade returns, that had departed.”

82 When the voice had ceased and was silent, I saw
four great shades coming toward us: their expression
was neither sad nor happy.

85 My good master began to speak: “Behold the one
with that sword in his hand, coming in front of the
other three as if their lord:

88 that is Homer, the supreme poet; the next is
Horace the satinist; Ovid is the third, and the last,
Lucan.

91 Because they all share with me that name which
the single voice pronounced, they do me honor, and
in this they do well.”

94 So saw I come together the lovely school of that
lord of highest song, who soars above the others like
an eagle.

97 When they had spoken together for a time they

turned to me with sign of greeting, and my master
smiled at that;

100 and they did me an even greater honor, for they
made me one of their band, so that I was sixth
among so much wisdom.

103 Thus we went as far as the light, speaking things
of which it is good to be silent now, as it was good
to speak them there where I was.

106 We came to the foot of a noble castle, seven times
encircled by high walls, defended all around by a
lovely little stream.
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Questo passammo come terra dura;
per sette porte intrai con questi savi;
giugnemmo in prato di fresca verdura.

Genti v'eran con occhi tardi e gravi,
di grande autorita ne’ loro sembianti:
parlavan rado, con voci soavi.

Traemmoci cosi da I'un de’ canti
in loco aperto, luminoso e alto,
s1 che veder si potien tutti quanti.

Cola diritto, sovra 'l verde smalto,

mi fuor mostrati li spiriti magni,
che del vedere in me stesso m’essalto.

I’ vidi Eletra con molti compagni,
tra * quai conobbi Ettor ed Enea,

Cesare armato con li occhi grifagni.

Vidi Cammilla e la Pantasilea;
da laltra parte vidi ’l re Latino,
che con Lavina sua figlia sedea.

Vidi quel Bruto che caccidé Tarquino,
Lucrezia, lulia, Marzia e Corniglia;

e solo, in parte, vidi 'l Saladino.

Poi ch’innalzai un poco piu le ciglia,
vidi ’l maestro di color che sanno
seder tra filosofica famiglia.

Tutti lo miran, tutti onor 1i fanno:
quivi vid’ jo Socrate e Platone,
che 'nnanzi a Ui altr pia presso li stanno,

Democrito che 'l mondo a caso pone,
Diogeneés, Anassagora e Tale,
Empedocles, Eraclito e Zenone;

e vidi il buono accoglitor del quale,
Diascoride dico; e vidi Orfeo,

Tulio e Lino e Seneca morale,

Euclide geomeétra e Tolomeo,
Ipocrate, Avicenna e Galieno,

Averois che ’l gran comento feo.

o non posso ritrar di tutti a pieno,
perd che si mi caccia il lungo tema
che molte volte al fatto il dir vien meno.
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This we passed over like solid ground; through
seven gates | entered with these sages; we came into
a meadow of fresh green.

Here were people with slow, grave eyes and great
authority in their countenances: they spoke seldom,
and with soft voices.

Therefore we drew to one side, to a place open,
bright, and high, whence all of them could be seen.

There opposite, on the bright green grass, all the
great spirits were shown to me, so that I am still
exalted within myself at the sight.

I saw Electra with many companions, among
whom [ recognized Hector and Aeneas, Caesar in
armor with hawklike eyes.

I saw Camilla and Penthesilea; on the other side I
saw King Latinus, who was sitting with Lavinia his
daughter.

[ saw the Brutus who drove Tarquin out, Lucretia,
Julia, Marcia, and Cornelia; and alone, to the side,
Saladdin.

When [ lifted my brow a little higher, I saw the
master of those who know, sitting among a
philosophical company.

All gaze at him, all do him honor: there I saw
Socrates and Plato, standing closer to him, in front of
the others,

Democritus, who assigns the world to chance,
Diogenes, Anaxagoras, and Thales, Empedocles,
Heraclitus, and Zeno;

and I saw the good gatherer of qualities,
Dioscorides [ mean; and I saw Orpheus, Tullius and
Linus, and Seneca the moralist,

Euclid the geometer and Ptolemy, Hippocrates,
Avicenna and Galen, Averroés who made the great
commentary.

I cannot describe them all in full, because my long
theme so drives me that often the word falls short of the
fact.
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148 La sesta compagnia in due si scema:
per altra via mi mena il savio duca
fuor de la queta, ne 'aura che trema.
151 E vegno in parte ove non é che luca.
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148 The company of six is reduced to two: along
another way my wise leader conducts me out of the
quiet, into the trembling air.

151 And I came to a place where no light shines.

e
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NOTES

1. the deep sleep: Echoing 3.136, and recalling also 1.2 and 1.11.

2. a heavy thunder-clap: Perhaps the sound of the lightning flash of 3.134.
Except for line 67, no further reference is made to either passage.

8. valley of the abyss: The expression “pit of the abyss” (the “abyss” is liter-
ally the “bottomless”) is biblical (Apoc. 9.1-2).

11. I probed with my sight: According to Plato, vision results from the joining
of light emitted by the eye with external light. Aristotle conclusively refuted this
view, but Dante’s terminology regularly reflects it.

14-21. all pale . .. you perceive as fear: Virgil’s pity seems restricted to the
souls in Limbo. Though it is not fear that causes his pallor here, it does cause it
later (see 9.1--3).

24. the first circle: The existence of a Limbo (the term means “edge” or
“fringe”) for unbaptized children and for the faithful waiting for Christ was
asserted by the fathers of the Church; Aquinas placed it underground, below
Purgatory (also underground) but above Hell itself (Summa theol. Suppl., q. 94).
Dante’s placing unbaptized adults and virtuous pagans there is original with him
and contrary to Church doctrine. The best discussion is Padoan 1970.

29-30. the crowds ... and of men: There is an echo here of Vergil’s
description of the dead crowding the shores of Styx (Aen. 6.306—8), which Dante
also drew on in 3.70-78:

matres atque viri defunctaque corpora vita
magnanimum heroum, pueri innuptaeque puellae,
impositique rogis iuvenes ante ora parentum

[mothers and men and the bodies reft of life
of great-souled heroes, boys and unwedded girls,
youths placed on the pyre before the eyes of their parents]

34-42. they did not sin ... live in desire: For Dante, beatitude cannot
be earned but is the result of a free gift by God predicated on faith in Christ
(strictly speaking, faith itself is a gift of grace), though faith alone, without works,
1s insufficient (Dante will give numerous instances of late repentants who are
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saved, however). “Merits” refers to deserving acquired by works; Virgil may
seem to imply that those who lived before Christ were saved if they “adored”
God (or “prayed” to him) rightly; in Paradiso 19, in a passage about the salva-
tion of a Trojan from the time of the Trojan War, the pilgrim is told that no
one has ever been saved without believing in Christ. Dante’s theory of salva-
tion, thoroughly orthodox in medieval terms (unlike his Limbo), is set forth
in Paradiso 7.

35-36. baptism, which is the gateway: This is a traditional metaphor; as
Dante writes in Par. 25.10~11, by baptism he “entered into the faith.” See also
Inferno 19, especially lines 16-21.

39. and of this kind am I myself: Virgil identifies himself as one who, living
before Christianity, “did not adore God as was needful”; since he has explicitly
stated that the souls in Limbo “did not sin” (line 34), his account here really
does not explain his statement (1.123) that he was “a rebel” against God’s law.
This question hovers over Dante’s entire portrayal of Virgil (see, with notes,
Cantos 8 and 9 and Purgatorio 21, 22, and 30).

42. without hope we live in desire: They desire the beatific vision of God
but cannot hope to reach it; compare with Augustine, Confessions 1.1: “you have
made us for yourself, and our heart is unquiet until it rest in you.”

47-50. assured of that faith . .. to become blessed: Lines 47—48 can be
taken to mean that the pilgrim desires a high degree of certainty or that he desires
clarification of his Christian belief. Chiavacci Leonardi suggests that his ques-
tion reflects Dante’s awareness that Christ’s descent into Hell (between his death
and resurrection) had been made an article of faith only in 1215 (reasserted in
1274); he is obviously asserting it as correct.

52-63. I was still new . . . no human spirits were saved: Virgil’s account
refers to the so-called Harrowing of Hell, narrated in the apocryphal Gospel of
Nicodemus (third century A.D.), itself based on scattered biblical passages (e.g.,
Eph. 4.9) and no doubt founded on earlier beliefs: Christ was supposed to have
descended into the underworld, violently breaking down its outer gate
(cf. 3.1-12) against the opposition of the devils, and to have led to Heaven in
triumph the souls of all those who had believed the prophecies of his future
coming. This theme became one of the most widely represented in the Middle
Ages, in poems, mosaics, sculptures, paintings, and plays. The Byzantine anastasis,
the earliest type of pictorial representation of the triumphant Christ, showed him
trampling the shattered gates of Hell (and, underneath them, Satan) while tak-
ing by the hand Adam at the head of a line of Old Testament figures; good ex-
amples are the apse mosaic at Torcello and the internal mosaic at San Marco in
Venice (reproduced in Singleton, plate 2).
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52. T was still new: Vergil died in 19 B.c.; by Dante’s reckoning he would
have been dead for about fifty-two years when Christ died.

53. a powerful one: Virgil does not seem to have recognized Christ as any-
thing more than a man; Augustine (Enarrationes in Psalmos, 48.1.5) expressed the
view that at the Last Judgment the damned would not be able to see Christ’s
divinity (see the note to 34.115).

54. crowned . .. victory: Virgil probably saw a classical laurel wreath rather
than the cruciform nimbus, a sign of divinity, which crowns the triumphant Christ
in the anastasis and later images (see previous note); the line may echo Hebrews
2.9: “But we see Jesus . . . crowned with glory and honor.”

59-60. Israel ... did so much: Jacob (named Israel after his struggle with
the angel, Gen. 32.28), his father Isaac, his twelve sons (the progenitors of the
twelve tribes of Israel), and his wife Rachel (see the note to 2.100).

69. a fire ... shadows: The hemisphere of light is 2 symbol both of the
enlightenment achieved by classical civilization and of the knowledge (the
memory) of the classical world possessed by Dante and his contemporaries
(the “honorable mention,” or fame, of line 76). Although Dante realized that
his time possessed only fragmentary knowledge of antiquity, he could not have
foreseen that the generation of Petrarch (1304—-1374) and Boccaccio (1308-1375)
would double the number of ancient texts accessible to readers and consequently
further revolutionize European conceptions of history.

88. Homer: Dante had no direct knowledge of Homer or any other Greek poets;
his ideas were derived from Aristotle, Cicero, Vergil, and other Latin authors. He
apparently knew nothing of Aeschylus, Sophocles, Pindar, or Sappho, to mention
only a few (Euripides and several others are mentioned in Purg. 22.106-7).

89. Horace the satirist: Quintus Horatius Flaccus (65-8B.C.) was, with Vergil,
the leading poet of the Augustan age. Dante refers to the Ars poetica, which cir-
culated separately, in De vulgari eloquentia 2.4.4 but never mentions the other
Epistles or the Odes.

90. Ovid ... Lucan: Publius Ovidius Naso (43 B.c.—ca. A.D. 17) and Marcus
Annaeus Lucanus (A.D. 39-65). Dante knew all or most of Ovid’s works, of which
he most frequently cites the Metamorphoses; Lucan is the author of the Pharsalia,
an epic on the civil war between Caesar and Pompey. The only major Latin
epic poet omitted here is Statius, whom we meet in Purgatory; Dante does not
seem to have known Propertius.

98-105. they turned to me . . . there where I was: A transparent autobio-
graphical allegory, referring to Dante’s learning the craft of poetry by studying
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the ancients and his conviction that he is worthy of their company (no false
modesty here).

102. so that I was sixth: The phrase seems to echo Ovid’s naming of himself
as fourth in the line of elegiac poets in Tristia 4.10.54: “fourth of these in the
succession of time was I myself.” There is, no doubt, a numerological signifi-
cance in the pilgrim’s being sixth; in the Purgatorio, with the addition of Statius,
he becomes seventh (for the significance in the poem of the number seven, see
the notes to Purgatorio 17).

106. a noble castle: Like the hemisphere of light, this is another symbol of
classical civilization, usually identified as the castle of wisdom, the seven walls
symbolizing the seven classical virtues (four moral, the so-called cardinal vir-
tues: prudence, temperance, fortitude, and justice; three intellectual: understand-
ing, knowledge, and, again, prudence), the seven gates symbolizing the seven
liberal arts (the Trivium [triple path], arts of language: grammar, rhetoric, and
dialectic; and the Quadrivium [fourfold path], sciences of the cosmos: music,
arithmetic, geometry, and astronomy), also inherited from antiquity (see Curtius
1953). The stream is often glossed as representing eloquence; several early com-
mentators take it to refer to worldly temptations which must be shunned for the
sake of learning. As the early commentators point out, the green meadow derives
from Vergil’s Elysian Fields (Aen. 6.637-892).

115-17. Therefore we drew . . . could be seen: The elevation from which
the group contemplate the great souls of antiquity seems to echo the hill from
which Aeneas and Anchises see the future heroes of Rome (Aen. 6.754-55).

118-20. There opposite . . . at the sight: At the autobiographical level of
the allegory, the entire episode of the hemisphere of light must of course refer
to Dante’s reading of classical writers and his acquisition of classical lore. Along
with lines 97-102, this is a clear expression of the excitement he felt.

121. Electra: Not the daughter of Agamemnon but of Atlas; she was the
mother of Dardanus, a founder of Troy (Aen. 8.134-35; Dante refers to her
again in Monarchia 2.3.2). She is appropriately grouped with the Trojans Hec-
tor and Aeneas and with Julius Caesar (descended, according to Vergil, from
Aeneas).

124~26. Camilla ... Lavinia his daughter: Figures from the Aeneid (cf.
1.107-8): Camilla and Penthesilea are virgin warriors: Camilla, an invention of
Vergil's, is an ally of the Latins (Aen. 7.803-17, 11.648-835), and Penthesilea,
the queen of the Amazons, was an ally of Troy according to a Greek tradition
mentioned by Vergil (Aen. 1.490-93). King Lactinus, the king of the Latins,
betrothed his daughter to Aeneas before hostilities broke out; from the union of
Trojans and Latians sprang the Romans.
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127-29. Brutus ... Cornelia: Figures from Roman history, known to Dante
from Livy, Lucan, and others. Tarquin, according to Roman tradition, was the
last of the kings; his son’s rape of Lucretia resulted in their expulsion and the
founding of the republic, which Dante notes in Convivio 4.5.12 as lasting from
Brutus, its first consul, to Julius Caesar. Cornelia was Julius Caesar’s wife and
the mother of Julia, who was married to Pompey the Great. Marcia was the wife
of Cato the Younger, whom we meet in Purgatorio 1.

129. Saladdin: Saladdin (Salah ad-Din, 1137-1193) was the sultan of Egypt
who drove the Crusaders entirely out of the Holy Land, except for the fortress
of Acre, which fell in Dante’s day. Many stories and legends gathered about this
impressive figure; Dante mentions him in Convivio 4.11.14 as an example of

liberality.

130. When I lifted my brow a little higher: The heroes of the contemgpla-
tive life—philosophers, poets, and scientists—are placed higher than those of the
active life.

131. the master of those who know: Aristotle (384-3228.c.), widely known
simply as “the philosopher,” all of whose surviving works had by Dante’s time
been translated into Latin. One of the most impressive achievements of the Middle
Ages was the assimilation and mastery during the twelfth and thirteenth centu-
ries of all the works of Aristotle.

134. Socrates and Plato: Dante knew Plato only indirectly, mainly through
Augustine’s adaptation of Neoplatonic lore, except for the incomplete transla-
tion of the Timaeus by the fourth- or fifth-century Christian bishop Calcidius,
who also wrote a commentary on it. Although Dante makes Plato subordinate
to Aristotle, the “Aristotle” he knew was more Platonic than not, since, in com-
mon with his time, Dante ascribed to him several works by late followers of Plato
and read him in a Neoplatonic key.

136-38. Democritus ... Zeno: Diogenes and Zeno Dante had read of in
manuals; the others are pre-Socratics discussed by Aristotle in his Physics in order
to refute their views.

139. Dioscorides: The traditional author of the most widely used collection
of works on nateria medica; the qualities referred to are those of plants.

140~42. Orpheus . .. Seneca: Orpheus and Linus are legendary poets men-
tioned in Vergil’s Eclogues and Georgics; Tullius is Marcus Tullius Cicero (106~
46 B.C.); Seneca the moralist is Lucius Annaeus Seneca the younger (4 B.c.—A.D.
65), also the author of tragedies. Some works by both Cicero and Seneca were
known to Dante. The inclusion of poets among philosophers reflects the
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Ciceronian tradition of identifying poetry with wisdom, as well as the fact that
many of the pre-Socratics wrote in verse.

142-44. Euclid ... Averroés: Scientists and philosophers, all translated into
Latin. Euclid’s (third century B.c.) Elements and Optics were widely studied in
Dante’s time. Ptolemy’s (second century a.n.) Almagest was the leading astro-
nomical textbook, as his Tetrabiblos was the dominant influence in astrology.
Hippocrates (fifth century B.C.) was the most famous physician of ancient Greece,
to whom works by many authors were ascribed. Galen (second century a.n.)
was the founder of experimental medicine; his influence dominated European
medicine from the late Middle Ages into the seventeenth century.

Dante treats the Muslim philosophers almost as extensions of Greco-Rooman
civilization. Avicenna (Ibn-Sina, d. 1036) was the leading Muslim Neoplatonic
philosopher and the author of an influential handbook of medicine that Dante
probably knew. The Spanish Arab Averroés (Ibn-Rushd, d. 1198), who suf-
fered persecution from the Islamic fundamentalists of his day, was the greatest of
the medieval commentators on Aristotle, widely known simply as “the Com-
mentator” (the “great commentary” refers to his commentary on Aristotle’s De
anima); the extent to which Dante accepted his influential doctrine of the unity
of the intellect (combatted by Aquinas) has been hotly debated.
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Cosi discesi del cerchio primaio
git nel secondo, che men loco cinghia
e tanto piu dolor che punge a guaio.
Stavvi Minos orribilmente, e ringhia;
essamina le colpe ne l'intrata;
giudica e manda secondo ch’avvinghia.
Dico che quando I'anima mal nata
li vien dinanzi, tutta si confessa;
e quel conoscitor de le peccata
vede qual loco d’'inferno ¢ da essa;
cignesi con la coda tante volte
quantunque gradi vuol che git sia messa.
Sempre dinanzi a lui ne stanno molte;
vanno a vicenda ciascuna al giudizio,
dicono e odono e poi son giu volte.
“O tu che vieni al doloroso ospizio,”
disse Minos a me quando mi vide,
lasciando ’atto di cotanto offizio,
“guarda com’ entri e di cui tu ti fide:
non t'inganni I'ampiezza de I'intrare!”
E ’l duca mio a lui: “Perché pur gride?
Non impedir lo suo fatale andare:
vuolsi cosi cola dove si puote
ci6 che si vuole, e pit non dimandare.”
Or incomincian le dolenti note
a farmisi sentire; or son venuto
la dove molto pianto mi percuote.
Io venni in loco d’ogne luce muto,
che mugghia come fa mar per tempesta,
se da contrari venti & combattuto.
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CANTO 5

Minos—second circle: the lustful—Francesca da Rimin{ and
DPaolo Malatesta

Thus I descended from the first circle down to the
second, which encloses a smaller space, but so much
more suffering that it goads the souls to shriek.

There stands Minos bristling and snarling: he
examines the soul’s guilt at the entrance; he judges
and passes sentence by how he wraps.

I say that when the ill-born soul comes before
him, it confesses all; and that connoisseur of sin

sees which is its place in Hell; he girds himself
with his tail as many times as the levels he wills the
soul to be sent down.

Always many stand before him; each goes in turmn
to judgment, they speak and hear and are cast into
the deep.

“O you who come to the dolorous hospice,” said
Minos when he saw me, leaving off the exercise of
his great office,

“beware how you enter and to whom you entrust
yourself: be not deceived by the spacious entrance!”
And my leader to him: “Why still cry out?

Do not impede his going, which is decreed: this is
willed where what is willed can be done, so ask no
more.”

Now the grief-stricken notes begin to make
themselves heard; now I have come where much
weeping assails me.

I came into a place where all light is silent, that
groans like the sea in a storm, when it is lashed by
conflicting winds.
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Inferno

La bufera infemal, che mai non resta,
mena li spirti con la sua rapina;
voltando e percotendo li molesta.

Quando giungon davanti a la ruina,
quivi le strida, il compianto, il lamento;
bestemmian quivi la virta divina.

Intesi ch’a cosi fatto tormento
enno dannati i peccator carnali,
che la ragion sommettono al talento.

E come li stornei ne portan I’ali
nel freddo tempo, a schiera larga e piena,
cosi quel fiato 1i spiriti mali

di qua, di la, di gin, di st li mena;
nulla speranza li conforta mai,
non che di posa, ma di minor pena.

E come i gru van cantando lor lai,
faccendo in aere di sé lunga riga,
cosi vid’ io venir, traendo guai,

ombre portate da la detta briga;
per ch’i’ dissi: “Maestro, chi son quelle
genti che I’aura nera si gastiga?”

“La prima di color di cui novelle
tu vuo’ saper,” mi disse quelli allotta,
“fu imperadrice di molte favelle.

A vizio di lussuria fu 1 rotta
che libito fé licito in sua legge,
per torre il biasmo in che era condotta.

Ell' & Semiramis, di cui si legge
che succedette a Nino e fu sua sposa:
tenne la terra che 'l Soldan corregge.

L’altra é colei che s’ancise amorosa,
e ruppe fede al cener di Sicheo;
poi & Cleopatras lussuriosa.

Elena vedi, per cui tanto reo
tempo si volse, e vedi 'l grande Achille,
che con Amore al fine combatteo.

Vedi Paris, Tristano™; e piu di mille
ombre mostrommi e nominommi a dito,
ch’Amor di nostra vita dipartille.
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The infernal whirlwind, which never rests, drives
the spirits before its violence; turning and striking, it
tortures them.

When they come before the landslide, there the
shrieks, the wailing, the lamenting; there they curse
God’s power.

I understood that to this torment were damned
the carnal sinners, who subject their reason to their
lust.

And as their wings carry off the starlings in the
cold season, in large full flocks, so does that breath
carry the evil spirits

here, there, down, up; no hope ever comforts them,
not of lessened suffering, much less of rest.

And as the cranes go singing their lays, making a
long line of themselves in the air, so [ saw coming
toward us, uttering cries,

shades borne by the aforesaid violence; so I said:
“Master, who are those people whom the black wind
so chastises?”

“The first of those about whom you wish to learn,”
he said to me then, “was empress over many
languages.

So broken was she to the vice of lust that in her
laws she made licit whatever pleased, to lift from
herself the blame she had incurred.

She is Semiramis, of whom we read that she
succeeded Ninus and was his wife: she ruled the
lands the Sultan governs now.

The next is she who killed herself for love and
broke faith with the ashes of Sichaeus; next is lustful
Cleopatra.

Behold Helen, who brought such evil times, and
see the great Achilles, who battled against Love at
the end. ’

Behold Paris, Tristan’’; and more than a thousand
shades he showed me, and named them, pointing,

whom Love parted from our life.

89



70

73

76

79

82

85

88

91

94

97

160

103

106

Inferno

Poscia ch’io ebbi 'l mio dottore udito
nomar le donne antiche e * cavalien,
pietd mi giunse, e fui quasi smarrito.

I’ cominciai: “Poeta, volontieri
parlerei a quei due che ’nsieme vanno
e paion si al vento esser leggeri.”

Ed elli a me: “Vedrai quando saranno

piu presso a noi; e tu allor li priega

per quello amor che i mena, ed ei verranno.

Si tosto comie il vento a noi li piega,
mossi la voce: “O anime affannate,
venite a noi parlar, s’altri nol niega!”
Quali colombe dal disio chiamate
con I'ali alzate e ferme al dolce nido
vegnon per 'aere, dal voler portate,
cotali uscir de la schiera ov’ & Dido,
a noi venendo per l'aere maligno,
s forte fu laffettioso grido.
“O animal grazioso e benigno
che visitando vai per I'aere perso
noi che tignemmo il mondo di sanguigno,
se fosse amico il re de I'universo,
noi pregheremmo lui de la tua pace,
poi c’hai pietd del nostro mal perverso.
Di quel che udire e che parlar vi piace,
noi udiremo e parleremo a voi,
mentre che 'l vento, come fa, ci tace.
Siede la terra dove nata fui
su la marina dove ’1 Po discende
per aver pace o’ seguacl sui.
Amor, ch’al cor gentil ratto s’apprende,
prese costui de la bella persona
che mi fu tolta, e '] modo ancor m’offende.
Amor, ch’a nullo amato amar perdona,
mi prese del costui piacer si forte
che, come vedi, ancor non m’abbandona.
Amor condusse noi ad una morte.
Caina attende chi a vita ci spense.”
Queste parole da lor ci fuor porte.
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After [ had heard my teacher name the ancient
ladies and knights, pity came upon me, and I was
almost lost.

I began: “Poet, gladly would I speak with those
two who go together and seem to be so light upon
the wind.”

And he to me: “You will see when they are closer
to us; and then beg them by the love that drives
them, and they will come.”

As soon as the wind bends them toward us, I sent
forth my voice: “O wearied souls, come speak with
us, if another does not forbid it!”

As doves, called by their desire, with wings raised
and steady come to their sweet nest through the air,
borne by their will,

so did they emerge from the flock where Dido is,
coming to us through the cruel air, so compelling
was my deepfelt cry.

“QO gracious and benign living creature who
through the black air go visiting us who stained the
world blood-red,

if the king of the universe were friendly we would
pray to him for your peace, since you have pity on
our twisted pain.

Of whatever it pleases you to hear and to speak
we will listen and speak to you, while the wind 1s
quiet for us, as 1t is now.

The city where I was born sits beside the
shore where the Po descends to have peace with its
followers.

Love, which is swiftly kindled in the noble heart,
seized this one for the lovely person that was taken
from me; and the manner still injures me.

Love, which pardons no one loved from loving in
return, seized me for his beauty so strongly that, as
you see, it still does not abandon me.

Love led us on to one death. Caina awaits him
who extinguished our life.” These words were borne
from them to us.
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Quand’ io intesi quell” anime offense,
china’ il viso, e tanto il tenni basso
fin che ‘1 poeta mi disse: “Che pense?”
Quando rispuosi, cominciai: “Oh lasso,
quanti dolci pensier, quanto disio
meno costoro al doloroso passo!”
Poi mi rivolsi a loro e parla’ 1o,
e cominciai: “Francesca, 1 tuoi martiri
a lagrimar mi fanno tristo e pio.
Ma dimmi: al tempo d’i dolei sospiri,
a che e come concedette Amore
che conosceste i dubbiosi disiri?”
E quella a me: “Nessun maggior dolore
che ricordarsi del tempo felice
ne la miseria; e c10 sa ’l tuo dottore.
Ma s’a conoscer la prima radice
del nostro amor tu hai cotanto affetto,
dird come colui che piange e dice.
Noi leggiavamo un giorno per diletto
di Lancialotto come amor lo strinse;
soli eravamo e sanza alcun sospetto.
Per piti flate li occhi ci sospinse
quella lettura, e scolorocci il viso;
ma solo un punto fu quel che ci vinse.
Quando leggemmo il disiato riso
esser basciato da cotanto amante,
questi, che mai da me non fia diviso,
la bocca mi bascio tutto tremante.
Galeotto fu 'l libro e chi lo scrisse:
quel giorno pitt non vi leggemmo avante.’
Mentre che 'uno spirto questo disse,
Ialtro piangéa si che di pietade
io venni men cosi com’ 10 morisse,
e caddi come corpo morto cade.
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When I understood those injured souls, I bent my
face downward, and I held it down so long that the
poet said: “What are you pondering?”

When I replied, I began: “Alas, how many sweet
thoughts, how much yearning led them to the
grievous pass!”

Then I turned back to them and spoke, and [ began:
“Francesca, your sufferings make me sad and piteous to
tears.

But tell me: in the time of your sweet sighs, by
what and how did Love grant you to know your
dangerous desires?”

And she to me: “There is no greater pain than to
remember the happy time in wretchedness; and this
your teacher knows.

But if you have so much desire to know the first
root of our love, I will do as one who weeps and
speaks.

We were reading one day, for pleasure, of
Lancelot, how Love beset him; we were alone and
without any suspicion.

During many breaths that reading drove our eyes
together and turned our faces pale; but one point
alone was the one that overpowered us.

When we read that the yearned-for smile was
kissed by so great a lover, he, who will never be
separated from me,

kissed my mouth all trembling. Galeotto was the
book and he who wrote it: that day we read there no
further.”

While one spirit said this, the other was weeping
so that for pity I fainted as if [ were dying,

and I fell as a dead body falls.

T
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NOTES

1-3. Thus. .. shriek: Limbo is thus identified as the uppermost circle of Hell,
although in important respects it is different from all the others. The narrower
compass of this second circle is the first indication that Hell is funnel-shaped and
that effects of compression and crowding will become increasingly prominent.

4. There stands Minos: According to Greco-Roman tradition, Minos, son
of Zeus and Europa and king of Crete, and his brother Rhadamanthus became
judges in the underworld (cf. Aen. 6.566—69). Further references to Cretan leg-
end are found in Inferno 12 (the Minotaur, Theseus, and Ariadne) and 14 (the
Old Man of Crete), Purgatorio 26 (Pasiphat), and Paradiso 13 (Ariadne) (see the
note to 12.12).

6—12. by how he wraps ... wills the soul to be sent down: In other
words, the number of times Minos’s tail is wrapped about his body indicates the
number of circles the soul must descend to find its permanent place. This repre-
sentation of the overall structure of Hell associates its successively lower levels
with the body. (Michelangelo includes a striking Dantean Minos in his Sistine
Chapel Last Judgment.)

16. hospice: The use of the term for a monastic guesthouse is bitterly sarcastic.

20. spacious entrance: See Matt. 7.13: “wide is the gate and broad is the way
that leadeth unto destruction.”

23. this is willed where . .. can be done: The second of Virgil’s reproofs
of infernal custodians, identical with the first (3.95-96).

25. Now the grief-stricken notes: This first region of Hell proper (but sec-
ond circle) is marked by the onset of the discordant “music” of Hell, the accu-
mulated dissonances of its grieving souls.

28. all light is silent: That is, where all knowledge ceases (cf. 1.60).

31-33. The infernal whirlwind . . . tortures them: Like many of the pun-
ishments in Dante’s Hell, the whirlwind is a taking literally of 2 common
metaphor, in this case a figure for the power of passion; note the implication
of conflicting impulses in line 30. For the theory of contrapasso, see the note to
28.142.

34. before the landslide: For this detail, see 12.32 (another canto involving
conspicuous references to myths about Crete).
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39. who subject their reason to their lust: Note the political metaphors:
the sovereign function of reason is usurped by desire. Talento [talent], Dante’s
word for “desire” here, originally referred to the unit of weight of silver used in
antiquity; see the parable of the talents in Matt. 25.14-30. One’s desire is thus
one’s “weight,” one’s dominant inclination (see Augustine, Confessions 13.9.10).
The metaphor is maintained throughout the canto. Lust (Latin luxuria) was tradi-
tionally regarded as the least serious of the seven deadly vices.

40—44. And as their wings ... down, up: The first of three bird similes
(starlings, cranes, and doves) that track the pilgrim’s shifts of attention; starlings
and doves were associated in the medieval bestiaries with lust (Ryan 1976).

43. here, there, down, up: These directions correspond to the four classical
“perturbations” of the spirit (love, hate, fear, and joy) (see the note to 10.58 and
cf. Cicero, Tusculan Disputations 5.6).

46. as the cranes . .. their lays: Bestiaries familiar to Dante (e.g., the one
included in his teacher Brunetto Latini’s Trésor) compare the formations of
migrating cranes to knights in battle lines (Ryan 1976). The emergence of the
line of noble lovers (and there is a reference to the medieval vogue of stories of
adulterous love in Breton lais) suggests that the starlings may represent more ple-
beian lovers.

54. empress over many languages: Semiramis, widow of King Ninus, leg-
endary founder of Babylon and its empire, hence “over many languages.” “She
made licit whatever pleased” (in the Italian, only a single letter distinguishes libito
from licito, the “pleasing” from the “lawful”), that is, she legalized incest, alleg-
edly because she herself was guilty of it with her son. For these details and for his
general knowledge of Semiramis, Dante follows hostile Christian accounts
(Augustine’s City of God, Orosius’s Seven Books against the Pagans, and Brunetto’s
Trésor).

60. the lands the Sultan governs now: In Dante’s day, Syria, though not
Baghdad, was ruled by the Mameluke Sultans of Egypt.

61-62. she who killed herself for love: An echo of Aen. 4.552: Dido com-
mitted suicide when abandoned by Aeneas (see also 6.450-51); she had previ-
ously vowed to be faithful to the memory of her husband Sichaeus. Dante could
have known from Macrobius that according to ancient tradition Aeneas and Dido
lived several hundred years apart and that Dido was legendary for her chastity.
Dido’s story had both charmed and alarmed Christian moralists since at least the
time of Augustine (cf. Confessions 1.13).

63. lustful Cleopatra: Queen of Egypt, famous for her liaison with Julius Caesar
and her marriage with Mark Antony, which led to war between him and




Inferno

Octavian (later Augustus). As was the custom of the Ptolemies, Cleopatra
morganatically married her brother; the theme of incest was introduced with
Semiramis.

64. Behold Helen: Helen of Troy, wife of Menelaus, king of Sparta, blamed
by Homer and Vergil for the Trojan War (cf. Aen. 2.567—88; the Roman de Troie
28426-33, etc.).

65-66. great Achilles: Dante conserves the classical epithet (cf. Statius, Achilleid
1.1, “magnanimum” [great-souled]), but the Achilles who fell in love with
Polyxena, daughter of Priam, and was thus led to ambush and death was in the
foreground in the Middle Ages, thanks to both Latin (Dictys Cretensis, Dares
Phrygius) and vernacular (Roman de Troie) versions of the story.

67. Paris, Tristan: Paris, the son of the Trojan king Priam and Helen’s abductor,
and a single figure from medieval romance—the final position is telling—round
out the list of love’s victims (seven in number, only the last three are men).
Tristan’s love affair with Iseult, the wife of his uncle, King Mark, ending with
the death of the lovers, was the most famous love story of the Middle Ages. All
seven examples involve the subversion of political or military responsibility by
adulterous passion.

69. whom Love parted from our life: See Aen. 6.442: “his quos durus amor
crudeli tabe peredit” [those whom harsh love destroyed with cruel death]; the
Sybil is identifying a division of the underworld by its denizens.

71. ancient ladies and knights: Such anachronistic description of classical
and ancient figures is frequent in Dante’s time.

72. pity came upon me . .. almost lost: The pilgrim’s strong reaction of
sympathy begins a process that reaches its climax at the end of the canto. His
word for “lost” here, smarrito, was used in 1.3 of the straight way.

82—-84. As doves ... by their will: For the comparison, see Aen. 5.213~17
and 6.190-92, when the doves of Venus guide Aeneas to the golden bough, the
key to entering Hades. This is the last of the bird similes, which move toward
smaller groups and “nobler” birds and from classical to modern examples (Shoaf
[1975] surveys doves in the Comedy).

82-84. called by their desire ... borne by their will: Such phrases, like
the one noted in line 84, continue the prnciple of the whole canto: the wind

that drives the soul is the force of desire.

88-108. O gracious and benign ... from them to us: Francesca (she is
identified in line 116) begins with a courteous salutation meant to capture the
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listener’s attention and good will (the captatio benevolentiae of classical rhetoric),
and the gracious tone is maintained throughout her carefully organized speeches.

90. stained the world blood-red: Francesca is alluding to Ovid’s tale of
Pyramus and Thisbe, residents of Semiramis’s Babylon (see Met. 4.55-169):
Pyramus’s blood stains the mulberry first red, then, when it dries, black.

93. our twisted pain: The Latin/Italian pervertere means literally “to turn in
an evil direction.”

97-99. The city . .. with its followers: Francesca was born in Ravenna,
where, during the Middle Ages, one of the branches of the Po entered the
Adriatic. She uses the language of pursuit to describe the relation between
the Po and its tributaries. Her yearning for peace was evident also in lines
91-92.

100-107. Love . .. extinguished our life: Each of these three terzinas be-
gins with the word Love (anaphora): first of Paolo’s love for Francesca (Love
“seized” him), then of her love for him (also a “seizing”—note the contrast
between Francesca’s claim that anyone beloved must love in return and Virgil's
parallel but quite different statement in Purg. 22.10—-12), and last of its result,
death (Love “led” them). In each case it is the personified god of love that is
made the agent, rather than the human actors. Note the etymological figure in
the central terzina, Amor . . . amato . . . amar.

Hardt (1973) observed that of the nineteen instances of the word amor, amore
in the Inferno, this canto has the central nine (i.e., five precede Canto 5, five
follow it), of which these are the central three.

100. Love, which is swiftly kindled: Francesca echoes the canzone “Al cor
gentil rempaira sempre amore” [To the noble heart love always repairs], by the
Bolognese poet Guido Guinizelli (d. 12767), whom Dante admired and called
“the sage” (when quoting the same canzone in Vita nuova 20) and “my father”
(Purg. 26.97); he is one of the founders of the “sweet new style” (dolce stil novo)
proclaimed by Bonagiunta of Lucca in Purg. 24.57. For Francesca’s words, see
especially “Al cor gentil,” line 11, *“Foco d’amor in gentil cor s’aprende/come
vertute in petra preziosa” [The fire of love is kindled in the noble heart /as is the
power in a precious stone]. Francesca’s speech is a tissue of allusions to the
fashionable poetry of love, including Dante’s own early poems.

106. Love led us on to one death: In the Italian the first word, amor, is
included in the last two: ung morte.

107. Caina awaits him: “Caina” is the division of Cocytus—the lowest circle
of Hell—assigned to those who murder relatives, named for Cain (Caino).
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111. What are you pondering: The translation emphasizes the etymological
force of Italian pensare [to think], from Latin pensum [a weight of flax to be spun],
continuing the series of metaphors of weight. Compare the movements of the
pilgrim’s head in these lines with those ascribed to the lovers later.

113. sweet thoughts: The expression is almost a technical term in the medi-
eval theory of love deriving from Andreas Capellanus and refers to the obsessive
presence of the beloved’s image in the imagination.

116. Francesca: Only here is the identity of this soul revealed; the pilgrim has
either recognized her or inferred her identity from her words. It is Francesca da
Rimini (her companion, Paolo Malatesta, remains silent), a member of the Polenta
family of Ravenna (her nephew, Guido Novello da Polenta, would be Dante’s
host in Ravenna from 1317 to 1320), who was married around 1275 to Gianciotto
Malatesta, ruler of Rimini (the cruelty of his successors is denounced in 27.6—48
and 28.76-90). According to Dante’s early commentators (the story left no trace
in the chronicles), around 1285 Francesca’s husband discovered her with his
younger brother Paolo and murdered both of them. Boccaccio, who interviewed
her family, asserts that Francesca had fallen in love with Paolo, his brother’s proxy
at the betrothal, supposing it was he she was to marry. '

119. how did Love: The pilgrim follows Francesca’s rhetoric of attributing
agency to “Love” rather than to the human actors.

121. no greater pain: If Francesca is taken at her word, Dante’s visit would
involve considerable intensification of her suffering. Despite the apparent nod
to Virgil here (“and this your teacher knows”), the commentators cite Boethius,
Consolation 2.4.3—-6. The idea is a commonplace, however (cf. Augustine, Con-
Sfessions 10.14), like its converse, the pleasure of recalling past misery once free of
it (e.g., Aen. 1.203: “perhaps at some time we will be glad remembering these
things”) (see the notes to 6.96 and 10.34).

124. But if you have so much desire: Compare the beginning of Aeneas’s
tale of the fall of Troy (Aen. 2.10). Again, Francesca draws on lofty literary models.

127. We were reading: Paolo and Francesca were reading some version of
the Book of Lancelot of the Lake, part of a vast early-thirteenth-century prose com-
pilation, the so-called Vulgate Cycle, and specifically the scene where Lancelot,
coaxed by his friend and go-between Galehault, confesses his love to Guinevere
and the lovers exchange their first kiss (the scene was often illustrated).

130. During many breaths: Like volto [turn], fiata [breath] was for Dante a
normal idiomatic word for “occasion”; but the shade of meaning conveyed
here, bearing on the breathlessness of the tension, is important (cf. 1.36 and
10.48).

98



Notes to Canto 5

130-31. that reading ... turned our faces pale: The reading is now made
the active agent; note the emphasis on the motions of the head. And see Ovid’s
Art of Love 1.573-74,

132. one point alone . .. overpowered us: See the use of the term punto in
1.11, 7.32; again, the rhetoric places the agency in something other than the
human beings.

133. the yearned-for smile was kissed: The use of the passive again avoids
naming the agent. In the surviving Old French Lancelot romances, it is invari-
ably Guinevere who kisses Lancelot, not vice versa; so also in the iconographic
tradition. For another reference to this scene, see Par. 16.14—15 (the “first
recorded fault of Guinevere”).

137. Galeotto was the book: Galeotfo is the Italian form of Galehault, the
name of the knight who, as Lancelot’s friend, arranged the meeting with
Guinevere (see the note to line 107). Because of the prominence in it of this
character, the second third of the Book of Lancelot of the Lake was commonly called
the Galehault. As Francesca’s remark shows, the name had by Dante’s time already
becomne current in Italian as a common noun for “go-between’; compare the
English word pander, originally the name of the character in Chaucer’s Troilus
and Criseyde.

138. that day we read there no further: If they had finished reading the
Vulgate Cycle, they would have read how Lancelot’s and Guinevere’s adultery
(with Arthur’s incest) eventually destroys the entire Arthurian world (the blows
by which Arthur and his son Mordred kill each other are recalled in 32.61-62),
though the lovers themselves repent and die saintly deaths.

141-42. for pity I fainted . . . falls: Given the emphasis on the motions of
the head throughout the canto, it seems likely that the pilgrim falls head first (cf.
6.92~93). The pilgrim’s pity, which will frequently figure in the rest of Hell, is
presented as highly questionable. His symbolic death imitates Francesca’s (death-
bringing) surrender to passion, just as she and Paolo had imitated the book; like
her surrender, it is a response to a text. At the end of Canto 3, the pilgrim had
fallen “‘like one whom sleep is taking.”
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CANTO 6

Al tornar de la mente, che si chiuse
dinanzi a la pietd d’1 due cognaty,
che di trestizia tutto mi confuse,

novi tormenti e novl tormentati
mi veggio intorno come ch’io mi mova
ch’io mi volga, e come che io guati.

[o sono al terzo cerchio, de la piova
etterna, maladetta, fredda e greve;
regola e qualita mai non ’é nova.

Grandine grossa, acqua tinta e neve
per I'aere tenebroso si riversa;
pute la terra che questo riceve.

Cerbero, fiera crudele e diversa,
con tre gole caninamente latra
sovra la gente che quivi é sommersa.

Li occhi ha vermigli, la barba unta e atra
e ’l ventre largo, e unghiate le mani;
grafhia 1i spirti ed iscoia ed isquatra.

Urlar 11 fa la pioggia come cani;
de 'un de’ lati fanno a I'altro schermo;
volgonsi spesso 1 miseri profani.

Quando ci scorse Cerbero, il gran vermo,
le bocche aperse e mostrocci le sanne;
non avea membro che tenesse fermo.

E 'l duca mio distese le sue spanne,
prese la terra, e con piene le pugna
la gittd dentro a le bramose canne.

Qual & quel cane ch’abbaiando agogna
e si racqueta poi che 'l pasto morde,
ché solo a divorarlo intende e pugna,
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Third circle: the gluttons—Cerberus—the Florentine Ciacco—civil

strife in Florence: causes, prophecy—famous Florentines in Hell—

10
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28

intensity of sufferings after the Last Judgment

When consciousness returned, after closing itself
up before the pity of the two in-laws, which utterly
confounded me with sadness,

new torments and new tormented ones I see
around me wherever I walk, and wherever I tum, and
wherever [ look.

I am in the third circle, with the eternal, cursed,
cold, and heavy rain; its rule and quality never
change.

Great hailstones, filthy water, and snow pour
down through the dark air; the earth stinks that
receives them.

Cerberus, cruel, monstrous beast, with three
throats barks doglike over the people submerged
there.

His eyes are red, his beard greasy and black, his
belly large, and his hands have talons; he claws the
spirits, flays and quarters them.

The rain makes them howl like dogs; they make a
shield for one of their sides with the other; castout
wretches, they tum over frequently.

When Cerberus, the great worm, caught sight of
us, he opened his mouths and showed his fangs; not
one of his members held still.

And my leader opened his hands, took up earth,
and with both fists full threw it into those ravenous
pipes.

Like a dog that baying hungers and is silent once
he bites his food, for he looks and struggles only to
devour 1t,
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cotai si fecer quelle facce lorde
de lo demonio Cerbero, che 'ntrona
P’anime si ch’esser vorrebber sorde.

Noi passavam su per 'ombre che adona
la greve pioggia, e ponavam le piante
sovra lor vanita che par persona.

Elle giacean per terra tutte quante,
fuor d’una ch’a seder si levo, ratto
ch’ella ci vide passarsi davante.

“O tu che se’ per questo 'nferno tratto,”
mi disse, “riconoscimi, se sai:
tu fosti, prima ch’io disfatto, fatto.”

E io a lui: “L’angoscia che tu hai
forse ti tira fuor de la mia mente,
si che non par ch’t’ ti vedessi mai.

Ma dimmi chi tu se’ che ’n si dolente
loco se’ messo e hai s fatta pena
che, s’altra € maggio, nulla ¢ s1 spiacente.’

Ed elli a me: “La tua cittd, ch’¢ piena
d’invidia si che gia trabocca il sacco,
seco mi tenne in la vita serena.

Voi cittadini mi chiamaste Ciacco;
per la dannosa colpa de la gola,
come tu vedi, a la pioggia mi fiacco.

E io anima trista non son sola,
ché tutte queste a simil pena stanno
per simil colpa.” E pit non fé parola.

Io i rispuosi: “Ciacco, 1l tuo affanno
mi pesa si ch’a lagrimar mi ‘nvita;
ma dimmi, se tu sai, a che verranno

li cittadin de la cittd partita;
s’alcun v’e giusto; e dimmi la cagione
per che I'ha tanta discordia assalita.”

E quells a me: “Dopo lunga tencione
verranno al sangue, e la parte selvaggia
caccera I’altra con molta offensione.

Po1 appresso convien che questa caggia
infra tre soli, e che I'altra sormonti
con la forza di tal che testé piaggia.
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so became those filthy snouts of the demon
Cerberus, who thunders over the souls so that they
wish they were deaf.

We were passing through the shades that the
heavy rain weighs down, and we were placing our
soles on their emptiness that seems a human body.

They were lying on the ground, all of them, save
one, who raised himself to sit as soon as he saw us
passing before him.

“O you who are led through this Hell,” he said to
me, “‘recognize me if you can: you were made before
1 was unmade.”

And I to him: “The anguish that you have perhaps
drives you from my memory, so that it does not
seem | have ever seen you.

But tell me who you are, who are put here in so
painful a place, and have such a punishment that if any
is greater, none is so disgusting.”

And he to me: “Your city, which is so full of envy
that the sack already overflows, kept