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Dante Alighieri's 'The Divine Comedy (Complete Annotated Edition)' is a monumental work of Italian literature that combines epic poetry with profound theological exploration. Written in the early 14th century, this three-part narrative chronicles Dante's journey through the realms of Hell, Purgatory, and Paradise, guided by the poet Virgil and his beloved Beatrice. The poem is known for its intricate allegorical structure, rich symbolism, and vivid imagery, making it a masterpiece of medieval literature. The detailed annotations in this edition provide valuable insights into the historical, philosophical, and theological contexts of Dante's work, making it an essential companion for readers seeking a deeper understanding of the text. Dante Alighieri, a prominent Italian poet and philosopher, drew heavily from his own political exile and personal struggles to create 'The Divine Comedy.' His profound faith and intricate knowledge of classical literature and Christian theology are evident throughout the poem, reflecting his deep intellectual curiosity and spiritual inquiry. Alighieri's enduring legacy as a literary giant continues to inspire scholars and readers alike, cementing his reputation as one of the greatest poets of the Middle Ages. I highly recommend 'The Divine Comedy (Complete Annotated Edition)' to anyone interested in exploring the intersection of theology, philosophy, and literature. Dante's vivid imagination and intricate symbolism offer a compelling journey through the human soul and the afterlife, making this annotated edition an indispensable resource for readers looking to delve deeper into the complexities of this iconic work. In this enriched edition, we have carefully created added value for your reading experience: - A succinct Introduction situates the work's timeless appeal and themes. - The Synopsis outlines the central plot, highlighting key developments without spoiling critical twists. - A detailed Historical Context immerses you in the era's events and influences that shaped the writing. - An Author Biography reveals milestones in the author's life, illuminating the personal insights behind the text. - A thorough Analysis dissects symbols, motifs, and character arcs to unearth underlying meanings. - Reflection questions prompt you to engage personally with the work's messages, connecting them to modern life. - Hand‐picked Memorable Quotes shine a spotlight on moments of literary brilliance. - Interactive footnotes clarify unusual references, historical allusions, and archaic phrases for an effortless, more informed read.
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Dante Alighieri's epic masterpiece, 'The Divine Comedy: Inferno, Purgatorio & Paradiso,' is a monumental work that explores the author's journey through Hell, Purgatory, and Heaven. Written in the early 14th century, this allegorical poem is considered one of the greatest works of world literature. The three parts of the book offer a vivid depiction of the afterlife, filled with complex allegories, rich symbolism, and moral lessons. Dante's vivid descriptions and powerful imagery bring the spiritual journey to life, inviting readers to contemplate the nature of sin, redemption, and the human soul. The book is a masterpiece of medieval poetry, blending theology, philosophy, and poetic imagination in a captivating narrative. Dante Alighieri, a prominent Italian poet and philosopher, wrote 'The Divine Comedy' during a period of political turmoil and personal exile. Influenced by his own life experiences and theological beliefs, Dante created a work that reflects his deep understanding of medieval theology and philosophy. His exploration of the afterlife serves as a powerful reflection on the human condition and the nature of salvation. I highly recommend 'The Divine Comedy' to readers interested in classic literature, theology, philosophy, and poetry. Dante's timeless work offers profound insights into the complexities of faith, sin, and redemption, making it a must-read for anyone seeking a deeper understanding of the human experience. In this enriched edition, we have carefully created added value for your reading experience: - A comprehensive Introduction outlines these selected works' unifying features, themes, or stylistic evolutions. - The Author Biography highlights personal milestones and literary influences that shape the entire body of writing. - A Historical Context section situates the works in their broader era—social currents, cultural trends, and key events that underpin their creation. - A concise Synopsis (Selection) offers an accessible overview of the included texts, helping readers navigate plotlines and main ideas without revealing critical twists. - A unified Analysis examines recurring motifs and stylistic hallmarks across the collection, tying the stories together while spotlighting the different work's strengths. - Reflection questions inspire deeper contemplation of the author's overarching message, inviting readers to draw connections among different texts and relate them to modern contexts. - Lastly, our hand‐picked Memorable Quotes distill pivotal lines and turning points, serving as touchstones for the collection's central themes.
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Dante Alighieri's 'The Divine Comedy' is a literary masterpiece that follows the poet's journey through Hell, Purgatory, and Paradise. Written in the early 14th century, this epic poem is considered a seminal work of Italian literature and a defining piece of the medieval period. The vivid descriptions of each realm, intricate use of symbolism, and moral undertones make this work a complex and rich exploration of the afterlife. Alighieri's use of terza rima adds a musical quality to the text, enhancing its poetic beauty and making it a compelling read for those interested in allegorical storytelling and theological themes. In this enriched edition, we have carefully created added value for your reading experience: - A succinct Introduction situates the work's timeless appeal and themes. - The Synopsis outlines the central plot, highlighting key developments without spoiling critical twists. - A detailed Historical Context immerses you in the era's events and influences that shaped the writing. - An Author Biography reveals milestones in the author's life, illuminating the personal insights behind the text. - A thorough Analysis dissects symbols, motifs, and character arcs to unearth underlying meanings. - Reflection questions prompt you to engage personally with the work's messages, connecting them to modern life. - Hand‐picked Memorable Quotes shine a spotlight on moments of literary brilliance. - Interactive footnotes clarify unusual references, historical allusions, and archaic phrases for an effortless, more informed read.
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Dante Alighieri's 'Divine Comedy' offers a mesmerizing journey through the realms of Hell, Purgatory, and Paradise. Written in the early 14th century, this epic poem serves as a profound exploration of the Christian afterlife, guiding readers through moral lessons and spiritual reflections. The masterful use of allegory, symbolism, and vivid imagery makes the reader feel as if they are embarking on a transcendent pilgrimage alongside the protagonist, Dante. The rich language and poetic form of the work elevate it to a timeless masterpiece, influencing countless literary works thereafter. This illustrated edition provides a visual accompaniment that enhances the reader's immersion into Dante's intricate narrative and complex moral allegories. The integration of illustrations adds a new dimension to the text, deepening the reader's understanding and appreciation of this classic work. In this enriched edition, we have carefully created added value for your reading experience: - A succinct Introduction situates the work's timeless appeal and themes. - The Synopsis outlines the central plot, highlighting key developments without spoiling critical twists. - A detailed Historical Context immerses you in the era's events and influences that shaped the writing. - An Author Biography reveals milestones in the author's life, illuminating the personal insights behind the text. - A thorough Analysis dissects symbols, motifs, and character arcs to unearth underlying meanings. - Reflection questions prompt you to engage personally with the work's messages, connecting them to modern life. - Hand‐picked Memorable Quotes shine a spotlight on moments of literary brilliance. - Interactive footnotes clarify unusual references, historical allusions, and archaic phrases for an effortless, more informed read.
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Dante Alighieri's 'The Divine Comedy: Inferno, Purgatorio & Paradiso' is a masterpiece of Italian literature, written in the early 14th century. This epic poem follows the journey of the protagonist, Dante himself, through Hell, Purgatory, and ultimately, Heaven. The vivid descriptions of sinners' punishments in Hell, the cleansing process in Purgatory, and the celestial realms of Paradise provide a rich tapestry of moral and theological exploration. Alighieri's use of terza rima, a three-line stanza form, adds to the musicality and flow of the text, enhancing the reader's experience of the narrative journey. Historical and biblical references are woven into the fabric of the poem, showcasing Alighieri's deep knowledge and understanding of theology and philosophy. This work remains a timeless classic, influencing countless writers and thinkers throughout the centuries. In this enriched edition, we have carefully created added value for your reading experience: - A succinct Introduction situates the work's timeless appeal and themes. - The Synopsis outlines the central plot, highlighting key developments without spoiling critical twists. - A detailed Historical Context immerses you in the era's events and influences that shaped the writing. - An Author Biography reveals milestones in the author's life, illuminating the personal insights behind the text. - A thorough Analysis dissects symbols, motifs, and character arcs to unearth underlying meanings. - Reflection questions prompt you to engage personally with the work's messages, connecting them to modern life. - Hand‐picked Memorable Quotes shine a spotlight on moments of literary brilliance. - Interactive footnotes clarify unusual references, historical allusions, and archaic phrases for an effortless, more informed read.
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    A lone traveler descends through terror, climbs through penitence, and aspires toward clarity, tracing a map of the soul across the architecture of the universe. This is the animating arc of Dante Alighieri’s The Divine Comedy, a poem that fuses visionary journey with moral inquiry. It stages an encounter between human frailty and order, asking how a person might read the signs of a turbulent world and reorient toward meaning. The result is at once an intimate drama of conscience and a panoramic survey of ideas, a work whose imaginative reach gives it the rare ability to feel both deeply personal and profoundly public.

Its classic status rests on a convergence of ambition, craft, and influence. Dante’s poem integrates narrative momentum with philosophical depth and theological scope, yet remains sharply attentive to human voices and recognizably worldly concerns. It changed how later poets conceived epic, how readers conceived moral allegory, and how cultures conceived a shared imaginative heritage. The Comedy’s architecture—both story and cosmos—has shaped the language of literary pilgrimage and afterlife for centuries. Its capacity to hold satire, pathos, and transcendence in a single vision ensures that each generation discovers new angles within its luminous design.

Dante Alighieri, a Florentine poet and civic figure, composed the poem in the early fourteenth century, roughly between 1308 and 1320, during years marked by exile from his native city. He wrote not in Latin but in the Tuscan vernacular, a choice that expanded the reach of serious poetry and helped solidify a common literary language. He called the work the Comedy; the epithet Divine became attached in later tradition. The poem is arranged in three parts—Inferno, Purgatorio, and Paradiso—comprising one hundred cantos. Its signature form is terza rima, an interlocking chain-rhyme that propels the sense forward with musical inevitability.

The premise is simple and inexhaustible. A pilgrim, lost and disoriented at life’s midpoint, undertakes a journey through realms that mirror the moral structure of existence. Guided first by the Roman poet Virgil and later by Beatrice, he moves from recognition of error toward the possibility of understanding. The landscapes he traverses are not merely settings but embodiments of ethical law and spiritual insight. The poem invites readers to accompany him: to observe, to weigh, and to learn. Without requiring prior doctrine, it opens a path that begins in confusion and proceeds by stages toward ordered vision.

Dante’s artistry lies in the union of vivid scene-making with exacting thought. He situates the sublime alongside the ordinary, allowing a gesture, a phrase, or a remembered custom to fix a vast idea in lived experience. The chain-rhyme of terza rima binds tercets into a forward-casting rhythm, producing a sense of discovery around every turn. In Italian, lines move in supple hendecasyllables, their cadences carrying arguments as gracefully as they carry images. The result is a poetry of motion: each step of the journey is also a step in reasoning, and each description doubles as an illumination of cause and consequence.

As an allegory, the Comedy operates on multiple levels at once—literal journey, moral drama, and meditation on knowledge and desire. It stands at a crossroads of medieval learning, drawing on classical authors and Christian theology, scholastic debate and poetic tradition. The universe it explores is structured, intelligible, and ethically meaningful, reflecting the geocentric spheres imagined by Dante’s time. Yet the poem never reduces persons to abstractions; character emerges in voices, choices, and recognitions. This balance between system and individuality is a central source of its vitality and a key to its continued interpretive richness.

The book’s reach beyond its century has been extraordinary. It helped stabilize the Tuscan vernacular that would become the basis for modern Italian. Poets and critics across languages have measured themselves against its narrative design and moral scale: Geoffrey Chaucer drew lessons from its example; John Milton learned from its fusion of epic and theology; twentieth-century writers such as T. S. Eliot responded to its cadence and scope. Discussions of literary pilgrimage, of the afterlife as a mirror for the present, and of poetic authority often begin, explicitly or not, with Dante.

Visual culture, too, has found in the Comedy a generative source. Artists from the Renaissance onward created cycles that sought to match its clarity and power—among them Sandro Botticelli, William Blake, and Gustave Doré. The poem’s precisely imagined spaces and emblematic scenes invite graphic interpretation, making illustration a natural companion for readers seeking orientation within its cosmology. Across centuries, painters, printmakers, and designers have returned to Dante’s pages to test how line, shadow, and symbol can translate poetic vision into visual form without diminishing its mystery.

This illustrated edition participates in that living tradition by pairing image with text to guide attention and deepen understanding. Visual cues can mark transitions between realms, illuminate symbolic details, and clarify the relations of setting, motion, and meaning across the cantos. When images underscore the poem’s architecture, they become aids to memory as well as interpretation. They neither replace the work of reading nor compete with the poem’s music; rather, they help the eye and mind move together, encouraging a more patient encounter with Dante’s carefully staged revelations and the moral logic that joins them.

Reading the Comedy in translation presents both challenge and opportunity. Few languages can replicate Italian terza rima across a long poem, so translators balance fidelity of sense with the pursuit of tone, cadence, and momentum. Some emphasize literal clarity; others privilege the poem’s rhetorical energy. An illustrated edition, along with introductions and notes when provided, can frame these choices and direct attention to structural patterns that persist through any rendering. Readers are thus equipped to appreciate the poem’s argument and imagery while sensing the music that animates the original, even when its exact sound cannot be carried over.

Context sharpens appreciation. Dante wrote amid political turmoil and factional strife in Florence, and the experience of exile sharpened his reflections on justice, authority, and responsibility. The poem looks backward to classical learning and forward to emerging humanist habits of mind, synthesizing them within a medieval cosmology. Its intellectual confidence does not preclude empathy; its moral rigor does not exclude compassion. The Comedy’s balance of judgment and understanding, of order and mercy, reflects the complexity of the world that produced it and the maturity of a poet who sought to read that world whole.

For contemporary readers, the poem speaks with undiminished force. It confronts anxieties about belonging, integrity, and purpose; it asks how to live attentively amid noise and conflict; it imagines change as a disciplined ascent rather than a sudden escape. The Divine Comedy endures because it makes the largest questions tangible and navigable, giving shape to the work of conscience and hope. An illustrated edition extends that invitation, clarifying paths without foreclosing mystery. To follow the pilgrim is to practice recognition—of error, of aid, of measure—and to discover why this classic remains a compass for unsettled times.
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    The Divine Comedy (Illustrated Edition) presents Dante Alighieri’s epic spiritual journey through the afterlife in three parts: Inferno, Purgatorio, and Paradiso. Composed in the early fourteenth century, the poem follows a first-person pilgrim named Dante as he seeks moral clarity and ultimate meaning. The narrative blends medieval Christian theology, classical learning, and personal reflection, setting a precise cosmological order against the turmoil of human choices. The illustrated format accompanies key episodes and settings with visual interpretations that underscore the poem’s allegorical and literal layers. This edition’s images help situate readers within the evolving landscape, while the poem’s story supplies the framework for progressive insight and transformation.

The journey begins when the pilgrim, disoriented in a shadowed wood, confronts symbolic beasts that block his ascent. At this impasse, the Roman poet Virgil appears as a guide, representing humane reason and the wisdom of antiquity. He explains that help has been arranged by a compassionate figure, Beatrice, who understands the pilgrim’s need and will later take her place as guide. With Virgil’s reassurance, Dante commits to a path that requires first witnessing the consequences of sin before approaching repentance and grace. Their partnership initiates a carefully structured itinerary that will traverse realms ordered by justice, mercy, and the soul’s capacity to change.

Entering the Inferno, the pair descends through successive circles that reveal categories of wrongdoing and their fitting punishments. The architecture reflects a moral logic, where the measure and nature of each offense correspond to its consequence, a principle dramatized through memorable scenes. Violence, fraud, and disordered desire appear not as abstractions but as lived distortions of the human good. The pilgrim learns to distinguish pity from judgment, to read suffering without excusing it, and to apprehend the dignity of a justice that safeguards moral order. The journey also registers historical and political tensions, tracing the ways civic life both shapes and is damaged by sin.

As the descent deepens, Dante meets figures drawn from history, legend, and personal memory, each encounter sharpening his awareness of choice and responsibility. Virgil interprets the landscape’s signals—the storms, flames, and frozen wastes—so the pilgrim can translate spectacle into understanding. Dialogues often expose the limits of self-justification and the persistence of human attachment, even when self-interest prevails. The travelers pass through fortified regions and perilous thresholds that test courage and endurance. Near the depths, the Inferno’s ultimate logic becomes stark, confronting the negation of love and reason. Having learned what unrepented error entails, the pilgrim follows his guide toward a realm where change remains possible.

Reaching Purgatorio, the scene shifts to a mountain island rising from the sea, bathed in dawn and oriented toward restoration. Souls here are bound not for despair but for healing discipline. Terraces correspond to root vices reformed through contrary virtues, and progress depends on humility, community, and the will’s free cooperation with grace. The pilgrim witnesses processions, prayers, and exemplary artworks that correct distorted loves. He is instructed in how habit forms character and how time, used rightly, repairs damage. The tone is hopeful yet exacting, as moral clarity now demands perseverance rather than mere insight. Virgil’s guidance emphasizes responsibility without coercion.

In the upper reaches, Dante confronts his motives with greater precision, learning that love itself requires right direction and measure. Encounters underscore the instability of worldly fame and the services and limits of art, politics, and human reason. A decisive transition arrives with Beatrice, whose presence marks the turn from philosophical guidance to a pedagogy informed by grace and revealed truth. Her instruction aligns affection with wisdom, asking the pilgrim to remember, repent, and reorder his desires. Virgil’s farewell is respectful and necessary, acknowledging reason’s honorable limits. Prepared by penance and renewed intention, Dante stands ready to contemplate realities that exceed his earlier capacities.

In Paradiso, Beatrice leads an ascent through the heavens, where light, harmony, and intelligible order convey the nearness of ultimate reality. The structure unfolds through celestial spheres that symbolize differing modes of blessedness and virtue. The pilgrim converses with exemplars who clarify doctrine, history, and the workings of providence, often reframing difficult questions about apparent inequality, free will, and divine foreknowledge. The emphasis falls on participation rather than possession: knowledge grows as love expands, and vision sharpens through purification of desire. The poem’s language strains toward the inexpressible, acknowledging that human words trace edges of truths they cannot fully contain.

As the ascent continues, the pilgrim experiences increasingly unified patterns of meaning, where distinctions no longer divide but harmonize. Music, motion, and shared praise reveal a reality ordered by love. Beatrice’s teaching refines Dante’s intellect and affections, steadily calibrating his vision to a brightness that would overwhelm unprepared sight. The illustrated edition complements these passages by offering visual anchors for luminous scenes that resist literal depiction, supporting readers as they imagine scope and scale. The poem honors the limits of human expression even as it points beyond them, preparing a final stretch whose substance lies in contemplation rather than description.

Across its three realms, The Divine Comedy charts a passage from confusion to alignment with a just and merciful order. It synthesizes classical reason and Christian revelation, argues for moral accountability, and insists that freedom finds fulfillment in rightly ordered love. The poem’s path models self-examination, communal responsibility, and disciplined hope, while its historical and personal allusions show how public life mirrors interior choices. As a work of enduring influence, it invites readers to assess their own trajectories. The illustrated edition adds clarity and immediacy, welcoming newcomers and deepening return visits. Without disclosing its conclusion, the book’s lasting message is orientation toward truth.
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    The Divine Comedy is set against the world of early fourteenth-century Latin Christendom, when the Roman Church, the Holy Roman Empire, and the self-governing Italian communes were the dominant institutions. Dante situates his visionary journey around the Jubilee year of 1300, a moment when Rome drew pilgrims seeking indulgences under Pope Boniface VIII. Italy was a mosaic of competing city-states, guild republics, and feudal enclaves. Political authority was fragmented, and loyalties—local, papal, or imperial—often clashed. In this environment, religious ritual, canon law, and scholastic theology structured daily life and moral imagination, while civic statutes and guild regulation ordered urban economies and social rank.

Florence, Dante’s birthplace, epitomized the prosperous Tuscan commune. The city’s wealth rested on wool manufacture, long-distance trade, and sophisticated finance, underwritten by the gold florin first minted in 1252. Power flowed through guilds whose membership was required for political office, producing a republic that praised civic participation yet guarded privilege. Notaries, bankers, and merchants shaped public culture through record-keeping and patronage. Such prosperity intensified debates about usury, honest exchange, and charity, themes Dante threads through his poem. The tension between spiritual ideals and commercial realities in Florence provides an essential backdrop to the poem’s moral judgments and its scrutiny of motives behind public and private action.

The Italian peninsula was polarized by the long-standing Guelf–Ghibelline rivalry, shorthand for allegiance to papal or imperial priorities. In Tuscany, factional identities developed local textures but remained tied to the broader struggle over sovereignty. Dante lived through decisive moments of this conflict. In 1289, at the Battle of Campaldino, Florentine Guelf forces defeated the Ghibellines of Arezzo, reshaping regional power. The memory of civil strife—ambushes, sieges, and vendettas—pervaded public life and left scars on communities. The Comedy repeatedly alludes to these conflicts, using exempla and encounters to interrogate the costs of party loyalty and the responsibilities of citizens amid violent competition.

After Ghibelline power waned in Florence, the Guelfs split into Black and White factions. The Whites resisted papal intervention in civic affairs; the Blacks sought papal support to dominate the commune. The Ordinances of Justice (enacted in the 1290s) aimed to restrain magnate violence and empower guilds, yet they also entrenched exclusions that sharpened political contests. These local dynamics form the canvas for Dante’s pointed reflections on factionalism, short-sighted leadership, and the fragility of republican order. By dramatizing the consequences of partisan rancor, the poem echoes the Florentine experience in which legal reforms, intended to pacify the city, sometimes deepened division.

Dante Alighieri (1265–1321) was not only a poet but an engaged citizen. Enrolled in the guild of physicians and apothecaries to qualify for office, he served on councils and, crucially, as one of Florence’s six priors in 1300. During his priorate, he supported measures that exiled leading agitators from both factions, earning lasting enemies. In 1301 he joined an embassy to Rome; during his absence, Charles of Valois, invited as papal “peacemaker,” enabled the Black Guelf takeover. In early 1302 Dante was condemned on charges including corruption; when he refused to appear and pay fines, further sentences in absentia consigned him to perpetual exile, shaping the poem’s tone of dispossession and judgment.

Papal politics loomed large. Boniface VIII asserted papal supremacy in spiritual and, often, temporal matters, famously during the Jubilee of 1300 and in the 1302 bull Unam Sanctam. His interventions in Tuscany, including support for Charles of Valois, exemplified the entanglement of curial strategy and communal power. The Comedy’s forceful treatment of simony and clerical worldliness reflects widespread concern over church offices sold or manipulated for political gain. Dante’s critique targets systemic corruption rather than doctrine itself, aligning with contemporary reformist currents that called clergy and laity back to evangelical poverty, justice, and the proper boundaries between spiritual and secular authority.

Exile defined Dante’s remaining years. He moved among courts and monasteries in central and northern Italy, receiving protection from families such as the Malaspina in Lunigiana and the Scaligeri in Verona, and finally residing in Ravenna under Guido Novello da Polenta. During these years, roughly 1308–1321, he composed most of the Comedy. The poem’s engagement with justice, mercy, and political stewardship resonates with the precarious life of the displaced intellectual dependent on patronage. Dante’s hopes briefly fixed on Henry VII of Luxembourg, whose descent into Italy (1310–1313) promised imperial arbitration. His Latin treatise De Monarchia argued for a universal monarchy ordered to the common good, distinct from papal governance.

The intellectual climate of Dante’s age was shaped by scholastic method and the mendicant orders. Dominicans and Franciscans staffed universities and urban pulpits, systematizing theology and preaching reform. The synthesis of Aristotle with Christian doctrine—advanced by Thomas Aquinas (d. 1274) and Bonaventure (d. 1274)—provided frameworks for thinking about nature, virtue, and final ends. Disputes over poverty, authority, and grace animated classrooms and cloisters alike. The Comedy integrates this discourse, presenting reason and revelation as complementary. By casting a classical poet as guide and staging encounters that test prudence and charity, Dante mirrors the scholastic ambition to order knowledge toward salvation and civic flourishing.

Medieval cosmology offered the poem’s architecture. The widely accepted Ptolemaic model placed Earth at the center, encircled by spheres of the Moon, planets, and fixed stars, culminating in the primum mobile and the Empyrean. Elements—earth, water, air, fire—organized the sublunary world; angelic hierarchies governed the heavens. Astronomy, optics, and natural philosophy were lively fields, with observation and commentary circulating through schools and courts. Dante’s precise celestial references and carefully proportioned realms reflect this scientific inheritance. Numerical symbolism, especially triads, supports a vision of moral and cosmic order. Such structures anchor the poem’s ethical claims in a shared medieval understanding of how the universe coheres.

A revolution in language accompanied these intellectual currents. Courtly lyric had flourished in Occitan and, in Italy, through the Sicilian School; in Tuscany, the poets of the dolce stil novo—among them Dante—refined a vernacular capable of philosophical subtlety and spiritual longing. Dante’s Vita nuova experimented with prose and poetry to narrate inner experience. Choosing Tuscan for the Comedy, he aimed at a broad lay audience, while his Latin works, including De vulgari eloquentia and the Convivio, theorized eloquence and education. The poem’s idiom, blending learned reference with common speech, helped establish a literary standard later identified with the Italian language.

Communication technologies and book culture shaped how such works circulated. By the late thirteenth century, paper—adopted via Mediterranean trade—supplemented parchment, supporting expanding notarial and mercantile records. Manuscripts were copied in urban workshops as well as monastic scriptoria, and glosses guided interpretation. The Comedy quickly drew commentators; within decades of Dante’s death, explanatory traditions emerged to help readers navigate its dense references. In 1373, Giovanni Boccaccio delivered public lectures in Florence on the poem’s opening cantos, an extraordinary act of civic pedagogy. This early reception reveals the work’s immediate public role: a text to be taught, argued over, and integrated into communal memory.

Everyday urban life provided Dante with images and concerns. Guild regulation governed labor and reputation; sumptuary laws policed luxury; public rituals—processions, elections, penances—marked civic time. Pilgrimage culture was vibrant, and the Jubilee of 1300 drew extraordinary crowds to Rome, intensifying discourses of sin, indulgence, and reform. The poem’s journey borrows pilgrimage’s logic of repentance and transformation while scrutinizing motives for piety and charity. By dramatizing encounters with recognizable social types—merchants, judges, nobles, friars—the Comedy reflects the ethical debates that accompanied wealth, office-holding, and honor in a rapidly urbanizing and commercially dynamic society.

War and law were constants in communal politics. Citizen militias fought neighbors and factions; sieges and negotiated surrenders punctuated Tuscan life. Dante’s references to battlefield maneuvers and episodes such as the events at Caprona (1289) draw on a shared repertoire of military experience. Legal measures like the Florentine Ordinances of Justice sought to curb magnate violence and give guilds a stronger voice, yet exile remained a routine political weapon. The Comedy transforms these realities into reflections on rightful force, public justice, and the abuse of legal forms for partisan ends, pressing readers to weigh prudence against zeal in the administration of communal peace.

Moral economy debates ran through theology and practice. Canon law condemned usury and simony; preachers urged almsgiving, fair contracts, and restitution. Italian banking houses developed instruments such as bills of exchange to facilitate trade while navigating prohibitions on interest. Confession manuals addressed merchants’ scruples about rates, risk, and oaths. Dante’s poem registers these tensions, distinguishing between rightful stewardship and acquisitive vice, and exposing how pious language could veil exploitation. By situating civic leaders, financiers, and churchmen within a single moral reckoning, the Comedy reflects a culture wrestling with the spiritual stakes of economic innovation and the temptations of office.

Imperial politics, too, shaped hopes for reform. Henry VII’s Italian expedition (1310–1313) sought to mediate among warring communes and reassert imperial dignity; he was crowned emperor in Rome in 1312. Dante wrote letters urging Italian cities to receive Henry and castigating opponents who thwarted a common peace. Although Henry’s early death ended these prospects, the episode illuminates the poem’s political horizon: a vision of distinct but harmonious spiritual and temporal powers oriented to the common good. Subsequent reprisals against Dante’s party in Florence foreclosed his return, sharpening the poem’s insistence that factional advantage is a poor substitute for justice.

The Comedy’s visual afterlife belongs to its historical context as well. Illuminated manuscripts began to appear within decades of Dante’s death, translating episodes into images for readers navigating dense allegory. With print, the 1472 Foligno edition inaugurated a stream of publications, and commentary-rich Florentine editions in the late fifteenth century tied the poem to civic identity. Artists such as Sandro Botticelli produced detailed drawings of the cantos in the 1480s–1490s, while later, in the nineteenth century, Gustave Doré’s engravings helped fix an international iconography. Modern illustrated editions inherit this long tradition of visual exegesis that accompanies, clarifies, and sometimes argues with the text.

Institutional reactions to Dante’s political ideas were mixed. While civic humanists and preachers mined the poem for moral exempla, church officials sometimes viewed his arguments warily. In 1329, the papal legate Bertrand du Pouget ordered Dante’s Latin treatise De Monarchia burned in Bologna, reflecting sensitivities about sovereignty and papal prerogatives. Yet by the Renaissance the poem stood at the center of Italian letters, and later, during the nineteenth-century Risorgimento, Dante’s civic ardor was enlisted for national purposes. This reception history underscores how the poem’s judgments on power, conscience, and law remained intelligible to communities confronting their own crises of order and identity.
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    Introduction

Dante Alighieri (c.1265–1321) was a Florentine poet, thinker, and civic participant whose writings transformed European literature. He is best known for the Commedia—retitled the Divine Comedy by later admirers—a vast poem in Italian that imagines a journey through the afterlife. Alongside it stand the early prosimetrum La Vita Nuova, the vernacular encyclopedia Convivio, the Latin treatise De vulgari eloquentia on language, the political tract De Monarchia, and a body of lyric poems and letters. His life intersected with the turbulent politics of medieval Florence, and the experience of exile shaped both his subjects and his resolve to dignify the Italian vernacular.

Dante’s historical importance lies in his synthesis of classical learning, Christian theology, and contemporary politics within a supple new poetic form. Writing principally in a Tuscan Italian elevated to unprecedented expressive range, he helped set a standard for the literary language later adopted across the peninsula. His masterpiece combined narrative, philosophy, and satire, influencing writers from Boccaccio and Petrarch to modern poets and novelists. Beyond literature, his reflections on governance, language, and moral order made him a touchstone for debates about authority and civic life, securing his place among the defining voices of the European Middle Ages.

Education and Literary Influences

Born in Florence to a family engaged in the city’s public life, Dante received a rigorous education in grammar and rhetoric typical of a well‑placed urban household. No university study is documented, yet his works display mastery of Latin and scholastic methods. Florence’s libraries and schools provided access to canon law, theology, and classical authors. He engaged an intellectual environment that prized eloquence and moral philosophy, and he acknowledged the stature of Brunetto Latini, an elder statesman and writer whose example embodied civic responsibility. From such training Dante drew habits of careful reading, dialectical argument, and historical remembrance.

Dante’s earliest poetry belongs to the cultural movement known as the dolce stil novo, which cultivated refined expression of love in the vernacular. He formed connections with poets such as Guido Cavalcanti and responded to the metrics and themes of Provençal troubadours and the Sicilian school. This milieu encouraged experiments in lyric voice, psychological nuance, and moral aspiration. La Vita Nuova, blending prose commentary with poems, crystallized these developments by presenting love as a force that redirects the intellect and will. The work’s careful structure and self‑exegesis revealed a poet already attentive to interpretive method as well as emotional experience.

His reading shaped a broad horizon of reference. From classical antiquity, Virgil, Ovid, Lucan, and Statius furnished narrative models, mythic repertoire, and rhetorical craft. Philosophically, he drew on Aristotle as mediated by scholastic commentators, notably Thomas Aquinas, and on sources such as Augustine and Boethius for moral psychology and providential history. Scripture pervaded his language and symbolism. He also shows awareness of Roman law and political theory. These streams—classical poetry, Christian doctrine, and scholastic inquiry—converged in Dante’s mind, generating a literary practice that joins vivid imagery to layered argument and that seeks to harmonize beauty, reason, and faith.

Literary Career

Dante’s public commitments and early verse developed in tandem. He fought at the Battle of Campaldino in 1289 and later served in Florentine offices, including a brief term as one of the city’s priors in 1300. Amid these duties he wrote lyrics later gathered as the Rime and composed La Vita Nuova, probably in the 1290s. The prosimetrum’s innovative fusion of autobiographical narrative with interpretive prose announced a writer capable of uniting introspection and analysis. Its reception across centuries has marked it as a foundational text of Italian literature, prefiguring Dante’s mature ambition to make poetry bear philosophical and ethical weight.

Florence’s factional conflict between White and Black Guelphs culminated in Dante’s exile in 1302, after convictions rendered in his absence. Displaced from his city, he turned to large‑scale projects that reframed learning for lay readers. Convivio, begun in exile and left unfinished, offers philosophical and ethical instruction in the vernacular and comments on several of his canzoni. De vulgari eloquentia, written in Latin, surveys romance languages and defines an illustrious Italian suitable for the highest style. Together they articulate a program to elevate vernacular letters and to place poetry in conversation with moral philosophy and civic life.

The Commedia occupied much of Dante’s remaining years, likely from the first decade of the fourteenth century until his death. Structured in three cantiche and composed in terza rima, it integrates personal memory, theological reflection, and contemporary history. The poem’s Tuscan idiom attains extraordinary flexibility, ranging from colloquial vigor to luminous abstraction. Circulating in manuscript, the work quickly attracted attention; within a few decades, early commentators, including Giovanni Boccaccio, promoted its study and public reading. Without rehearsing its episodes, one may say the poem seeks to awaken readers to a moral and intellectual journey oriented toward beatitude.

Alongside this epic achievement, Dante pursued political argument. De Monarchia advances the case for a universal temporal monarchy, coordinated with but independent from spiritual authority. His letters, written in Latin, address civic leaders and princes, including appeals during the Italian expedition of Henry VII, and testify to an author engaged with the crises of his time. Across genres, his stylistic signatures include allegorical architecture, a polysemous method of interpretation, and a synthesis of classical exempla with scriptural symbolism. The result is a body of writing that marries disciplined structure to imaginative reach, aiming to reform thought and conduct.

Beliefs and Advocacy

Dante’s public convictions were forged in Florentine upheaval. Associated with the White Guelphs, he resisted papal intervention in the city’s governance and criticized clerical corruption while affirming the dignity of the church’s spiritual mission. In De Monarchia he argues that earthly authority derives directly from God through the imperial office, freeing the temporal sphere to pursue the common good without subordination to ecclesiastical power. His poetry reflects these views through moral satire and historical judgment, placing contemporary figures within a wider providential order. The political and ethical coherence of this position underwrites his critique of factionalism and tyranny.

Equally decisive was his advocacy for the vernacular. De vulgari eloquentia theorizes an illustrious Italian capable of matching Latin in nobility and precision, while Convivio demonstrates how philosophy can be articulated outside scholastic Latin. The Commedia enacts this vision, proving the vernacular’s capacity to carry theology, science, and civic argument without loss of artistry. For Dante, poetic form served moral pedagogy: beautiful language attracts readers to consider justice, love, and the ends of human life. His approach to interpretation—acknowledging literal and deeper senses—encouraged habits of reading that joined literary pleasure to ethical and intellectual formation.

Final Years & Legacy

Exile defined Dante’s later life. He found protection at various courts, most notably in Verona under the della Scala and finally in Ravenna with Guido Novello da Polenta. He continued composing the Commedia while undertaking occasional diplomatic tasks. In 1321, after a journey connected with an embassy to Venice, he died in Ravenna, likely of illness, and was buried there. Florence later erected a cenotaph, but his remains remain in Ravenna. His influence proved immediate and enduring: commentaries multiplied, the Tuscan idiom advanced toward a national standard, and generations of writers, artists, and thinkers engaged his synthesis of poetry, philosophy, and public conscience.
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MUCH of the life of Dante Alighieri is obscure, and the known facts are surrounded by a haze of legend and conjecture. He was born in Florence in 1265, of a family noble but not wealthy. His early education is a matter of inference, but we know that he learned the art of writing verse from the poets of France and Provence, and that after he reached manhood he devoted much time to study and became profoundly learned. As a young man he saw military service and shared in the recreations of his contemporaries; and he married some time before he was thirty-two. In Dante’s day politics in Florence were exciting and dangerous; and after a few years of participation in public affairs he was condemned to death by his political enemies in 1302. He saved himself by exile, and never returned to his native town. The rest of his life was mainly spent wandering about the north of Italy, in Verona, Bologna, Pisa, Lucca, and finally Ravenna, where he died in 1321. During the years of his exile he found generous patrons in men like the heads of the Scala family in Verona and Guido Novello da Polenta in Ravenna; and at Bologna and elsewhere he was welcomed as a teacher.

  In the early part of the century in which Dante was born, the literary language of Tuscany was still Latin, and not the least of his services to his country was his influence in finally establishing the dignity of Italian as a medium for great literature. He himself used Latin in at least three works: his lecture “De Aqua et Terra”; his “De Monarchâ,” in which he expounded his Political theory of the relation of the Empire and the Papacy; and his unfinished “De Vulgari Eloquentia,” containing his defense of the use of Italian. More important, however, were his two great works in the vernacular, the “Vita Nuova,” a series of poems with prose commentary, on his love for Beatrice, and the “Divina Commedia.”

  The Beatrice, real or ideal, who plays so important a part in the poetry of Dante, is stated by Boccaccio to have been the daughter of Folco Portinari, a rich Florentine, and wife of the banker Simone dei Bardi. With this actual person Dante’s acquaintance seems to have been of the slightest; but, after the fashion of the chivalric lovers of the day, he took her as the object of his ideal devotion. She became for him, especially after her death in 1290, the center of a mystical devotion of extraordinary intensity, and appears in his masterpiece as the personification of heavenly enlightenment

  The “Divine Comedy” was entitled by Dante himself merely “Commedia,” meaning a poetic composition in a style intermediate between the sustained nobility of tragedy, and the popular tone of elegy.” The word had no dramatic implication at that time, though it did involve a happy ending. The poem is the narrative of a journey down through Hell, up the mountain of Purgatory, and through the revolving heavens into the presence of God. In this aspect it belongs to the two familiar medieval literary types of the Journey and the Vision. It is also an allegory, representing under the symbolism of the stages and experiences of the journey, the history of a human soul, painfully struggling from sin through purification to the Beatific Vision. Other schemes of interpretation have been worked out and were probably intended, for Dante granted the medieval demand for a threefold and even fourfold signification in this type of writing.

  But the “Divine Comedy” belongs to still other literary forms than those mentioned. Professor Grandgent has pointed out that it is also an encyclopedia, a poem in praise of Woman, and an autobiography. It contains much of what Dante knew of theology and philosophy, of astronomy and cosmography, and fragments of a number of other branches of learning, so that its encyclopedia character is obvious. In making it a monument to Beatrice, he surpassed infinitely all the poetry devoted to the praise of women in an age when the deification of women was the commonplace of poetry. And finally he made it an autobiography—not a narrative of the external events of his life, but of the agony of his soul.

  Thus, in an altogether unique way, Dante summarizes the literature, the philosophy, the science, and the religion of the Middle Ages. Through the intensity of his capacity for experience, the splendor of his power of expression, and the depth of his spiritual and philosophic insight, he at once sums up and transcends a whole era of human history.
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ARGUMENT.—The writer, having lost his way in a gloomy forest, and being hindered by certain wild beasts from ascending a mountain, is met by Virgil, who promises to show him the punishments of Hell, and afterward of Purgatory; and that he shall then be conducted by Beatrice into Paradise. He follows the Roman poet.


IN the midway1 of this our mortal life,

I found me in a gloomy wood, astray

Gone from the path direct: and e’en to tell

It were no easy task, how savage wild

That forest, how robust and rough its growth,

Which to remember only, my dismay

Renews, in bitterness not far from death.

Yet to discourse of what there good befell,

All else will I relate discover’d there.
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How first I enter’d it I scarce can say,

Such sleepy dullness in that instant weigh’d

My senses down, when the true path I left,

But when a mountain’s foot I reach’d, where clos’d

The valley, that had pierc’d my heart with dread,

I look’d aloft, and saw his shoulders broad

Already vested with that planet’s beam,2

Who leads all wanderers safe through every way.




Then was a little respite to the fear,

That in my heart’s recesses deep had lain,

All of that night, so pitifully pass’d:

And as a man, with difficult short breath,

Forespent with toiling, ’scap’d from sea to shore,

Turns to the perilous wide waste, and stands

At gaze; e’en so my spirit, that yet fail’d

Struggling with terror, turn’d to view the straits,

That none hath pass’d and liv’d. My weary frame

After short pause recomforted, again

I journey’d on over that lonely steep,

The hinder foot3 still firmer. Scarce the ascent

Began, when, lo! a panther,4 nimble, light,

And cover’d with a speckled skin, appear’d,

Nor, when it saw me, vanish’d, rather strove

To check my onward going; that ofttimes

With purpose to retrace my steps I turn’d.
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The hour was morning’s prime, and on his way

Aloft the sun ascended with those stars,5

That with him rose, when Love divine first mov’d

Those its fair works: so that with joyous hope

All things conspir’d to fill me, the gay skin

Of that swift animal, the matin dawn

And the sweet season. Soon that joy was chas’d,

And by new dread succeeded, when in view

A lion came, ’gainst me, as it appear’d,

With his head held aloft and hunger-mad,

That e’en the air was fear-struck. A she-wolf

Was at his heels, who in her leanness seem’d

Full of all wants, and many a land hath made

Disconsolate ere now. She with such fear

O’erwhelmed me, at the sight of her appall’d,

That of the height all hope I lost. As one,

Who with his gain elated, sees the time

When all unwares is gone, he inwardly

Mourns with heart-griping anguish; such was I,

Haunted by that fell beast, never at peace,

Who coming o’er against me, by degrees

Impell’d me where the sun in silence rests.
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While to the lower space with backward step

I fell, my ken discern’d the form one of one,

Whose voice seem’d faint through long disuse of speech.

When him in that great desert I espied,

“Have mercy on me!” cried I out aloud,

“Spirit! or living man! what e’er thou be!”




He answer’d: “Now not man, man once I was,

And born of Lombard parents, Mantuana both

By country, when the power of Julius yet

Was scarcely firm. At Rome my life was past

Beneath the mild Augustus, in the time

Of fabled deities and false. A bard

Was I, and made Anchises’ upright son

The subject of my song, who came from Troy,

When the flames prey’d on Ilium’s haughty towers.

But thou, say wherefore to such perils past

Return’st thou? wherefore not this pleasant mount

Ascendest, cause and source of all delight?”

“And art thou then that Virgil, that well-spring,

From which such copious floods of eloquence

Have issued?” I with front abash’d replied.

“Glory and light of all the tuneful train!

May it avail me that I long with zeal

Have sought thy volume, and with love immense

Have conn’d it o’er. My master thou and guide!

Thou he from whom alone I have deriv’d

That style, which for its beauty into fame

Exalts me. See the beast, from whom I fled.

O save me from her, thou illustrious sage!
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For every vein and pulse throughout my frame

She hath made tremble.” He, soon as he saw

That I was weeping, answer’d, “Thou must needs

Another way pursue, if thou wouldst ’scape

From out that savage wilderness. This beast,

At whom thou criest, her way will suffer none

To pass, and no less hindrance makes than death:

So bad and so accursed in her kind,

That never sated is her ravenous will,

Still after food more craving than before.

To many an animal in wedlock vile

She fastens, and shall yet to many more,

Until that greyhound[1]6 come, who shall destroy

Her with sharp pain. He will not life support

By earth nor its base metals, but by love,

Wisdom, and virtue, and his land shall be

The land ’twixt either Feltro.7 In his might

Shall safety to Italia’s plains arise,

For whose fair realm, Camilla, virgin pure,

Nisus, Euryalus, and Turnus fell.

He with incessant chase through every town

Shall worry, until he to hell at length

Restore her, thence by envy first let loose.
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I for thy profit pond’ring now devise,

That thou mayst follow me, and I thy guide

Will lead thee hence through an eternal space,

Where thou shalt hear despairing shrieks, and see

Spirits of old tormented, who invoke

A second death;8 and those next view, who dwell

Content in fire,9 for that they hope to come,

Whene’er the time may be, among the blest,

Into whose regions if thou then desire

T’ ascend, a spirit worthier10 then I

Must lead thee, in whose charge, when I depart,

Thou shalt be left: for that Almighty King,

Who reigns above, a rebel to his law,

Adjudges me, and therefore hath decreed,

That to his city none through me should come.

He in all parts hath sway; there rules, there holds

His citadel and throne. O happy those,

Whom there he chooses!” I to him in few:

“Bard! by that God, whom thou didst not adore,

I do beseech thee (that this ill and worse

I may escape) to lead me, where thou saidst,

That I Saint Peter’s gate11 may view, and those

Who as thou tell’st, are in such dismal plight.”




Onward he mov’d, I close his steps pursu’d.



Footnotes

1 “In the midway.” The era of the poem is intended by these words to be fixed to the thirty-fifth year of the poet’s age, A. D. 1300. In this Convito, human life is compared to an arch or bow, the highest point of which is, in those well framed by nature, at their thirty-fifth year.

2 “That planet’s beam.” The sun.

3 “The hinder foot.” In ascending a hill the weight of the body rests on the hinder foot.

4 “A panther.” Pleasure or luxury.

5 “With those stars.” The sun was in Aries, in which sign he supposes it to have begun its course at the creation.

6 This passage has been commonly understood as a eulogium on the liberal spirit of his Veronese patron, Can Grande della Scala.

7 Verona, the country of Can della Scala, is situated between Feltro, a city in the Marca Trivigiana, and Monte Feltro, a city in the territory of Urbino.

8 “A second death.” “And in these days men shall seek death, and shall not find it; and shall desire to die, and death shall flee from them.” Rev. ix. 6

9 The spirits in Purgatory.

10 “A spirit worthier.” Beatrice, who conducts the Poet through Paradise.

11 The gate of Purgatory, which the Poet feigns to be guarded by an angel placed there by St. Peter.
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ARGUMENT.—After the invocation, which poets are used to prefix to their works, he shows that, on a consideration of his own strength, he doubted whether it sufficed for the journey proposed to him, but that, being comforted by Virgil, he at last took courage, and followed him as his guide and master.





NOW was the day departing, and the air,


Imbrown’d with shadows, from their toils releas’d


All animals on earth; and I alone


Prepar’d myself the conflict to sustain,


Both of sad pity, and that perilous road,


Which my unerring memory shall retrace.





O Muses! O high genius! now vouchsafe


Your aid! O mind! that all I saw hast kept


Safe in a written record, here thy worth


And eminent endowments come to proof.
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I thus began: “Bard! thou who art my guide,


Consider well, if virtue be in me


Sufficient, ere to this high enterprise


Thou trust me. Thou hast told that Silvius’ sire,1


Yet cloth’d in corruptible flesh, among


Th’ immortal tribes had entrance, and was there


Sensible present. Yet if heaven’s great Lord,


Almighty foe to ill, such favour shew’d,


In contemplation of the high effect,


Both what and who from him should issue forth,


It seems in reason’s judgment well deserv’d:


Sith he of Rome, and of Rome’s empire wide,


In heaven’s empyreal height was chosen sire:


Both which, if truth be spoken, were ordain’d


And ’stablish’d for the holy place, where sits


Who to great Peter’s sacred chair succeeds.


He from this journey, in thy song renown’d,


Learn’d things, that to his victory gave rise


And to the papal robe. In after-times


The chosen vessel2 also travel’d there,


To bring us back assurance in that faith,


Which is the entrance to salvation’s way.


But I, why should I there presume? or who


Permits it? not, Aeneas I nor Paul.


Myself I deem not worthy, and none else


Will deem me. I, if on this voyage then


I venture, fear it will in folly end.


Thou, who art wise, better my meaning know’st,


Than I can speak.” As one, who unresolves


What he hath late resolv’d, and with new thoughts


Changes his purpose, from his first intent


Remov’d; e’en such was I on that dun coast,


Wasting in thought my enterprise, at first


So eagerly embrac’d. “If right thy words


I scan,” replied that shade magnanimous,


“Thy soul is by vile fear assail’d, which oft


So overcasts a man, that he recoils


From noblest resolution, like a beast


At some false semblance in the twilight gloom.


That from this terror thou mayst free thyself,


I will instruct thee why I came, and what


I heard in that same instant, when for thee


Grief touch’d me first. I was among the tribe,


Who rest suspended,3 when a dame, so blest


And lovely, I besought her to command,


Call’d me; her eyes were brighter than the star


Of day; and she with gentle voice and soft


Angelically tun’d her speech address’d:


“O courteous shade of Mantua! thou whose fame


Yet lives, and shall live long as nature lasts!


A friend, not of my fortune but myself,


On the wide desert in his road has met


Hindrance so great, that he through fear has turn’d.


Now much I dread lest he past help have stray’d,


And I be ris’n too late for his relief,


From what in heaven of him I heard. Speed now,


And by thy eloquent persuasive tongue,


And by all means for his deliverance meet,


Assist him. So to me will comfort spring.


I who now bid thee on this errand forth


Am Beatrice;4 from a place I come
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Revisited with joy. Love brought me thence,


Who prompts my speech. When in my Master’s sight


I stand, thy praise to him I oft will tell.”





She then was silent, and I thus began:


“O Lady! by whose influence alone,


Mankind excels whatever is contain’d


Within that heaven which hath the smallest orb,


So thy command delights me, that to obey,


If it were done already, would seem late.


No need hast thou farther to speak thy will;


Yet tell the reason, why thou art not loth


To leave that ample space, where to return


Thou burnest, for this centre here beneath.”





She then: “Since thou so deeply wouldst inquire,


I will instruct thee briefly, why no dread


Hinders my entrance here. Those things alone


Are to be fear’d, whence evil may proceed,


None else, for none are terrible beside.


I am so fram’d by God, thanks to his grace!


That any suff’rance of your misery


Touches me not, nor flame of that fierce fire


Assails me. In high heaven a blessed dame5


Besides, who mourns with such effectual grief


That hindrance, which I send thee to remove,


That God’s stern judgment to her will inclines.


To Lucia6 calling, her she thus bespake:


“Now doth thy faithful servant need thy aid


And I commend him to thee.” At her word


Sped Lucia, of all cruelty the foe,


And coming to the place, where I abode


Seated with Rachel, her of ancient days,


She thus address’d me: “Thou true praise of God!


Beatrice! why is not thy succour lent


To him, who so much lov’d thee, as to leave


For thy sake all the multitude admires?


Dost thou not hear how pitiful his wail,


Nor mark the death, which in the torrent flood,


Swoln mightier than a sea, him struggling holds?”


Ne’er among men did any with such speed


Haste to their profit, flee from their annoy,


As when these words were spoken, I came here,


Down from my blessed seat, trusting the force


Of thy pure eloquence, which thee, and all


Who well have mark’d it, into honour brings.”





“When she had ended, her bright beaming eyes


Tearful she turn’d aside; whereat I felt


Redoubled zeal to serve thee. As she will’d,


Thus am I come: I sav’d thee from the beast,


Who thy near way across the goodly mount


Prevented. What is this comes o’er thee then?


Why, why dost thou hang back? why in thy breast


Harbour vile fear? why hast not courage there


And noble daring? Since three maids7 so blest


Thy safety plan, e’en in the court of heaven;


And so much certain good my words forebode.”





As florets, by the frosty air of night


Bent down and clos’d, when day has blanch’d their leaves,


Rise all unfolded on their spiry stems;


So was my fainting vigour new restor’d,


And to my heart such kindly courage ran,


That I as one undaunted soon replied:


“O full of pity she, who undertook


My succour! and thou kind who didst perform


So soon her true behest! With such desire


Thou hast dispos’d me to renew my voyage,


That my first purpose fully is resum’d.


Lead on: one only will is in us both.


Thou art my guide, my master thou, and lord.”





So spake I; and when he had onward mov’d,


I enter’d on the deep and woody way.








Footnotes

1 “Silvius’ sire.” Æneas.


2 “The Chosen Vessel.” St. Paul.


3 The spirits in Limbo, neither admitted to a state of glory nor doomed to punishment.


4 “Beatrice.” The daughter of Folco Portinari, who is here invested with the character of celestial wisdom or theology.


5 “A blessed Dame.” The Divine Mercy.


6 “Lucia.” The enlightening Grace of Heaven; as it is commonly explained.


7 “Three maids.” The Divine Mercy, Lucia and Beatrice.
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ARGUMENT.—Dante, following Virgil, comes to the gate of Hell; where, after having read the dreadful words that are written thereon, they both enter. Here, as he understands from Virgil, those were punished who had passed their time (for living it could not be called) in a state of apathy and indifference both to good and evil. Then, pursuing their way, they arrive at the river Acheron[2]; and there find the old ferryman Charon, who takes the spirits over to the opposite shore; which, as soon as Dante reaches, he is seized with terror, and falls into a trance.


“THROUGH me you pass into the city of woe:

Through me you pass into eternal pain:

Through me among the people lost for aye.

Justice the founder of my fabric mov’d:

To rear me was the task of power divine,

Supremest wisdom, and primeval love.1

Before me things create were none, save things

Eternal, and eternal I endure.

All hope abandon ye who enter here.”
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Such characters in colour dim I mark’d

Over a portal’s lofty arch inscrib’d:

Whereat I thus: “Master, these words import

Hard meaning.” He as one prepar’d replied:

“Here thou must all distrust behind thee leave;

Here be vile fear extinguish’d. We are come

Where I have told thee we shall see the souls

To misery doom’d, who intellectual good

Have lost.” And when his hand he had stretch’d forth

To mine, with pleasant looks, whence I was cheer’d,

Into that secret place he led me on.




Here sighs with lamentations and loud moans

Resounded through the air pierc’d by no star,

That e’en I wept at entering. Various tongues,

Horrible languages, outcries of woe,

Accents of anger, voices deep and hoarse,

With hands together smote that swell’d the sounds,

Made up a tumult, that for ever whirls

Round through that air with solid darkness stain’d,

Like to the sand that in the whirlwind flies.




I then, with error yet encompass’d, cried:

“O master! What is this I hear? What race

Are these, who seem so overcome with woe?”




He thus to me: “This miserable fate

Suffer the wretched souls of those, who liv’d

Without or praise or blame, with that ill band

Of angels mix’d, who nor rebellious prov’d

Nor yet were true to God, but for themselves

Were only. From his bounds Heaven drove them forth,

Not to impair his lustre, nor the depth

Of Hell receives them, lest th’ accursed tribe

Should glory thence with exultation vain.”




I then: “Master! what doth aggrieve them thus,

That they lament so loud?” He straight replied:

“That will I tell thee briefly. These of death

No hope may entertain: and their blind life

So meanly passes, that all other lots

They envy. Fame of them the world hath none,

Nor suffers; mercy and justice scorn them both.

Speak not of them, but look, and pass them by.”




And I, who straightway look’d, beheld a flag,

Which whirling ran around so rapidly,

That it no pause obtain’d: and following came

Such a long train of spirits, I should ne’er

Have thought, that death so many had despoil’d.




When some of these I recogniz’d, I saw

And knew the shade of him, who to base fear2

Yielding, abjur’d his high estate. Forthwith

I understood for certain this the tribe

Of those ill spirits both to God displeasing

And to his foes. These wretches, who ne’er lived,

Went on in nakedness, and sorely stung

By wasps and hornets, which bedew’d their cheeks

With blood, that mix’d with tears dropp’d to their feet,

And by disgustful worms was gather’d there.




Then looking farther onwards I beheld

A throng upon the shore of a great stream:

Whereat I thus: “Sir! grant me now to know

Whom here we view, and whence impell’d they seem

So eager to pass o’er, as I discern

Through the blear light?” He thus to me in few:

“This shalt thou know, soon as our steps arrive

Beside the woeful tide of Acheron.”




Then with eyes downward cast and fill’d with shame,

Fearing my words offensive to his ear,

Till we had reach’d the river, I from speech

Abstain’d. And lo! toward us in a bark

Comes on an old man hoary white with eld,
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Crying, “Woe to you wicked spirits! hope not

Ever to see the sky again. I come

To take you to the other shore across,

Into eternal darkness, there to dwell

In fierce heat and in ice. And thou, who there

Standest, live spirit! get thee hence, and leave

These who are dead.” But soon as he beheld

I left them not, “By other way,” said he,

“By other haven shalt thou come to shore,

Not by this passage; thee a nimbler boat

Must carry.” Then to him thus spake my guide:

“Charon! thyself torment not: so ’t is will’d,

Where will and power are one: ask thou no more.”




Straightway in silence fell the shaggy cheeks

Of him the boatman o’er the livid lake,

Around whose eyes glar’d wheeling flames. Meanwhile

Those spirits, faint and naked, color chang’d,

And gnash’d their teeth, soon as the cruel words

They heard. God and their parents they blasphem’d,

The human kind, the place, the time, and seed

That did engender them and give them birth.




Then all together sorely wailing drew

To the curs’d strand, that every man must pass

Who fears not God. Charon, demoniac form,

With eyes of burning coal, collects them all,

Beck’ning, and each, that lingers, with his oar

Strikes. As fall off the light autumnal leaves,

One still another following, till the bough

Strews all its honours on the earth beneath;
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E’en in like manner Adam’s evil brood

Cast themselves one by one down from the shore,

Each at a beck, as falcon at his call.3




Thus go they over through the umber’d wave,

And ever they on the opposing bank

Be landed, on this side another throng

Still gathers. “Son,” thus spake the courteous guide,

“Those, who die subject to the wrath of God,

All here together come from every clime,

And to o’erpass the river are not loth:

For so heaven’s justice goads them on, that fear

Is turn’d into desire. Hence ne’er hath past

Good spirit. If of thee Charon complain,

Now mayst thou know the import of his words.”




This said, the gloomy region trembling shook

So terribly, that yet with clammy dews

Fear chills my brow. The sad earth gave a blast,

That, lightening, shot forth a vermilion flame,

Which all my senses conquer’d quite, and I

Down dropp’d, as one with sudden slumber seiz’d.



Footnotes

1 “Power,” Wisdom,” “Love,” the three Persons of the Blessed Trinity.

2 This is commonly understood of Celestine V, who abdicated the papal power in 1249. Venturi mentions a work written by Innocenzio Barcellini, of the Celestine order, and printed at Milan in 1701, in which an attempt is made to put a different interpretation on this passage. Lombardi would apply it to some one of Dante’s fellow-citizens, who, refusing, through avarice or want of spirit, to support the party of the Bianchi at Florence, had been the main occasion of the miseries that befell them. But the testimony of Fazio degli Uberti, who lived so near the time of our author, seems almost decisive on this point. He expressly speaks of the Pope Celestine as being in Hell.

3 “As a falcon at his call.” This is Vellutello’s explanation, and seems preferable to that commonly given: “as a bird that is enticed to the cage by the call of another.”


Canto IV
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ARGUMENT.—The Poet, being roused by a clap of thunder, and following his guide onward, descends into Limbo[3], which is the first circle of Hell, where he finds the souls of those, who although they have lived virtuously and have not to suffer for great sins, nevertheless, through lack of baptism, merit not the bliss of Paradise. Hence he is led on by Virgil to descend into the second circle.


BROKE the deep slumber in my brain a crash

Of heavy thunder, that I shook myself,

As one by main force rous’d. Risen upright,

My rested eyes I mov’d around, and search’d

With fixed ken to know what place it was,

Wherein I stood. For certain on the brink

I found me of the lamentable vale,

The dread abyss, that joins a thund’rous sound

Of plaints innumerable. Dark and deep,

And thick with clouds o’erspread, mine eye in vain

Explor’d its bottom, nor could aught discern.




“Now let us to the blind world there beneath

Descend;” the bard began all pale of look:

“I go the first, and thou shalt follow next.”




Then I his alter’d hue perceiving, thus:

“How may I speed, if thou yieldest to dread,

Who still art wont to comfort me in doubt?”




He then: “The anguish of that race below

With pity stains my cheek, which thou for fear

Mistakest. Let us on. Our length of way

Urges to haste.” Onward, this said, he mov’d;

And ent’ring led me with him on the bounds

Of the first circle, that surrounds th’ abyss.

Here, as mine ear could note, no plaint was heard

Except of sighs, that made th’ eternal air

Tremble, not caus’d by tortures, but from grief

Felt by those multitudes, many and vast,

Of men, women, and infants. Then to me

The gentle guide: “Inquir’st thou not what spirits

Are these, which thou beholdest? Ere thou pass

Farther, I would thou know, that these of sin

Were blameless; and if aught they merited,

It profits not, since baptism was not theirs,

The portal1 to thy faith. If they before

The Gospel liv’d, they serv’d not God aright;

And among such am I. For these defects,

And for no other evil, we are lost;
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Only so far afflicted, that we live

Desiring without hope.” So grief assail’d

My heart at hearing this, for well I knew

Suspended in that Limbo many a soul

Of mighty worth. “O tell me, sire rever’d!

Tell me, my master!” I began through wish

Of full assurance in that holy faith,

Which vanquishes all error; “say, did e’er

Any, or through his own or other’s merit,

Come forth from thence, whom afterward was blest?”




Piercing the secret purport2 of my speech,

He answer’d: “I was new to that estate,

When I beheld a puissant one3 arrive

Amongst us, with victorious trophy crown’d.

He forth the shade of our first parent drew,

Abel his child, and Noah righteous man,

Of Moses lawgiver for faith approv’d,

Of patriarch Abraham, and David king,

Israel with his sire and with his sons,

Nor without Rachel whom so hard he won,

And others many more, whom he to bliss

Exalted. Before these, be thou assur’d,

No spirit of human kind was ever sav’d.”




We, while he spake, ceas’d not our onward road,

Still passing through the wood; for so I name

Those spirits thick beset. We were not far

On this side from the summit, when I kenn’d

A flame, that o’er the darken’d hemisphere

Prevailing shin’d. Yet we a little space

Were distant, not so far but I in part

Discover’d, that a tribe in honour high

That place possess’d. “O thou, who every art

And science valu’st! who are these, that boast

Such honour, separate from all the rest?”




He answer’d: “The renown of their great names

That echoes through your world above, acquires

Favour in heaven, which holds them thus advanc’d.”

Meantime a voice I heard: “Honour the bard

Sublime! his shade returns that left us late!”

No sooner ceas’d the sound, than I beheld

Four mighty spirits toward us bend their steps,

Of semblance neither sorrowful nor glad.




When thus my master kind began: “Mark him,

Who in his right hand bears that falchion keen,

The other three preceding, as their lord.

This is that Homer, of all bards supreme:

Flaccus the next in satire’s vein excelling;

The third is Naso; Lucan is the last.

Because they all that appellation own,

With which the voice singly accosted me,

Honouring they greet me thus, and well they judge.”


[image: ]


So I beheld united the bright school

Of him the monarch of sublimest song,4

That o’er the others like an eagle soars.

When they together short discourse had held,

They turn’d to me, with salutation kind

Beck’ning me; at the which my master smil’d:

Nor was this all; but greater honour still

They gave me, for they made me of their tribe;

And I was sixth amid so learn’d a band.




Far as the luminous beacon on we pass’d

Speaking of matters, then befitting well

To speak, now fitter left untold. At foot

Of a magnificent castle we arriv’d,

Seven times with lofty walls begirt, and round

Defended by a pleasant stream. O’er this

As o’er dry land we pass’d. Next through seven gates

I with those sages enter’d, and we came

Into a mead with lively verdure fresh.




There dwelt a race, who slow their eyes around

Majestically mov’d, and in their port

Bore eminent authority; they spake

Seldom, but all their words were tuneful sweet.




We to one side retir’d, into a place

Open and bright and lofty, whence each one

Stood manifest to view. Incontinent

There on the green enamel of the plain

Were shown me the great spirits, by whose sight

I am exalted in my own esteem.




Electra5 there I saw accompanied

By many, among whom Hector I knew,

Anchises’ pious son, and with hawk’s eye

Caesar all arm’d, and by Camilla there

Penthesilea. On the other side

Old King Latinus, seated by his child

Lavinia, and that Brutus I beheld,

Who Tarquin chas’d, Lucretia, Cato’s wife

Marcia, with Julia6 and Cornelia there;

And sole apart retir’d, the Soldan fierce.7




Then when a little more I rais’d my brow,

I spied the master of the sapient throng,8

Seated amid the philosophic train.

Him all admire, all pay him rev’rence due.

There Socrates and Plato both I mark’d,

Nearest to him in rank; Democritus,

Who sets the world at chance,9 Diogenes,

With Heraclitus, and Empedocles,

And Anaxagoras, and Thales sage,

Zeno, and Dioscorides well read

In nature’s secret lore. Orpheus I mark’d

And Linus, Tully and moral Seneca,

Euclid and Ptolemy, Hippocrates,

Galenus, Avicen, and him who made

That commentary vast, Averroes.10




Of all to speak at full were vain attempt;

For my wide theme so urges, that ofttimes

My words fall short of what bechanc’d. In two

The six associates part. Another way

My sage guide leads me, from that air serene,

Into a climate ever vex’d with storms:

And to a part I come where no light shines.



Footnotes

1 “Portal.” “Porta della fede.” This was an alteration made in the text by the Academicians della Crusca, on the authority, as it would appear, of only two manuscripts. The other reading is, “parte della fede,” “part of the faith.”

2 “Secret purport.” Lombardi well observes that Dante seems to have been restrained by awe and reverence from uttering the name of Christ in this place of torment; and that for the same cause, probably, it does not occur once throughout the whole of this first part of the poem.

3 “A puissant one.” Our Savior.

4 “The monarch of sublimest song.” Homer.

5 Daughter of Atlas, and mother of Dardanus, founder of Troy.

6 “Julia.” The daughter of Julius Cæsar, and wife of Pompey.

7 “The Soldan fierce.” Saladin, or Salaheddin, the rival of Richard Cœur de Lion.

8 “The master of the sapient throng.” “Maestro di color che sanno.” Aristotle.

9 “Who sets the world at chance.” Democritus, who maintained the world to have been formed by the fortuitous concourse of atoms.

10 Averroes, called by the Arabians Ibn Roschd, translated and commented on the works of Aristotle.


Canto V
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ARGUMENT.—Coming into the second circle of Hell, Dante at the entrance beholds Minos[4] the Infernal Judge, by whom he is admonished to beware how he enters those regions. Here he witnesses the punishment of carnal sinners, who are tossed about ceaselessly in the dark air by the most furious winds. Among these, he meets with Francesca of Rimini, through pity at whose sad tale he falls fainting to the ground.


FROM the first circle I descended thus

Down to the second, which, a lesser space

Embracing, so much more of grief contains

Provoking bitter moans. There, Minos stands

Grinning with ghastly feature: he, of all

Who enter, strict examining the crimes,




Gives sentence, and dismisses them beneath,

According as he foldeth him around:

For when before him comes th’ ill fated soul,

It all confesses; and that judge severe

Of sins, considering what place in hell

Suits the transgression, with his tail so oft

Himself encircles, as degrees beneath

He dooms it to descend. Before him stand

Always a num’rous throng; and in his turn

Each one to judgment passing, speaks, and hears

His fate, thence downward to his dwelling hurl’d.
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“O thou! who to this residence of woe

Approachest?” when he saw me coming, cried

Minos, relinquishing his dread employ,

“Look how thou enter here; beware in whom

Thou place thy trust; let not the entrance broad

Deceive thee to thy harm.” To him my guide:

“Wherefore exclaimest? Hinder not his way

By destiny appointed; so ’tis will’d

Where will and power are one. Ask thou no more.”




Now ’gin the rueful wailings to be heard.

Now am I come where many a plaining voice

Smites on mine ear. Into a place I came

Where light was silent all. Bellowing there groan’d

A noise as of a sea in tempest torn

By warring winds. The stormy blast of hell

With restless fury drives the spirits on

Whirl’d round and dash’d amain with sore annoy.
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When they arrive before the ruinous sweep,

There shrieks are heard, there lamentations, moans,

And blasphemies ’gainst the good Power in heaven.




I understood that to this torment sad

The carnal sinners are condemn’d, in whom

Reason by lust is sway’d. As in large troops

And multitudinous, when winter reigns,

The starlings on their wings are borne abroad;

So bears the tyrannous gust those evil souls.

On this side and on that, above, below,

It drives them: hope of rest to solace them

Is none, nor e’en of milder pang. As cranes,

Chanting their dol’rous notes, traverse the sky,

Stretch’d out in long array: so I beheld

Spirits, who came loud wailing, hurried on

By their dire doom. Then I: “Instructor! who

Are these, by the black air so scourg’d?” — “ The first

’Mong those, of whom thou question’st,” he replied,

“O’er many tongues was empress. She in vice

Of luxury was so shameless, that she made

Liking be lawful by promulg’d decree,

To clear the blame she had herself incurr’d.

This is Semiramis, of whom ’tis writ,

That she succeeded Ninus her espous’d;

And held the land, which now the Soldan rules.

The next in amorous fury slew herself,

And to Sicheus’ ashes broke her faith:

Then follows Cleopatra, lustful queen.”




There mark’d I Helen, for whose sake so long

The time was fraught with evil; there the great

Achilles, who with love fought to the end.

Paris I saw, and Tristan; and beside

A thousand more he show’d me, and by name

Pointed them out, whom love bereav’d of life.




When I had heard my sage instructor name

Those dames and knights of antique days, o’erpower’d

By pity, well-nigh in amaze my mind

Was lost; and I began: “Bard! willingly

I would address those two together coming,

Which seem so light before the wind.” He thus:

“Note thou, when nearer they to us approach.
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Then by that love which carries them along,

Entreat; and they will come.” Soon as the wind

Sway’d them toward us, I thus fram’d my speech:

“O wearied spirits! come, and hold discourse

With us, if by none else restrain’d.” As doves

By fond desire invited, on wide wings

And firm, to their sweet nest returning home,

Cleave the air, wafted by their will along;

Thus issu’d from that troop, where Dido ranks,

They through the ill air speeding; with such force

My cry prevail’d by strong affection urg’d.




“O gracious creature and benign! who go’st

Visiting, through this element obscure,

Us, who the world with bloody stain imbru’d;

If for a friend the King of all we own’d,

Our pray’r to him should for thy peace arise,

Since thou hast pity on our evil plight.

If whatsoe’er to hear or to discourse

It pleases thee, that will we hear, of that

Freely with thee discourse, while e’er the wind,

As now, is mute. The land,1 that gave me birth,

Is situate on the coast, where Po descends

To rest in ocean with his sequent streams.




“Love, that in gentle heart is quickly learnt,

Entangled him by that fair form, from me

Ta’en in such cruel sort, as grieves me still:

Love, that denial takes from none belov’d,

Caught me with pleasing him so passing well,

That, as thou see’st, he yet deserts me not.
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Love brought us to one death: Caina2 waits

The soul, who spilt our life.” Such were their words;

At hearing which downward I bent my looks,

And held them there so long, that the bard cried:

“What art thou pond’ring?” I in answer thus:

“Alas! by what sweet thoughts, what fond desire

Must they at length to that ill pass have reach’d!”
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Then turning, I to them my speech address’d.

And thus began: “Francesca!3 your sad fate

Even to tears my grief and pity moves.

But tell me; in the time of your sweet sighs,

By what, and how love granted, that ye knew

Your yet uncertain wishes?” She replied:

“No greater grief than to remember days

Of joy, when mis’ry is at hand! That kens

Thy learn’d instructor. Yet so eagerly

If thou art bent to know the primal root,

From whence our love gat being, I will do,

As one, who weeps and tells his tale. One day

For our delight we read of Lancelot,4

How him love thrall’d. Alone we were, and no

Suspicion near us. Ofttimes by that reading

Our eyes were drawn together, and the hue

Fled from our alter’d cheek. But at one point

Alone we fell. When of that smile we read,

The wished smile, rapturously kiss’d

By one so deep in love, then he, who ne’er

From me shall separate, at once my lips

All trembling kiss’d. The book and writer both

Were love’s purveyors. In its leaves that day

We read no more.” While thus one spirit spake,

The other wail’d so sorely, that heartstruck

I through compassion fainting, seem’d not far

From death, and like a corpse fell to the ground.
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Footnotes

1 “The land.” Ravenna.

2 “Caïna.” The place to which murderers are doomed.

3 “Francesca.” Francesca, the daughter of Guido da Polenta, Lord of Ravenna, was given by her father in marriage to Gianciotto, son of Malatesta, Lord of Rimini, a man of extraordinary courage, but deformed in his person. His brother Paolo, who unhappily possessed those graces which the husband of Francesca wanted, engaged her affections; and being taken in adultery, they were both put to death by the enraged Gianciotto.

4 “Lancelot.” One of the Knights of the Round Table, and the lover of Ginevra, or Guinever, celebrated in romance. The incident alluded to seems to have made a strong impression on the imagination of Dante, who introduces it again, in the Paradise, Canto xvi.


Canto VI
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ARGUMENT.—On his recovery, the Poet finds himself in the third circle, where the gluttonous are punished. Their torment is, to lie in the mire, under a continual and heavy storm of hail, snow, and discolored water; Cerberus, meanwhile barking over them with his threefold throat, and rending them piecemeal. One of these, who on earth was named Ciacco, foretells the divisions with which Florence is about to be distracted. Dante proposes a question to his guide, who solves it; and they proceed toward the fourth circle.



MY sense reviving, that erewhile had droop’d


With pity for the kindred shades, whence grief


O’ercame me wholly, straight around I see


New torments, new tormented souls, which way


Soe’er I move, or turn, or bend my sight.


In the third circle I arrive, of show’rs


Ceaseless, accursed, heavy, and cold, unchang’d


For ever, both in kind and in degree.


Large hail, discolour’d water, sleety flaw


Through the dun midnight air stream’d down amain:


Stank all the land whereon that tempest fell.





Cerberus, cruel monster, fierce and strange,


Through his wide threefold throat barks as a dog


Over the multitude immers’d beneath.


His eyes glare crimson, black his unctuous beard,


His belly large, and claw’d the hands, with which


He tears the spirits, flays them, and their limbs


Piecemeal disparts. Howling there spread, as curs,


Under the rainy deluge, with one side


The other screening, oft they roll them round,
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