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			DANTE ALIGHIERI


			ITALIAN POET


			

					Born in Florence, c. 1265.


					Died in Ravenna in 1321.


					
Notable works:
	
La vita nuova (New Life, c. 1293)


	
De Vulgari eloquentia (On Eloquence in the Vernacular, c. 1304-1307)


	
Convivio (The Banquet, c. 1304-1307)







			


			Dante Alighieri was born to a wealthy, fairly high-ranking family in Florence. His father, Alighiero di Bellincione, was a White Guelph, meaning that he supported the Pope and his policies, in contrast to the Ghibellines, who backed the Holy Roman Emperor. Politics always played a central role in Dante’s life: he fought as part of the Guelph cavalry at the Battle of Campaldino in 1289, and was involved in the administration of the city of Florence for several years.


			When he was just nine years old, Dante met and immediately fell in love with Beatrice Portinari, although he had never spoken to her. Beatrice provided the inspiration for much of his later work, including New Life and The Divine Comedy, especially after her death in 1290.


			Dante’s political activities saw him sentenced to exile, first for a period of two years, and then permanently, and exile became one of the key themes of The Divine Comedy. This monumental text was a writing project on a scale that had never been seen before in Florence. By the time he finished Paradiso, the third and final part of The Divine Comedy, he was completely disillusioned with politics. He died a year later, almost certainly from malaria contracted in the course of his travels.


		


		

			








		


		

			

			


		


		

			

			


		




		

			THE DIVINE COMEDY


			A MASTERPIECE OF ITALIAN LITERATURE


			

					
Genre: narrative poem


					
Reference edition: Alighieri, D. (2012) The Divine Comedy: Inferno, Purgatorio, Paradiso. Trans. Kirkpatrick, R. London: Penguin.


					
1st edition: c. 1308-1320 (it is impossible to give a precise date, as the original manuscript has not survived)


					
Themes: courtly love, history of literature, religion, architecture, Islam, popular humour, art, music


			


			The Divine Comedy is one of the most significant works in the history of world literature: it played a crucial role in establishing the Italian language as it is spoken and written today, and shaped many of the religious ideas which have survived to the modern era. Prior to its appearance, there was no standard conception of Hell, but Dante used the New Testament Apocrypha to give it a form and made Hell, Purgatory and Paradise tangible by populating them with contemporary political and religious figures. Each of these three realms has its own defining characteristics: Hell is chaotic, Purgatory is filled with works of art, and Heaven is ethereal.


			In the novel, a disoriented Dante is guided through Hell and Purgatory by the Roman poet Virgil (70-19 BCE). His journey can be viewed as an extended metaphor for love, as he is then guided through paradise by Beatrice, his dead lover and spiritual salvation. It also has political implications, as Dante chooses whether to save or condemn a number of contemporary figures; in this sense, the novel draws on a strikingly modern form of humour.


			The Divine Comedy was written as the Middle Ages were drawing to a close, and is often viewed as one of the early signs of the impending dawn of the Renaissance. The influence of both eras is evident throughout the book: its outlook on love and the world in general is shaped by the religious beliefs of the Middle Ages, as seen in the way God metes out reward and punishment, while the inclusion of contemporary gossip and issues echoes the humanist concern for ordinary lives that characterised the Renaissance. 


		


		

			








		


		

			

			


		


		

			

			


		




		

			SUMMARY


			INFERNO


			Three beasts


			A terrified Dante finds himself in a dark forest with a panther, a lion and a wolf chasing him. As he flees, he runs into his master Virgil, who soothes him and tells him that he has been sent by his lover Beatrice to guide him. The two men then travel to Hell. On the threshold, they meet the apathetic, who are condemned to be chased to the river Acheron by gigantic insects.


			The Acheron and the earthquake in Hell


			After crossing the Acheron, Dante reaches Limbo, the first circle of Hell, which is where the dead who have not been baptised receive their punishment. Classical poets like Virgil are punished here: although they are good people, they did not know Jesus. Some of the victims, such as Moses, have since been transported to Paradise by Jesus, who came down to Hell after the Resurrection and triggered an earthquake.
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