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FOR DAVID
who died in the late-twentieth-century plague at thirty-five

nel mezzo del cammin di nostra vita


Into themselves eternity at last
changes them

MALLARMÉ VIA AUERBACH

The thundering text, the snivelling commentary

ROBERT GRAVES


Translator’s Preface

Translations of The Divine Comedy and especially of the Inferno, its most popular segment, have multiplied in English over the last thirty years. If I were beginning this translation today I might be too intimidated to proceed; but I began its lengthy “stitching and unstitching” (Yeats) almost thirty years ago, after ceasing to be an academic, in the off-hours of practicing law. The stream of translations testifies to the continued intensity of our culture’s engagement with this pre-modern work. The Comedy is one of the few works of literature that really is timeless, as reflected in this continuing popularity; and for those who cannot read the original text, this justifies a stream of versions that attempt to make it immediate by giving it a living voice in contemporary English. I think this popularity also testifies to the capaciousness of Dante’s text, which lends itself to the interpretation of every sensitive and patient reader. Although I admire some of the translations of the Inferno published while I was working on this one, I can only say that none of them quite conveys the effect that the original makes on me.

First-time readers of the Inferno are told that it is allegorical. I think it is more useful at the outset to emphasize that it is the most realistic work of fiction that had been written up to that time. It purports to be not fiction but autobiography and everything is told from the point of view of Dante, the character, who is, as near as we can tell, the historical Dante. Although he journeys through hell – certainly not a naturalistic fictional premise – hell turns out be a great deal like the Italy he knew, and he meets people he knew personally or by reputation. His journey takes him through a landscape described in vivid realistic detail, where he meets highly individualized characters who reveal themselves with startling psychological immediacy in dialogue; and his encounters with them are often intensely dramatic. These are the characteristics of the work (along with an approximation of Dante’s voice relating them) that this translation tries above all to convey. I try to remain faithful to Dante’s text while attempting to capture, or parallel in a different language, some of his poetic effects. Any translation that achieves these aims with a fair degree of success should be welcome.

There are basically two kinds of translations of the Inferno. For readers with some knowledge of Italian, a literal prose rendering on the opposite pages from the Italian text can give the sense of Dante’s verses, while serving as a trot for those who wish to dip into the original either at points that especially strike them or for a sense of the full poem. That is how I originally read the Comedy in the 1960s in Sinclair’s translation. For those with no Italian, providing the Italian text seems redundant and the reader would be served better by a verse translation that gives some sense, however approximate, of the poetic power of Dante’s work.

Though a literal prose translation can convey Dante’ words more or less precisely, by definition it cannot reproduce the essence of the work, which is its poetry. On the other hand, a verse translation cannot depart too far from Dante’s words in search of poetic effects, because it invariably turns out that Dante is a better poet than the translator. Any poetic translation must cross back and forth over the border of interpretation, but the translator of the Comedy needs to pay close attention to the shifting semantic fields covered by many of Dante’s words and phrases as they are modified by context. I do not purport to be a scholar of the Italian language and rely for this purpose on modern commentaries like Sapegno, Bosco/Reggio and Chiavacci Leonardi, and above all on the Enciclopedia Dantesca, a stupendous compendium of scholarship that among other things opines on the shade of meaning of each word in Dante’s Italian works in every context in which it appears.

For a verse translation, one question is how far to imitate the form of Dante’s verse. The Comedy is written in hendecasyllables, eleven-syllable lines with feminine endings. The building block of the narrative is a three-line unit, the tercet or terzina. Dante links these units with an interlocking triple-rhyme scheme he invented called terza rima (aba, bcb, cdc, etc.), which helps pull the narrative forward. The most common English rhyme schemes, the couplet and the quatrain, are not appropriate for translating the Comedy because they are closed forms, in which the rhymes chime strongly. Adding the third rhyme in the interlocking pattern surprisingly makes the chiming softer; T.S. Eliot thought that the way to capture the effect in English was to alternate unrhymed masculine and feminine endings. I find that having to rhyme (or even meet the much looser requirements of off-rhyme) would make me depart from Dante’s words more than I want to; and especially given the soft echoes of terza rima that doesn’t seem justified. I use an unrhymed verse that is regular enough to maintain the rolling momentum of the narrative and to sustain and modulate emotion, but flexible enough to accommodate the cadences of contemporary English, especially in dialogue.

This is blank verse, the workhorse of English meters, in the relatively loose modern form intended to accommodate spoken English; but I structure the free flow of traditional blank verse by preserving Dante’s tercets, the framework on which his rhetoric is hung. I try to parallel Dante’s poetic practice, in part, by imitating the deployment of his syntax over two, three or even more tercets. Dante’s sentences do not always begin and end within the boundaries of tercets, but that is his most usual practice; grammatical units of one or two tercets are the most common. Here is an example over two tercets:

No twang of bowstring ever drove a shaft
to hurtle through the air as rapidly
as a small skiff I saw came skimming toward us

across the water at that very moment,
steered by a single oarsman, who was shouting
from far off, “Now I’ve got you, wicked soul!”

(Inf. 8.13–18).

Units of three tercets are not uncommon:

A farmhand, as he sits upon a hill
during the season when the one who lights
the world least hides his face and at the hour

in which the fly gives way to the mosquito,
sees in the valley numberless fireflies
down where he plows, perhaps, or picks the grapes:

with countless flames like that the whole eighth gulch
flickered, as I became aware at once
when I arrived where I could see the bottom.

(Inf. 26.25–33).

Blank verse is also a good medium for refracting the emotion of Dante’s dialogue, as when Count Ugolino says,

“You must be heartless if you feel no sorrow
now, when you realize what my heart foreboded.
What do you ever weep for if not this?”

(Inf. 33.40–42)

or the drama of Dante’s encounter with Bocca degli Abati:

I grabbed his hair then, at the scruff of the neck,
and said, “You need to tell me your name now
or you’ll be left without a hair back here.”

“Even,” he answered, “if you snatch me bald,
I will not tell you who I am or show you,
not if you stomp my head a thousand times.”

(Inf. 32.97–102).

At first reading, it may be better simply to plunge into the narrative and enjoy its artfully varied scenes, the drama of the encounters with multiple memorable characters and Dante’s extraordinary gift for surprising images that illuminate a scene like lightning. For a deeper understanding of the Inferno, however, some recourse to scholarly materials is necessary and for readers of a translation is most conveniently supplied by notes. At a minimum you need to understand something about the characters Dante meets and the situation, often involving politics, in which their lives were embedded. Beyond that you need some understanding of the philosophy, religion, history and even science of Dante’s time, because all of them are incorporated in his vision of hell (and of purgatory and heaven in the following segments of the Comedy).

The need for such explanations is not solely the result of the lapsed centuries, but arises in part from the complexity of Dante’s poem. In the generation after Dante’s there were commentaries by Dante’s son Pietro, Boccaccio and others and a robust commentary tradition has lasted until today. Translation itself is a sort of commentary, because it pins the translator down to what he thinks every phrase means, when opinion about interpreting many of them is a staple of standard Italian commentaries. The notes at the end of each canto of the current translation are designed with the student and the general reader in mind. They are somewhat more detailed than the notes appended to some translations, so as to give some sense of all of the elements listed above; and a reader should peruse them only to the extent they are found helpful.


Canto I

When I had reached the middle of our life’s
journey, I came to myself in a dark wood
with the straight path gone missing. Ah, how painful

a thing it is to tell what that was like,
that wild, rough and impenetrable wood,5
the very thought of which revives my fear!

It is so bitter death is scarcely worse.
Despite that, to describe the good I found there,
first I must speak of the other things I saw.

I cannot give a good account of how10
I’d entered there, I’d been so full of sleep
around the time I’d strayed from the right road.

But when I reached the bottom of a hill
beyond the point at which that valley ended
that had transfixed my heart with fear, I paused15

and looking up I noticed that its shoulders
were clothed already in the rays of the planet
that leads all travelers straight on every path.

Then was the fear a little quieted
that had persisted deep inside my heart20
all through the night I’d passed in so much trouble.

And as a man emerging from the sea
to stand upon the shore, gasping for breath,
turns back and stares at the peril of the water,

in the same way my mind, still fugitive,25
turned back to gaze again upon the pass
that no one yet has ever left alive.

After I’d given my tired body some rest,
I once again set forth on the deserted
slope, and my firm foot always was the lower.30

Just where the slope began to steepen, look!
There suddenly appeared a leopard, agile
and very swift, covered with spotted fur;

and it would not depart but stayed before me,
cutting my progress off to such a point35
that many times I turned to go back down.

Morning was now beginning and the sun
mounted the sky with its companion stars
from the first day when the creator’s love

imparted motion to those things of beauty,40
so that the hour of dawn and the soft season
furnished me grounds to entertain good hope

as to the beast of the parti-colored coat;
but not enough to save me from the fear
that seized upon me when I saw a lion.45

This one appeared to be advancing on me,
holding his head high and enraged by hunger,
making the very air appear to tremble.

And after him a wolf, who in her leanness
looked like she carried every appetite50
and has made many live in wretchedness,

caused me such consternation with the fear
that seemed to emanate from her appearance,
I lost all hope that I would reach the height.

A man who counts his gains with eager joy55
finds all his thoughts turn anxious and despondent
the day reverses make him face a loss;

the restless beast made my heart sink like that
as she was lunging at me, step by step
driving me down to where the sun falls silent.60

As I was falling back toward the low place,
before my eyes a figure suddenly
loomed indistinct in the pervasive dusk.

Seeing him in that vast waste, I cried out,
“Whoever you may be, have pity on me,65
whether you be a shade or a real man.”

He answered: “Not a man; man I was once.
My father and mother came from Lombardy,
natives of Mantua both, and I was born

in Caesar’s time, though in his later years,70
and lived in Rome under the worthy Augustus
during the days of the false and lying gods.

I was a poet and I sang of the righteous
son of Anchises, who came out from Troy
after proud Illium had been set ablaze.75

But why are you returning to such suffering?
Why not ascend the mountain of delight,
the origin and ground of every joy?”

“Are you then Virgil? Can you really be
the spring from which there flows so broad a stream80
of eloquence?” I answered him, shame-faced.

“O glory and guiding light of other poets,
may the long study and the ardent zeal
with which I parsed your works now recommend me.

You are my teacher and my great authority;85
it is from you alone that I have drawn
the noble style that has secured me honors.

See the beast there that made me turn back down:
protect me from her, celebrated sage,
for she makes the beating of my pulses throb.”90

When he perceived that I was shedding tears,
he answered, “You must take a different route
if you expect to escape this wilderness,

because the beast that makes you cry for help
lets none pass on her path, but cuts him off95
at every step until at last it kills him;

and her nature is so wicked and perverse
that her voracity is never sated,
for feeding only whets her appetite.

Many she’s mated with among the living100
and will with many more, until the greyhound
arrives to make her die a painful death.

He will not draw his nourishment from land
or money, but from wisdom, love and virtue,
and between felt and felt will he be born.105

He shall deliver unhappy Italy,
for which Euryalus and Nisus died
of wounds, with Turnus and the maid Camilla;

and he shall hunt the wolf from town to town
till he dispatches her again to hell,110
from which primeval envy set her loose.

I judge, then, that it would be best for you
to follow me, and I will be your guide
out of this place through an eternal realm,

where you will hear the screeches of despair115
and see the ancient spirits condemned to pain,
as each of them laments the second death;

then you will see the souls that though in fire
are full of joy because they hope to come,
whenever it may be, among the blessed.120

If you would then ascend among these last,
there is a worthier soul for that than I:
at my departure I will leave you with her,

because the emperor who reigns up there
prohibits me from entering his city,125
since I was disobedient to his law.

He holds sway everywhere, but there presides;
there is his citadel and his high throne.
Ah, fortunate the soul predestined there!”

“Poet,” I said to him, “I beg of you,130
by that God whom in life you did not know,
help me escape this evil and still worse:

lead me where you have just now spoken of,
so I may look upon St. Peter’s gate
and those whom you declare so sorrowful.”135

Then he set out and I kept close behind him.

Notes

1–60: The prologue scene. The poem begins in a shape-shifting landscape that is felt rather than seen clearly and where dreamlike events take place, all in strong contrast with the realistic narration of the remainder of the Inferno. The dark wood, the sunlit hill and the three beasts seem at once insubstantial and pregnant with significance, leading most readers to suspect an allegorical intent.

Dante distinguished different modes of allegory. The allegory of the poets was a fiction or “beautiful lie” designed to convey a hidden truth. Conv. 2.1.2–4. The allegory of the theologians was the interpretation of the literal events of sacred history as signifiers in the economy of salvation – as Israel’s exodus from Egypt signifies our redemption effected by Christ and the soul’s conversion from sin by grace. Epist. 13.21. C. S. Singleton argued that the normal mode of allegory in the Divine Comedy is theological rather than poetic. Singleton 1954, 89–90; accord, Hollander 1969 passim; but see Scott 346. In this view, Dante’s journey through the afterworlds is presented as autobiography and thus any allegorical significance that emerges results from principles of interpretation rather than composition.

The prologue scene, however, lacks the presentational realism that would allow us to take it as a factual account, which is the precondition for theological allegory. Moreover, the perils that the wood and the beasts portend suggest an externalization of psychological experiences, a typical feature of poetic allegory. Singleton himself compared the scene to Bunyan. Singleton 1954, 13. For a comprehensive discussion of allegory in Dante, see DE 24–34.

1–3: Dante is thinking of Isaiah 38:10: “in the midst of my days I shall go to the gates of hell,” which the Glossa Ordinaria interpreted as the sinner being damned in midlife; but the biblical passage as a whole stresses the Lord’s forgiveness. The life of this world has brought Dante the character close to spiritual death, but grace will offer him a different kind of descent to the gates of hell, which will save him.

1: Dante regarded human life as an arch, the high point of which – given the biblical span of threescore and ten (Ps. 89:10) – a man reaches at the age of 35. In the spring of 1300, the fictional date of the Comedy, Dante was at the end of his thirty-fifth year, and he was at a turning point in his life, about to embark on the most active phase of his political career.

2: The dark wood is familiar from Christian moral writings. Augustine said that life was a forest full of snares and dangers. Conf. 10.35. Dante himself had spoken of “the wood of error of this life.” Conv. 4.24.12.

8–9: Recalling the sinful past is painful, but Dante must describe his moral crisis to set the stage for the entry of grace into his life, the initiation of the journey to God that will occupy the whole of the Comedy.

10–12: Dante cannot explain how he entered the wood of error because his moral sense was numbed by the torpor of sensuality and habit.

13–18: The sunlit hill that rises beyond the dark wood should probably be understood as happiness in this life, represented by the earthly paradise, which we attain by exercising our own powers guided by reason and following the moral and intellectual virtues. Mon. 3.16.7. Like the earthly paradise after the fall, however, Dante the character will find the way to it barred by fallen man’s dispositions to sin. In his ensuing pilgrimage, he will attain the moral wholeness glimpsed in the hill only at the end of the Purgatorio, when he has climbed the mountain that this vision prefigures.

17–18: The “planet” is the sun, which in medieval cosmology was simply one of the moveable stars orbiting earth. The sun that banishes the terrors and errors of the night-time wood is God: “No object of sense in all the world is more worthy of being a figure of God than the sun.” Conv. 3.12.7.

20: “Deep inside my heart (nel lago del cor)”: In Galenic physiology, the heart was the seat of fear and the other emotions and was conceived as the reservoir of the vital spirits, which, mingled with blood, carried nourishment throughout the body via the arteries. (Boccaccio: “the heart contains a hollow always abounding in blood, in which, according to some, the vital spirits reside. …” ED 3.552.)

Richard Lansing notes that lago derives from the Latin lacus, which in the Vulgate Old Testament is used for the underworld of the dead (in Christian thought the pit of hell) or more generally a place of darkness and despair. Lansing argues that the image underlines the pilgrim’s “extreme moral peril,” which has brought him close to spiritual death. Lansing 2009, 62–69.

28–30: Dante has seen the right way and attempts to attain it under his own power. Because he is not in a state of grace, however, his attempted ascent of the hill will quickly be checked by the inclinations to sin of his fallen nature. (Dante the character is hereafter called “the pilgrim” (see DE 701–03) to distinguish him from Dante the poet although, as Lino Pertile notes, the two are not fully distinct but interlaced. Pertile 2007a, 67–68.)

30: John Freccero illuminates an ancient tradition in which the right foot initiates motion while the left remains fixed. This verse, in which the left foot is always behind, therefore implies that the pilgrim limps. According to a related tradition that speaks of the “feet of the soul,” the right foot is the pilgrim’s reason, while the left is his will. Both intellect and will are wounded by original sin, the intellect by ignorance and the will by concupiscence, but the will is wounded more severely. The pilgrim limps because his intellect is not in control of his appetites. Freccero 1986, 33–46.

31–60: The threatening beasts that appear and disappear as in a dream cannot be referred to a straightforward narrative, but the allegorical significance to be attributed to them is controversial. Jeremiah 5:6 describes the punishments the Lord visits on faithless Israel: “a lion out of the wood hath slain them, a wolf in the evening hath spoiled them, a leopard watcheth for their cities.”

The 14th century commentators who will figure in these notes – Dante’s son Pietro, Benvenuto da Imola, Francesco da Buti, Boccaccio and the author of the Ottimo Commento – all understood by the leopard the vice of lust, by the lion the vice of pride and by the wolf the vice of avarice. (The Renaissance commentator Daniello said those were the three basic vices, as shown by the fact that members of religious orders took the opposite vows of chastity, obedience and poverty.) From the late 19th century on, many critics have instead identified the beasts with the types of sin punished in the three major structural divisions of Dante’s hell: sins of incontinence or self-indulgence (the wolf), sins of violence (the lion) and sins of fraud (the leopard). Durling/Martinez; Freccero 1986, 46–54; see generally DE 85–89.

31–36: The leopard fits the medieval scheme the least well of the three beasts, and the modern scheme the best. The leopard is linked with fraud in Inf. 16.106–08, though the import of that passage is mysterious. Deception is the likely meaning of the leopard’s painted hide (see Inf. 16.108), as it is the meaning of Geryon’s painted sides, chest and back (Inf. 17.14–15); and the hypocrites are “painted people” (Inf. 23.58).

37–42: The idea that the world was created under the sign of Aries is ancient. See Macrobius 1.21.23. Brunetto Latini cited the belief that March 14 was the first day of creation. Tresor 1.6.3.

44–48: The lion fits the medieval and modern schemes equally well. The way he holds his head has been emblematic of pride since ancient times, but the terror he impresses on the very air is equally expressive of violence. Brunetto said that lions were characterized by pride and fierceness. Tresor 1.174.4–5.

49–60, 94–102, 109–11: The wolf fits the medieval scheme the best of the three beasts and the modern scheme the least well. Identifying the wolf with sins of incontinence, reflecting lack of self-control, is an intellectual exercise; identifying her with greed is the natural interpretation of her bottomless voracity, which only grows by feeding. See Boyde 2000, 160–61. (Albertus Magnus said wolves never grow fat because they gulp chunks of meat whole without chewing them. De Animal. 22.115.) The wolf is identified with greed in Inf. 7.8 and Purg. 20.10–15; and Aquinas cited Ezechiel comparing the avaricious to wolves. DE 76.

Sin has a public as well as a private face for Dante (see, e.g., Ferrante 39), but here only the wolf is expressly treated as a public evil, which a future reformer, the greyhound, will eliminate from the world. Increasingly in the late Middle Ages, greed (cupidity, avarice) displaced pride as the root of all evil (radix enim omnium malorum est cupiditas 1 Tim. 6:10). See Scott 177 and note to Inf. 16.73–75. Moreover, if the future reformer is a hoped-for emperor (see note to 101–11), the allegory of greed dovetails with Dante’s political philosophy.

61: The pilgrim’s attempt to climb the hill has confronted him with parts of his nature that, once free of the wood, he recognizes as subject to evil. This leaves him in a worse state than before, as he verges on despair.

62ff.: Virgil. The 14th century commentators believed that Dante’s Virgil should be understood as an allegory of reason, but Dante is clearly not working in the mode of personification allegory. His Virgil is very much the historical Virgil as Dante conceived of him, and his character is developed in solid detail. Dante’s notion of the historical Virgil, however, is very different from ours. Beginning in late antiquity and continuing through the Middle Ages, Virgil became the reigning genius of culture, endowed with universal wisdom. He was an infallible authority on all branches of learning, from philosophy to natural science. See Curtius 443–45; W.H. Stahl in Macrobius 3–4, 108n. In addition, Dante came to see the Roman empire as the ideal form of civil society and Virgil as its supreme witness. This background explains the pilgrim’s calling Virgil a celebrated sage (Inf. 1.89) and the sea of all sagacity (Inf. 8.7). Nonetheless, it is as a poet that Virgil most inspires Dante’s reverence, wins his love and exerts pervasive influence on his work. At the same time, in Dante’s high conception of the poet’s calling, sage and poet are not entirely different roles.

One of the most original features of the Comedy is Dante’s choosing as his guide through hell, not the conventional angel, but a pagan poet himself condemned to hell, a figure who will in fact guide him up through purgatory to the earthly paradise. Before Singleton, Erich Auerbach proposed understanding Dante’s historical characters through what he called the medieval figural interpretation of history. Auerbach’s figuralism is the allegory of the theologians, in which one historical person or event foreshadows another that fulfills it, as the church fathers understood people and events in the Old Testament as announcing the coming of Christ.

In the context of the Comedy Auerbach emphasized in particular the aspect of theological allegory called anagogical, which reads things of this earth as prefigurations of eternity. So the earthly life of a historical character foreshadows the full reality that the person will possess in the afterlife. Without ceasing to be the actual people they were, Dante’s characters are deracinated from their temporal contexts and become fulfillments of a larger significance. Auerbach thought that for Dante the historical Virgil, as fulfilled in the afterlife, became a figure combining poet, prophet and guide. Auerbach 1944, 68–69. (Virgil was thought a prophet in that his Fourth Eclogue was believed to foretell the coming of Christ.) John Scott suggests that an Aristotelianized Virgil combines for Dante philosophical teaching, the authority of the empire and the genius of Latin poetry. Scott 169–70.

Virgil’s wisdom is nonetheless limited because it is unenlightened by Christian faith, and some Dante criticism since the mid-20th century has read the poem as undercutting Virgil’s authority at every opportunity and associating him with falseness. There are certainly passages in which Dante emphasizes Virgil’s human weaknesses and perplexities, generally reflecting his limitations as a pagan; but this hand has been overplayed. Virgil is ordinarily a trustworthy guide in the Inferno, limitations and all. In a Christian worldview, merely human wisdom is inadequate. The Middle Ages, however, believed that in Aristotle and Virgil pagan antiquity had come as close as reason could to discovering principles consistent with Christianity; and Dante appears to have understood Virgil as a bridge between the pagan and Christian eras. See Davis 1957, 123. Grace perfects nature; it does not displace it. ST 1.1.8. In addition, Virgil’s role as guide will sometimes even require that his knowledge not be limited by his paganism; in Inf. 34, for example, he will explain the circumstances of Satan’s fall from heaven. See generally DE 862–65; see also Hawkins 99–124 and especially Steinberg 82–88, 163–64.

70: Virgil was actually born in 70 BC, when Julius Caesar was still a young man far from supreme power.

72: Virgil’s phrase “the false and lying gods” comes from Augustine (Civ. Dei 2.29; see also 2.2, 2.10) and reflects the traditional Christian belief that the pagan gods were not human inventions but rather demons preying on human credulity. See Pelikan 1.132.

73–75: For late antiquity and the Middle Ages, the supreme work of literature was Virgil’s Aeneid, which tells how the upright Aeneas leads a band of Trojans to find a new home after the destruction of Troy. They settle in Italy, where the line of Aeneas will later found Rome; and Virgil’s purpose was to glorify the Roman empire.

76–78: Virgil regards the hill as man’s natural goal because the moral and intellectual virtues that undergird the earthly paradise are what he understands. The remainder of the canto, however, shows that he is testing the pilgrim by this question. Instructed by heaven, he knows that the pilgrim will mount higher, where he, Virgil, cannot accompany him, and that even to reach the summit of natural happiness the pilgrim must descend through hell.

101–11: The greyhound. Dante believed that the natural happiness of man on earth, and not simply his happiness in the next world, is the goal of a just society, in which people can live in freedom and peace. Mon. 3.16.1–12; Conv. 4.4.1–4. Here Virgil, the representative of the Roman empire – which Dante regarded as the living and divinely ordained form of the just society (Epist. 6.2) – is made to prophesy the future fulfillment of this ideal. The prophecy is veiled in mystery and efforts to show that Dante had a specific figure in mind for the greyhound founder on the ambiguity of the text and especially on Virgil’s statement that the greyhound has not yet been born in 1300 (sua nazion sarà 105). See ED 5.908.

More generally, the reformer who will save unhappy Italy – plagued by endless factionalism fueled in part by greed (see Inf. 6.74–75) – seems most plausibly to be a future emperor, perhaps considered as a type of Christ in judgment, as Pietro Alighieri thought. Unlike the wolf, the greyhound will not devour land or money, because there is nothing the emperor could covet. Mon. 1.11.11–12. The emperor’s specific function is to establish justice and – since greed is the great enemy of justice – to suppress greed; hence he will drive the wolf from city after city. See Mon. 1.11.12; 1.13.7. Beatrice will say that greed is blighting the world because the imperial throne is empty. Par. 27.121–48. Beatrice (Purg. 33.34–45) and St. Peter (Par. 27.55–63) will also make obscure prophecies of a coming savior characterized with images of the empire (the eagle, Scipio). See ED 5.908; Hollander 1969, 181–91; Ferrante 115–19.

103–04: In part the contrast of the greyhound that will not feed on land with the voracious wolf is literal because Pliny (Nat. Hist. 8.34.83) and Albertus Magnus (De Animal. 22.114) asserted that when hungry the wolf ingests earth.

105: Most early commentators explained this riddle astrologically. L. Olschki argues that the correct astrological interpretation is “under the sign of Gemini,” because the twins of the zodiac were depicted wearing conical felt caps. See ED 2.835.

106–08: Dante’s Virgil creates an image of Italy out of his Aeneid, citing as heroes warriors of the Trojan and Latin races who battled each other but are enshrined in the mixed Roman heritage. For the essentially fictional idea of “Italy” in the late Middle Ages, see Larner, 1–4, 38. For Dante it is a cultural and linguistic entity, the historic seat of the universal empire.

117: The pool of fire where sinners are cast is the second death. Apoc. 20:14–15. For them, the death of the soul, which they lament eternally, follows the death of the body.

124: Dante called God “the prince of the universe.” Mon. 3.16.2.

134: St. Peter’s gate appears in Purg. 9.76–129, guarded by an angel who is Peter’s vicar (Purg. 21.54) and holds his keys, because purgatory is the gateway to heaven.


Canto II

The day was fading and the dusky air
released the creatures that inhabit earth
from toil; and I alone among them all

steeled myself to confront the grueling contest
of the long journey and the attacks of pity,5
which memory, unerring, will recount.

O Muses, O high genius, help me now.
O memory, which recorded what I saw,
here shall you demonstrate your excellence.

“Poet who guide me,” I began, “consider10
if my abilities are adequate
before committing me to the arduous passage.

You tell us that the father of Silvius
ventured before his death to the undying
world and experienced it in the flesh.15

But if the foe of evil showed such favor
to him, considering the great result
to spring from him, both who and what he was

seem worthy to a man of understanding;
for he was chosen in the highest heaven20
as the progenitor of sacred Rome

and of her empire, which, to speak but truth
was destined to become the holy place
where the successor of great Peter sits.

And on the journey you give him credit for25
he learned things that would later bring about
his victory and the mantle of the popes.

The chosen instrument went there afterwards
to bring back confirmation of our faith,
starting point on the pathway to salvation.30

But why would I go there? and by whose warrant?
Aeneas I am not, nor am I Paul,
and neither I nor others think me fit.

Thus, if I let you talk me into coming,
I am afraid the journey may be reckless.35
Your wisdom understands more than I say.”

Sometimes a man unwills what he has willed
when second-guessing leads to change of heart,
until he quite draws back from his beginning:

I was like that upon the darkened slope,40
as pondering the matter, I dissolved
the enterprise begun with such dispatch.

“If I have understood your words correctly,”
answered the shade of that great-hearted man,
“your spirit is being sapped by cowardice,45

which often interposes obstacles,
making one turn from praiseworthy endeavors
as glimpsed illusions cause a horse to shy.

To help you shake this fear, I shall explain
why I have come and what it was I heard50
in the first hour I felt compassion for you.

While I remained with the others in suspense
a lady called me, one so beautiful
and blessed that I begged for her commands.

The splendor of her eyes surpassed the stars;55
and she began, with grave and quiet sweetness,
speaking in such a voice as angels use:

‘O generous and noble Mantuan spirit,
whose great fame still endures throughout the world
and shall endure as long as the world itself,60

my friend, who loves me out of no self-interest,
finds himself so impeded in his progress
on the deserted slope that fear has turned him.

I am afraid he may already be
so lost that I have stirred too late to save him,65
according to what I have heard in heaven.

Hurry, and with your polished eloquence
and anything required to rescue him,
assist him, so that I may find some comfort.

I who commission you am Beatrice,70
come from the place where longing draws me back;
love made me come, the same that makes me speak.

When I am in the presence of my lord,
I will commend you frequently to him.’
Then she fell silent, and I began to answer:75

‘O lady full of the virtues that alone
elevate humankind above all else
within the heaven of the least circumference,

so welcome is your charge, had I obeyed
already it would seem to me too late;80
you have but to reveal your will to me.

But tell me why you feel no trepidation
about descending to this core from those
wide spaces where you are longing to return.’

‘Because you search for greater understanding,85
I will explain without delay,’ she said,
‘why I am not afraid to come inside here.

Only those things should properly be feared
which have the capability to harm us,
and not the others, for they are not dreadful;90

and God has so transformed me through his grace
I am not touched by your unhappiness,
nor can the flames of this great furnace scorch me.

A noble lady in heaven, most distressed
by the impediment to which I send you95
cancels the rigorous sentence there above.

And calling Lucy to her side, this lady
said to her, “Now your faithful devotee
needs you and I entrust him to your care.”

Lucy, the enemy of every cruelty,100
left her and came to where I had my seat
beside the ancient Rachel. She addressed me:

“Beatrice, true praise of God, why are you not
supporting him whose love for you was such
it made him take his leave of the common herd?105

Can you not hear the anguish of his weeping,
not see the death confronting him on the torrent
that leaves the sea itself no room to boast?”

Never was anyone more prompt on earth
to seize advantage or shun detriment110
than I was, when those words had been pronounced,

to leave my seat in heaven and come down here,
confident in your noble eloquence,
which brings you honor in which your audience shares.’

When she had finished saying this, I saw115
her bright eyes turn, now glistening with tears,
which made me hasten all the more to come.

And just as she desired, I came to you:
I saved you from the beast that blocked the path
leading directly to the beautiful mountain.120

What is it then? Why, why do you still hold back,
why entertain such cowardice in your heart,
why do you have no confidence or courage,

given that three such blessed ladies as these
advance your interests in the court of heaven,125
and my words promise so much good for you?”

As little flowers that were bent and closed
with night-time chill lift upright on their stems
and open when the sun irradiates them,

my drooping forces all at once revived130
and so much bracing courage rushed to my heart
that I burst forth, now feeling resolute:

“What great compassion she who helped me showed!
And you, how generous, who with such dispatch
obeyed the words of truth she spoke to you!135

Your speech has wakened in my heart such eager
desire to come with you that I have now
returned to my original resolve.

Proceed, for there is but one will between us:
you are my guide, my teacher and my lord.”140
Those were my words and when he moved ahead

I started on my risky, arduous journey.

Notes

The first canto of the Inferno is an introduction to the Comedy as a whole. The second canto is the introduction to the Inferno proper, as indicated by the invocation (7–9).

1–6: The confrontation with the beasts has occupied the morning of Good Friday and the discussion with Virgil the afternoon. As darkness falls the pilgrim, isolated from the daily round of nature, prepares to cross the threshold of the dark kingdom.

5: The pilgrim fears being pierced with pity for the damned. This natural emotion, one of the pains that the living experience, must not cloud his understanding of sin and its consequences.

7–9: The invocation addresses the sources of Dante’s poem. The Muses provide inspiration. The poet’s genius predisposes him to the inspiration and endows him with the power of artistic composition. His memory stores and retrieves the material he will elaborate in verse. See ED 3.442. Dante does not seek aid from his memory, but rather expresses confidence in its excellence. Memory’s book is already written; now the task of genius is to illuminate it. Dante gives memory two full verses not only to emphasize the factual accuracy of his account, but also because memory was considered the basis of all composition in antiquity and the Middle Ages; the Muses are memory’s daughters.

8–9: The modular structure of Dante’s afterworlds, with their minutely described locations, seem designed to assure Dante’s perfect recall of his extraterrestrial journey. Ancient and medieval arts of memory used architectural mnemonic schemes as “places” to index memories for retrieval. Carruthers 71–79, 144–55 et passim. Consistent with the prescriptions of those schemes, Dante’s succession of contrasting backgrounds (individualized circles in hell, terraces in purgatory, spheres in heaven) makes it easy to recollect examples of the virtues and vices, together with the rewards and punishments they merit.

13: The father of Silvius was Aeneas, who visits the underworld in Aen. 6, an important model for the Inferno. Dante believed that Aeneas was a historical figure (see Mon. 2.3.6), but leaves the factual status of his journey through Hades open here and in Par. 15.25–27.

25–27: In Hades Aeneas learned the glorious imperial future of Rome. This caused his later military victory in the sense that it inspired him with a goal. It caused the papal office and power, symbolized by the pope’s mantle, in the sense that Aeneas laid the foundations of the universal empire that the universal church would build on. See Davis 1957, 33–36.

28–30: St. Paul said he was “caught up into the third heaven.” 2 Cor. 12:2–4. The Glossa Ordinaria took this to mean that Paul saw God directly. See also ST 2–2.175.3. The pilgrim will reach this state at the end of the Paradiso, the most audacious claim Dante makes for himself.

The Apocalypse of Paul, a 3d century apocryphal scripture, recounts Paul’s journey through hell, accompanied by an angel. This work, which was largely responsible for the popular idea of hell in Western Christian culture (Elliott 616), was known to the early commentator Buti and contains a number of motifs that appear in the Inferno. Dante’s reference to “bringing back confirmation of the faith,” however, more appropriately describes Paul’s journey to heaven.

44–45: Virgil is the shade of a great-souled man (magnanimo), an Aristotelian ethical concept that recurs in the Inferno. See notes to Inf. 3.34–36, 4.112–20. Virgil’s diagnosis is that in shrinking from the great mission offered to him, the pilgrim displays the opposite quality of pusillanimity. This does not seem characteristic of the historical Dante, but the narrative represents a universal psychological truth: all sinners shrink from conversion, which demands sacrifice.

52: “In suspense”: i.e., in limbo. See note to Inf. 4.23–30.

53ff.: Beatrice is the lodestar of Dante’s poetic and spiritual life. The story of his love for this Florentine woman some months younger than himself is told in the Vita Nuova (New Life). Dante first sees her when he is at the end of his ninth year, and his heart says “here is a lord more powerful than me, come to rule over me,” while his brain says “here now is your beatitude.” VN 2. By his own account he never exchanged more than greetings with her. Knowing nothing of her life “between the pantry and the linen chest” (Yeats), he was able to maintain a vision of her as a special revelation of glory, a miracle of nature and grace. See Williams 20; Gilson 57; Foster/Boyde 2.98.

After the death of Beatrice, ten years before the action of the Comedy is set, Dante speaks of his having entered into a long period of confusion. He came to love another woman, the gentile donna, who pitied his grief for Beatrice. He studied philosophy and began a philosophical treatise, the Convivio, in which he claimed the gentile donna was only a personification of philosophy. This murky period ends in the dark wood at the beginning of the Comedy, which is the story of Beatrice’s re-entry into his life.

In the Comedy Beatrice never stops being the woman Dante idolized. When she appears, this canto begins to echo Dante’s lyrics written in what he called the dolce stil novo (“sweet new style”), full of grave tenderness and elevated sentiment. But the young woman of Florence was only, in Auerbach’s term, a figura, a prefiguration of the fully realized Beatrice of the Comedy. This fulfilled Beatrice is one whose eyes continually see God, even in hell, and this enables her to assume a role in the scheme of Dante’s salvation, guiding him toward the ultimate reality of which this life is a shadow. Ernst Curtius thought Dante went further than that, giving Beatrice a role “in the objective process of salvation” available to all believers. Curtius 372–73; accord, Bloom 76–77. The medieval commentators got Beatrice’s direct knowledge of God backwards when they said that she was a personification of theology, but that formulation served their goal of making Dante look more orthodox than he is.

For a summary of Beatrice’s role that stresses implied comparisons between her and Christ, see DE 89–95.

55–57: These are typical stilnovist verses. The eyes shining like stars and the voice of an angel are hallmarks of the lady to whom amorous lyrics in this style were addressed. See Barolini 1984, 80. Lino Pertile suggests that the conception of love in Inf. 2 has changed by the time Dante reaches the late cantos of the Paradiso, “probably about twelve years of exile” later. He suggests that the stilnovo “does not survive beyond Purgatory,” because the Beatrice whom the pilgrim finds there has transcended this conception. Pertile 2003, 113.

58–60: In classical oratory, the speaker begins by praising his audience to win their goodwill before trying to persuade them. Virgil will use this rhetorical device repeatedly, and some critics think that this shows his pagan falseness. The initial use of the device by Beatrice, however, suggests that the captatio benevolentiae is not trickery by flattery, but homage that the speaker owes to one from whom he will ask a favor.

64–66, 69: Beatrice’s troubled emotions are not fully consistent with the impassivity of the blessed. See note to 91–93. The contradiction arises because the glorified Beatrice remains the lady of stilnovist lyric, and so one of her idealized characteristics is pity for the lover devoted to her.

67: “Polished eloquence (parola ornata)”: The current view that this phrase characterizes Virgil’s false pagan rhetoric, by contrast with plain Christian truth (despite the fact that Beatrice is praising Virgil for it), is anachronistic. Medieval handbooks regarded ornament as essential to poetic language: “discourse must be decorated.” Curtius 71; see ED 4.200. Augustine said that eloquence – consisting largely of the skillful use of abundant verbal ornaments – was indifferent between good and evil, and he urged Christians to use it in the service of truth. De Doctrina Christiana 4.2–3. Dante himself said that anyone who writes poetry should adorn [exornare] it as much as he can. VE 2.1.2. By re-using the phrase parola ornata for the seductive technique of Jason (Inf. 18.91), Dante will acknowledge that art can be used for bad ends. (It is also true that the poetic style of Dante’s “comedy” will differ significantly from the uniform high style of the Aeneid (which Dante calls Virgil’s “tragedy”) by including every stylistic register from the high to the humble. See, e.g., Barolini 1998, 281.)

76–81: If Beatrice can speak with the art of a classical orator, Virgil can speak with the courtesy of a medieval lover, expressed in the philosophical-theological refinements of stilnovist poetry. See Jacoff/Stephany 16.

78: The heaven of the least circumference is that of the moon. Dante’s earth sits motionless at the center of his universe. Surrounding it are the nine concentric hollow spheres that carry the moving planets and the fixed stars and beyond them the empyrean, the highest heaven.

83: “Core”: Hell is underground and its constriction is contrasted with the spacious freedom of the empyrean.

88–90: If Beatrice begins by sounding like a philosopher, Patrick Boyde notes that she is in fact paraphrasing Aristotle. Boyde 1993, 225–26.

91–93: The blessed are impassive, insulated not only from physical pain (Is. 43:2, “when thou shalt walk in the fire, thou shalt not be burnt”), but also from the pain of human passions such as pity. The blessed experience pity only intellectually and thus cannot pity the damned, whose punishment results from divine justice. ST Suppl. 94.2. This distinction between intellectual and emotional pity – and the fact that the living are not impassive – is ignored by critics who claim that experiencing pity for the souls in hell is gravely sinful.

94–96: The Blessed Mother. A celestial perspective opens up to explain how the actions of Inferno 1 have been influenced from heaven. This is the one scene in the Inferno that previews the world of the Paradiso, but it is modeled on classical epic, where the councils of the gods often intrude on human affairs. Dante is thinking of Aen. 1.223–96: after Aeneas and his companions endure a terrible storm at sea, the scene shifts to Olympus, where Venus, the hero’s goddess-mother, implores Jove not to allow any interference with the great destiny foretold for her son. Virgil is in turn imitating the scene in Illiad 1 where Thetis implores Zeus for the success of her son Achilles, but Virgil transforms the issue from the personal to the universal. Venus is pleading for no less than the future world-empire of Rome.

In Dante, the issue shifts back to the personal; but the personal is universal for Christians when it illustrates the drama of salvation. Instead of a goddess-mother, Dante has the Blessed Mother, who intercedes for us all. Inferno 2 is the canto of grace, and the communication of grace was the function of the Virgin Mary and the other saints. See Pelikan 3.159. The 12th century cult of Mary viewed her as the mediatrix between the believer and her Son who pleads the cause of men in heaven. Pelikan 3.168. In Par. 33.13–18, St. Bernard will explain that all who seek grace must have recourse to Mary, but that she often goes before the asking.

96: As Buti thought, the rigorous sentence is the pilgrim’s damnation, already decreed because “the wages of sin is death.” Rom 6:23. In medieval devotion, Mary intervenes to save souls that divine justice has condemned (Sumption 397), though this formulation is theologically problematic. See Fosca 2011. She cancels Dante’s sentence by triggering a miraculous eruption of grace into his life. See Par. 20.94–96.

97–108: The most striking narratological feature of Inf. 2 is the long relay of intermediaries that rescues the pilgrim from the plight of Inf. 1. The Virgin acts through her ladies-in-waiting – Lucy, Dante’s patron saint, and Beatrice, his love. Through the communion of saints the mediating function of Mary could be extended to a saint for whom a believer had a special devotion. Dante’s son Iacopo testified to his father’s devotion to St. Lucy (ED 3.717); and she will help the pilgrim again in Purg. 9.55–63.

This personalized mediation of grace is extended further here. The chain of mediation through the communion of saints serves to validate Beatrice as a surrogate for Mary. Personalizing the process yet further, Beatrice herself does not act directly, but through the medium of Virgil, Dante’s poetic idol. Though Virgil is in hell, he forms the final link in the chain of grace that extends back to the Virgin.

103–05: Dante’s selfless love for Beatrice ennobled him and led to the poetry of disinterested praise embodied in the canzone Donne ch’avete intelletto d’amore (“Ladies who have intelligence of love”) (VN 19), which brought a new spiritual dimension to the love poems of the common run of poets.

103: All of God’s creation praises him by reflecting part of his perfection; by her eminent virtue and beauty Beatrice praises him “truthfully,” with an especially bright and steady reflection.

107–08: “Torrent (fiumana)”: Whatever the significance of the swollen river, it appears to have only a metaphorical existence, like the sea of Inf. 1.23–24. Given that the ladies in heaven regard the fiumana as something from which the pilgrim must be saved, it seems likely that it carries the Christian significance traditionally attributed to a river as well as the sea – that of this life of temptation, subject to the storms of the passions. Death, on this reading, is the renewed threat of spiritual drowning that the pilgrim escaped in Inf. 1.22–27. The sea would thus be unable to boast of being more tempestuous than the river, as Buti and Boccaccio said. Other critics identify the river with the Jordan and even the waters of baptism, in which the sinful self dies. See Scott 186–87; Freccero 1986, 64–69.

115–16: Dante imitates the well-known line from the Venus/Jove scene in the Aeneid, in which Venus looks at Jove, “her bright eyes brimming over with tears.” Aen. 1.228.

127–40: The image of the flowers opening at dawn contrasts with that of creatures retiring at sunset at the beginning of the canto. This is in a sense the most important moment in the Inferno, the moment when the pilgrim turns definitively from his self-willed wanderings and surrenders to the promptings of grace, accepting the hard road laid out for him. Virgil’s narrative has opened his eyes fully. He now knows that he owes the opportunity to escape his perilous spiritual condition not to any merit of his own but to the intervention of grace occasioned by his devotion to Beatrice. His love for Beatrice becomes his road to God, and it must lead down to hell before ascending to heaven.

133: The Virgin and St. Lucy have now been definitively absorbed into Beatrice.


Canto III

THROUGH ME THE WAY TO SORROW’S CAPITAL,
THROUGH ME THE WAY TO EVERLASTING PAIN,
THROUGH ME THE WAY THAT LEADS AMONG THE LOST.

JUSTICE DIRECTED MY GREAT MAKER’S HAND.
DIVINE OMNIPOTENCE CREATED ME,5
TRANSCENDENT WISDOM AND PRIMORDIAL LOVE.

NOTHING WAS MADE BEFORE ME BUT THE THINGS
THAT LAST FOREVER, AND I LAST FOREVER.
YOU THAT PASS IN, LEAVE EVERY HOPE BEHIND.

These words I saw in shadowed characters10
inscribed above a gate, and looking I said,
“Master, their meaning fills me with dismay.”

And he replied, as someone with experience,
“Here you must leave behind all second thoughts
and here all your faint-heartedness must die.15

Now we have reached the place I told you of,
where you will see the sufferers who have lost
the only good in which the mind can rest.”

And after he had placed his hand on mine
and looked encouraging, which gave me comfort,20
he brought me into the world that stands apart.

There lamentations, sighs and high-pitched wailing
reverberated in the starless air,
so that on hearing them at first I wept.

A babel of languages brutally pronounced,25
utterances of pain and shouts of rage,
loud and faint voices and the slapping of palms

created a confused uproar that swirls
forever in that timelessly dark air
the way the sand does when the whirlwind blows.30

My head encircled by perplexity,
I asked him, “Master, what is this I hear,
what people, who seem overcome by grief?”

And he replied, “This pitiful behavior
is typical of the wretched souls of those35
who lived without incurring blame or praise.

Here they are mingled with the craven choir
of the angels who did not rebel nor keep
their faith with God, but formed a separate party.

The heavens, so as not to be disfigured,40
expel them and deep hell will not admit them
or else the wicked might have cause to brag.”

“Master,” I asked him, “what distresses them
so much it calls forth such loud lamentations?”
He answered: “I will tell you very briefly.45

The wretches here can have no hope of death
and their blind life is so contemptible
it makes them envy every other fate.

The world lets no report of them survive;
mercy and justice scorn them; let us speak50
no more of them, but look and walk on by.”

And as I looked again, I saw a banner
racing around in a circle, at such a speed
it seemed that it could tolerate no rest;

and after it there came a line of people55
so long that I would never have believed
that death could have undone so great a number.

After I’d recognized a few among them,
I saw and knew the shade of him that made
through cowardice the great renunciation.60

At once I understood beyond all doubt
that these made up the party of the spineless,
hateful to God and to his enemies.

These abject creatures, who had never lived,
went naked and were stung repeatedly65
by wasps and stinging flies that swarmed around them,

so that their faces were all streaked with blood
that mingled with their tears and fell at their feet
where it was harvested by loathsome worms.

And then I looked beyond them and I saw70
people upon the bank of a broad river,
which prompted me to say, “Master, allow me

to know who those may be and what compulsion
makes them show so much eagerness to cross,
as seems apparent even in this weak light.”75

“All of these things,” he answered, “will be made
plain to you when we interrupt our progress
upon the dismal shore of the Acheron.”

Then with my eyes cast down in shame, for fear
that he had found my questioning annoying,80
I held my tongue until we reached the river.

And suddenly, coming toward us in a boat,
there was an old man, his hair white with age,
who shouted, “Now you’re done for, wicked souls!

Don’t even think of ever seeing the sky:85
I come to take you to the other shore
amidst eternal darkness, fire and frost.

And you, the living soul there, step aside
and separate yourself from these who are dead.”
Seeing that I did not depart, he added:90

“Not here – another road and other ports
will bring you to the shore for crossing over.
A lighter craft than mine must carry you.”

My guide addressed him: “Do not vex yourself,
Charon, for this is willed where will is one95
with its fulfillment: ask no more about it.”

And from that moment on, the wooly jaws
of the pilot of the muddy marsh were still,
while all around his eyes rolled wheels of flame.

But meanwhile those disheartened naked souls100
had suddenly changed color when they heard
those cruel words and began to gnash their teeth.

They cursed God and their fathers and their mothers,
all of humanity, the place and hour
and seed of their conception and their birth.105

Weeping aloud then, all of them assembled
in a dense crowd upon the evil shore
that waits for all who have no fear of God.

And with his burning eyes, the demon Charon
beckons them and collects them all aboard,110
smacking his oar on those who don’t step lively.

And as the leaves detach themselves in autumn,
each following the last until the branch
sees all its clothes upon the ground below,

there the bad seed of Adam at his signal115
throw themselves one by one from the high bank,
the way a falcon comes at its recall.

They go away then over the dark water,
and before they disembark on the far shore
again on this one a new crowd has gathered.120

My gracious teacher said to me, “My son,
all those who die at enmity with God
gather together here from every land;

and they feel eagerness to cross the river
because God’s justice puts the spurs to them,125
so that their terror changes to desire.

No good soul ever goes across from here;
and so if Charon has complained of you,
now you may grasp the import of his words.”

He’d scarcely finished when the murky floodplain130
trembled with so much violence that the memory
of my terror leaves me bathed again in sweat.

The tear-soaked land heaved forth a gust of wind
that blazed up in a flash of brilliant red,
the force of which made all my senses fail;135

and I fell like one seized suddenly by sleep.

Notes

1–9: The gate of hell, the first of many threshold guardians that people the Inferno, speaks in the first person.

5–6: Power (being), wisdom (intellect) and love (will) are predicated respectively of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit as they coexist in the unity of the godhead. See Conv. 2.5.7–8; Bonaventure 3.5; ST 1.27.3.

7–8: The angels, the heavens and prime matter were the first creations; earth, of which hell forms part, was created soon after. Par. 29.22–45; Boyde 1981, 242–45. Earth will endure forever, being renewed after the Last Judgment. Apoc. 21:1–7.

12: “Fills me with dismay (m’è duro).” Daniello thought the pilgrim was frightened, rather than puzzled, by the inscription, which strengthens the psychology of the following passage.

14–15: In contrast to the damned, who must leave all hope behind, the pilgrim must leave behind all pusillanimity. Aeneas’ guide, the Sybil, says, “You need your courage now and your stout heart” (Aen. 6.261); but Dante’s line is more pointed, because in Inf. 2 the pilgrim has exhibited faint-heartedness. Moreover, by enterprising acceptance of his mission now the pilgrim will overcome the sin punished in this vestibule of hell.
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