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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 (70-19BCE). 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.

			In the second circle, Minos judges the lustful, who are swept up in a terrible storm. The people in this circle include the famous adulterers Paolo and Francesca.

			The third circle is home to the gluttonous, who are buried in mud, battered by hail and flayed by the three-headed beast Cerberus.

			The avaricious and the spendthrifts reside in the fourth circle, where they are forced to joust against each other.

			The fifth circle takes the form of a swamp leading to the river Styx. It is home to the wrathful, who are locked in combat with each other as they gradually sink into the mire, and the melancholic, who lie beneath the surface of its fetid waters.

			They then enter the demoniacal city of Dis, which encompasses the other three circles of Hell. In the first (the sixth circle), heretics are trapped in burning tombs.

			The Minotaur and the rivers of boiling blood

			The Minotaur, a mythical beast with the body of a man and the head of a bull, guards the seventh circle of Hell, which is divided into three rings to punish the sins of violence and inhumanity:

			
					the first ring punishes murderers, who are submerged in Phlegethon, a river of boiling blood, and are guarded by centaurs who shoot arrows at them if they try to escape;

					the second ring is for those who have inflicted violence on themselves, namely people who have committed suicide, whose bodies have been turned into trees;

					the third and final ring is for people who have committed violence against God, nature and art; they are pelted by burning rain.

			

			The eighth circle, where the deceitful are punished, is divided into Pockets:

			
					The first of these contains pimps and seducers, who are whipped by demons.

					The second is filled with flatterers, who are submerged in excrement.

					The third is for simonists, meaning those who have sold spiritual aid such as salvation and positions in the Church, who are placed in holes while flames burn their feet.

					The soothsayers in Pocket Four have their heads painfully twisted around and are unable to look ahead to see where they are going.

					Corrupt officials are condemned to Pocket Five, where they are immersed in boiling tar and pursued by armies of demons if they try to escape.

					The hypocrites who inhabit Pocket Six are forced to wear a tunic which is made of gold on the outside, but heavy lead on the inside.

					Snakes swarm Pocket Seven, binding the hands of the thieves who reside there and attacking them.

					Pocket Eight is for the intellectually dishonest, who persuaded others to engage in fraud while they were alive. Their punishment is to be burnt by great tongues of flame. Here Dante meets the legendary Greek hero Ulysses and asks him what happened to him after the Trojan War. Ulysses responds that he got lost after setting sail, encountered a gigantic mountain that turned out to be Purgatory, and was then pushed beneath the waves by a powerful wind. 

					In Pocket Nine, the rabble-rousers, who used their words and influence to engender division, are dismembered by demons who then sew up their wounds.

					Pocket Ten is home to counterfeiters, who are left deformed by horrific illnesses.

			

			Count Ugolino the cannibal and Lucifer the fallen angel

			The ninth circle, which is home to traitors, is located at the bottom of a well and takes the form of a frozen lake called Cocytus, which is divided into four sections:

			
					The first of these is called Cain, and is reserved for those who have betrayed their families. They are submerged up to their necks in the lake and are looking towards the bottom.

					The second level, Antenora, is home to traitors to their country, who are also submerged in the lake and have their necks frozen. One of the most infamous inhabitants of Antenora is Count Ugolino, who is depicted gnawing the head of another prisoner. He tells Dante that he was imprisoned with his sons, who knew that they were dying and told him to eat their bodies to sustain himself. In the end, his hunger drove him to commit this horrific act.

					Those who have betrayed their guests are condemned to the third level, called Ptolomea, where they lie face up in the ice and their tears freeze.

					The fourth and final level is called Giudecca, and is reserved for individuals who have betrayed their benefactors. They are frozen into the ice, their bodies twisted into painful positions.

			

			Lucifer punishes sinners who have been condemned to the very centre of Hell for committing treachery against God by tearing at their flesh with the mouths of his three faces. One of these represents Judas, who betrayed Jesus, while the other two represent Brutus and Cassius, who both betrayed Julius Caesar. 

			As Lucifer flaps his enormous wings, Dante and Virgil begin climbing his body to make their way out of Hell. Their ascent takes them several hours, but eventually Dante can see the stars.

			PURGATORIO

			Cleansing of sins and the seven letters on the forehead

			Purgatory is divided into seven terraces, where individuals are cleansed of the seven deadly sins. Before they reach these terraces, Dante and Virgil spend some time in Ante-Purgatory, which is populated by sinners who repented too late. While Dante is asleep, he is carried to Purgatory by Saint Lucia. An angel carves the letter “P” (signifying peccatum, or sin) into his forehead seven times; these will disappear one by one as he is cleansed of his sins.

			The first three terraces serve to cleanse sins that wounded the sinner’s loved ones:

			
					The first terrace cleanses the sin of pride. It features a sculpture of the Annunciation, when the angel Gabriel told the Virgin Mary that she would give birth to the son of God, which serves as an example of humility. Those who have committed this sin are forced to climb a hill with a stone on their backs. An angel comes to erase the first “P” from Dante’s forehead.

					In the second terrace, which is dedicated to envy, Dante and Virgil hear voices which recount examples of charity. Sinners in this terrace have their eyes sewn shut with wires.

					On the third terrace, individuals are cleansed of the sin of anger. Here, Dante has visions of scenes of humility. 

			

			Dreams, food, love and the wall of fire

			
					The fourth terrace cleanses sinners who are guilty of slothfulness by making them work constantly.

					The fifth terrace purges the sin of avarice, which results from excessive love for material goods. The avaricious are made to lie face down on the ground and cannot move.

					The sixth terrace, where the sin of gluttony is cleansed, is full of trees. However, the gluttons on this level cannot reach the fruit on their branches, and voices coming from the trees preach moderation.

					The seventh terrace is populated by those who are guilty of the sin of lust. It contains a wall of fire that the souls must pass through, and examples of chastity and fidelity are recounted as they do so. Virgil must leave Dante at this point: as he has been condemned to Hell, he cannot enter Paradise.

			

			PARADISO

			The griffin and the golden carriage

			Dante enters the Earthly Paradise, and is accompanied by Saint Mathilda as he witnesses a procession comprising four animals, Beatrice riding in a carriage, a griffin which represents Jesus, three women who represent faith, charity and hope, two elderly women who represent the Acts of the Apostles and the Pauline Epistles, and an old man who represents the Apocalypse.

			Dante is immersed in the river Lethe, which washes away the memory of his sins, and Beatrice predicts that he has a bright future in the Church. Dante is now ready to enter Paradise.

			The heavens and their movement

			Paradise is divided into nine heavens which correspond to some of the planets in the Solar System. This division is related to Aristotelian cosmology: it was believed that the movement of the stars was controlled by other entities, and Dante thought that these entities could only be angelic beings.

			Dante and Beatrice ascend to Paradise in a ball of fire. The first heaven they reach is the Moon, which is home to those who were fundamentally good but committed sinful acts under pressure. Dante sees these souls as reflections in crystal clear waters. This heaven is moved by angels, who are the lowest-ranking of all the angelic beings.

			The second heaven is Mercury, where individuals who were motivated to do good for earthly rather than divine reasons reside. Mercury is similar to the Moon in many ways: the beings it is home to appear to glitter, and it is moved by Archangels, who are also near the bottom of the divine hierarchy.

			Those who loved too much can be found in Venus, and take the form of fast-moving flashes of light.

			The wise and a gigantic red cross

			The wise reside on the Sun. This heaven is home to the Doctors of the Church, meaning saints who played a particularly important role in establishing the fundamental precepts of Catholicism. The beings here dance together to form circles of dazzling lights, and the heaven is moved by the Powers, which possess intelligence of a higher order.

			The fifth heaven, Mars, is moved by the Virtues and is home to souls who died for their faith. They are arrayed to form a gigantic red cross, at the centre of which is Jesus, the first martyr of the Church.

			Jupiter, the sixth heaven, is reserved for the Just. Their souls take the form of lights which first spell out a passage from the Book of Wisdom, then change position to depict a giant eagle.

			Saturn, the seventh heaven, is home to the Contemplative Spirits, who take the form of bright lights which ascend and descend a glowing set of stairs. This heaven is moved by Thrones, who are at the top of the hierarchy of angelic beings.

			God’s view of the heavens

			From the heaven of Fixed Stars, which constitutes the eighth level of Paradise, Dante can clearly see the planets. The souls dance around a light emitted by Jesus and the Virgin Mary. Objects in this heaven are moved by Cherubim.

			The highest heaven is the Crystalline Sphere. While he is here, Dante talks about some of the angels who fell from grace. They then ascend to the Empyrean, and Beatrice looks more beautiful than ever. This level lies beyond the physical world and outside time and space, and is home to the Virgin Mary, the angels and God himself. It is made up of three concentric circles of light, representing the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. The stars can be seen shining below.

			The structure of The Divine Comedy
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			CHARACTER STUDY

			Producing a complete list of the characters of The Divine Comedy is an exceptionally difficult task, as Hell, Purgatory and Heaven are all crammed with figures from before Dante’s time, notable individuals from his era, and characters from biblical and mythological texts. Indeed, these three realms are so densely populated that the reader may find themselves feeling overwhelmed by the sheer range of cities, time periods and belief systems depicted. However, much of the text’s richness stems from this incredible variety of characters and its realistic, diverse portrayal of humanity.

			DANTE

			This character shares the author’s name, making The Divine Comedy one of the earliest pseudo-autobiographical works (meaning that although the protagonist is a real person, the events recounted in the novel are fictional). As he passes through Hell, Purgatory and Paradise, he learns about himself, develops as a character and begins to understand the meaning of his life.

			The reader discovers what happens in these divine realms and learns about these alternate worlds through Dante’s eyes. His importance as a character stems less from his own words or actions than from his wanderings and discussions with the other figures he encounters. He is naturally curious, and is keen to ask questions of the medieval priests and kings he encounters in Hell.

			In a way, Dante plays the same role as the authors of travel guides, as he points out places of interest to us and allows us to familiarise ourselves with the three divine realms. He can also be compared to a tour guide, as we travel through Hell, Purgatory and Paradise alongside him.

			VIRGIL

			While Dante can be considered the reader’s travel guide, he also has his own guide to the three divine realms in the form of Virgil. The Roman poet proves to be a compassionate, determined, supportive guide who does not rush his companion and is always there to help him through Hell and Purgatory. He also serves to introduce the theme of the history of literature. Dante was keenly aware of all the writers and thinkers who came before him, and placed many of them in Heaven as a way of honouring their contribution. Of all these writers, Virgil’s role is the most impressive: not only does he lead his companion through the city of Dis and to the top of the Mountain of Purgatory, but he is also an engaging conversationalist who teaches him about cosmology, history, literature and language. He encourages Dante to express his own ideas, and the two men have many interesting conversations over the course of their extensive journey.

			BEATRICE

			Beatrice is at the heart of The Divine Comedy. Some critics have attempted to identify her with the real Beatrice, whom Dante barely spoke to, and fill in her life story. However, who she really was is far less important than the role Dante ascribes to her: through his writing, she is transformed into a heroine and the embodiment of all that is good in the world

			MOHAMMED

			
			FRANCESCA AND PAOLO

			
			COUNT UGOLINO
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